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			A wave of public protests rocked Azerbaijan at the beginning of 2013. The first protest event of the year was inspired by the disputed death of a young conscript in the Azerbaijani army. While the official cause of death was heart attack, the family insisted he was beaten to death. The result was a fierce debate about the difficulties facing newly recruited soldiers and the conditions under which they serve. Some activists initiated a Facebook group and called for a demonstration in Baku on January 12. Twenty thousand people joined the group, an impressive number by Azerbaijani standards, given that support for anti-establishment manifestations can be dangerous. Later as many as 1,000 protesters, also a large number for Azerbaijan, joined the actual event in support of the dead soldiers’ family, demanding the defense minister’s resignation. Just a week later shopkeepers at Baku’s largest shopping mall, Bina, protested against increased rents. The demonstrators blocked a major highway and 5,000 shopkeepers kept their businesses closed in support of the protest. This was shortly followed by another spontaneous outbreak of dissent in Ismayili, 150 km northwest of Baku, where community members set fire to cars and buildings and called for the governor’s resignation after a controversial car accident. Riot police finally managed to disperse the protesters, many of whom were injured and/or imprisoned. The harsh treatment brought about another rally in the capital in support of the Ismayili protesters. The outbreak of civic unrest in Ismayili can be seen as particularly important since it indicates discontent with the government, not only in Baku, but outside the capital as well.1 

			The January events were followed by others, very diverse in character; both in Baku and outside; some within the framework of “democracy activism” and others mainly addressing economic issues, such as low wages. Their common denominator appears to have been frustration with a leadership that, despite paying lip service to reforms, let corruption, nepotism and autocracy rule. Hence, some analysts and activists described these events as the beginning of an “Azerbaijani Spring.” However, while the authorities appear to initially have been taken by surprise, they learned their lesson and all subsequent unsanctioned demonstrations were stifled with force, with the law enforcement agencies often taking advantage of new methods and equipment. Nevertheless, the protests are intriguing as they illustrate the increased will, of at least certain groups, to actively participate in shaping the societal and political arena in a country most often described in terms of political apathy. The articles in this issue focus on the new dynamics of political opposition in Azerbaijan by analyzing the actors (Sultanova), the role of social media (Pearce) and the innovative use of humor (Hadjizade and Pearce) to carry out dissent. This introduction will serve as a background to these texts by elaborating on the circumstances that have molded this new wave of activism.2         

			Political Apathy and the Opposition’s Endemic Problems

			To a large extent the recent mobilization in Azerbaijan can be accredited to a generational shift in the democratic opposition movement. In 1992 Abulfaz Elchibey, leader of the Azerbaijan People’s Front Party was elected president of independent Azerbaijan, in what has been called the only free and fair election in the country´s history.3 His government lasted less than a year and ever since Azerbaijan has been under the presidency of the Aliyev family. The Popular Front Party instead became the backbone of the political opposition and most current opposition parties stem from the Popular Front, as do a majority of the current opposition leaders (see Sultanova, this issue). During these 20 years, since the fall of the Elchibey government, the efforts of the opposition have faced continuous official constraints and growing national and international discredit. Their work is suffering from the lack of opportunity to actively participate in the political decision-making process. Government restrictions hinder their day-to-day activities as well as electoral campaigning.4 Without access to the public through media or political channels, no opposition movement is able to unify and efficiently organize itself to play a political role. Opposition groups simply cannot assess their audience to set an achievable purpose. They are condemned to agitate in almost empty spaces, thereby disempowering themselves. Still, many analysts believe the problems of the opposition go beyond the political system’s structural limitations. They have been described as disorganized, fractured, disillusioned, weak and too concentrated in urban areas. Moreover, they are seen as more focused on the promotion of political leaders than specific ideologies, which has resulted in a lack of platforms that could attract voters. The inability to unite was a fatal flaw in the 2003 presidential election, where they could not present a unified candidate to challenge Ilham Aliyev.5 The final nail in the coffin was the failed “color revolution” following the 2005 parliamentary elections.6 

			After the electoral revolutions in some other post-Soviet countries, many thought Azerbaijan was the next authoritarian country in line for regime change. There were great hopes ahead of the 2005 parliamentary elections as the political opposition united and organized major demonstrations against the lack of democracy and freedom. This effort fell flat when the opposition lost the election and the protests against the election results were suppressed quickly and brutally. Many analysts saw the failed revolution as symptomatic for an incapable, disorganized political opposition.7 The history of fraud, as well as the opposition parties’ lack of visible achievement, has reinforced the widespread political apathy among the population, which is often referred to as a major hindrance to Azerbaijan’s road to democratization.8 As noted by Valiyev, “few Azerbaijani voters actually participate in electoral politics, because most do not believe that voting can change anything.”9 

			One main problem appears to be that the opposition parties have not been able to renew themselves, either in terms of members or activities. Although young people eligible to vote are twenty five percent of the population, they have the fewest representatives of their peer group in politics. Traditionally opposition parties have a youth-wing, nevertheless they do not include the younger generation in their core structure.10 In light of this situation, it is interesting to note that a new generation of activists has manifested itself in the civil society sphere during the last five years. This phenomenon has been explained by some as the result of “young, Internet-savvy, and Western-educated” Azerbaijanis, who have been studying abroad, returning home.11 Some are affiliated to pro-democracy youth movements (see Sultanova, this issue), others are individuals without formal organization, but who can, according to Pearce, be seen as part of a connective action network opposing the government using mainly the Internet (see Pearce, this issue). Gradually these activists have become the most vocal opposition in the country. In the lead-up to the 2013 presidential election some of these young activists were voicing criticism of the tactics and perspectives of the “old guard” opposition12 and they were also, not surprisingly, the organizers of the demonstration on January 12, which was the largest Azerbaijan had seen in quite some time. 

			Stability versus Democracy 

			Another key to understanding the rise of civic mobilization in Azerbaijan is the authorities’ and activists’ very incompatible perceptions of democracy and its role in post-Soviet Azerbaijani society. While the state promotes a “controlled democracy” to ensure stability, the new members of the opposition are pushing harder and harder for real democratic reforms, freedoms and change. 

			The end of the Soviet era and the beginning of independence were very turbulent and rough for the people of Azerbaijan. Ethnic tensions between Azerbaijanis and Armenians led Soviet troops to enter Baku, leaving many traumatized, and to the outbreak of war over Nagorno-Karabakh, in which Azerbaijan lost a large part of its territory. The political scene was characterized by chaos as well. The Popular Front Party’s brief term in power was characterized by infighting, coups and political violence. It was in this context that former politburo member Heydar Aliyev, previously head of both Azerbaijan’s KGB and Communist Party, was called back onto the political scene. Heydar became the “savior,” he negotiated the seizure of power, got rid of the trouble makers in politics, and established good relations with neighboring countries.13 In short, he is seen to have brought the stability that the country so badly needed. The turbulent years are still alive in the memory of many of the Azerbaijanis who never want to go through such an experience again. The need for stability has translated into the cornerstone of government policy. Stability is the key to both national and international success and must be protected at any cost. In government rhetoric it is often indicated that “some countries” would like to see a destabilized Azerbaijan. Most often this is heard in terms of the “threat from imported radicalism,” but lately it has also been applied to those who question democratic progress in Azerbaijan. In connection to the January protests, the head of the Azerbaijani Presidential Administration’s Social and Political Department Ali Hasanov said he believes some countries want 

			…the situation of 1991-1993 to return to Azerbaijan, when rallies were held, roads were blocked, and shops were robbed…They want this kind of society. Why do they say that the democracy in Azerbaijan doesn’t suit them? Because we demand responsible democracy. We say that there must be a balance of human rights. The rights of one person begin where the rights of other individuals end. The balance is a resource of governance in the hands of the authorities.14

			This quote illustrates the clash between a perceived need for stability and many activists’ wish to publically promote democratic change. Anyone promoting a “counter-frame” is perceived as disturbing stability and labeled “oppositional,” which can have dangerous consequences. In this respect, the need for absolute stability is counteracting mainstream notions of freedom and democracy. According to its constitution, Azerbaijan is a democratic country. In the words of the president, “all freedoms are protected in Azerbaijan. The freedom of speech and freedom of the press are fully provided. There is free internet in Azerbaijan. The freedom of assembly is fully guaranteed.”15 In reality, the perception that all freedoms need to be controlled, in order not to destabilize the country, creates a democracy substantially different from what, for example, people in Western Europe are used to. 

			For quite some time, it did seem that among the Azerbaijani population at large the wish for stability was stronger than the wish to dispute this notion of democracy. However, as noted above, a growing number of voices are heard, mainly among the younger generations, questioning the democratic progress and disputing the way democracy is practiced in Azerbaijan. For many of these people, the short-lived independent Azerbaijani Democratic Republic (1918–1920) has become the symbol for how things could be different.16 One example can be found in the Manifesto for Change by Emin Milli, a youth activist who has become one of the most well-known representatives of the growing democracy movement. Manifesto for Change was first presented at the MAKE A DIFFERENCE Forum in the House of Lords and later appeared on Facebook and other social media sites. 

			I believe that it is time to make fundamental changes and to re-write “the script” of our future. We need a new “script” for our FUTURE deeply rooted in our Azerbaijani Democratic Republic (ADR) heritage and its spirit. The leaders of the ADR, the leaders of the first recognized democratic republic in the Muslim world, started our long way to freedom from the belief in the power of ideas, in the power of dreams and in the power of education.17

			The shared goal for many of the new youth movements is spreading ideas of democracy and civic activism among the youth in order to build a better society. By labeling groups and individuals that are questioning the hegemonic perception of democracy “oppositional,” the state has forced the perception of a “we and they” and strengthened, rather than discouraged, the feeling among certain groups and individuals that change is needed. As the authorities use every means available to try to control discursive practices, the conflict between change and stability translates into social reality. 

			Repression and Mobilization

			In Azerbaijan the political situation has deteriorated under the rule of Ilham Aliyev. Using the claim of the need for stability, the country has, according to the International Crisis Group, gone from a semi-authoritarian state to a fully authoritarian one.18 With every election, power has become more concentrated in the hands of the president and his New Azerbaijan party. While earlier the traditional opposition parties were always given at least symbolic representation, after the 2010 parliamentary elections, they no longer have seats in the legislature.19 The opportunities for political opposition to publically express their views have also been decreasing. Getting a permit to organize a rally in a central location is near impossible and at the end of 2012, the government adopted a new law which dramatically increased the fines for organizing and participating in so-called unauthorized rallies.20 Besides the financial punishments, the harsh handling of protesters during the 2013 events has shown the authorities will not accept any gathering that in their view could threaten the political status quo. The developments surrounding the March 10, 2013, protest are a vivid illustration of this. On this day a renewed protest in support of mistreated soldiers was planned. There was great anticipation among democracy activists, with intense online mobilization on social media. Nevertheless, the outcome was a disappointment. The police arrested many activists before the protests and did their best to physically prevent demonstrators from getting to Fountain Square in Baku, where the protest was to take place. Public transport was halted in some areas and large parts of the city center blocked to restrict access to the square. Those who managed to arrive there faced stiff resistance from riot police using brand new water cannons, rubber bullets and tear gas to disperse the demonstrators. There were also a number of “sound cannons” (Long Range Acoustic Devices - LRAD) placed at strategic locations ready to be used; such equipment, however, did not become necessary as the police managed to empty the square in less than an hour. The demonstrators who did not go voluntarily were dragged away and several received injuries through their brutal handling. Any attempt to resume the protest on the side streets and the boardwalk was stopped. Many of those who took part in the protest were arrested or put on buses out of the city. So far, participants in the “unsanctioned demonstration” have been ordered to pay a total of about 10,000 AZM (over 80,000 USD) in fines.21 

			Freedom of the press is in a dire state as well. All Azerbaijani TV channels are directly or indirectly controlled by the regime and independent newspapers and journalists face immense difficulties. Restrictions exist in the legal sphere, making it hard to obtain the permits and funding needed for work as well as in the shape of more informal pressure. More and more often, critical journalists are threatened, physically assaulted, arrested on various charges or kidnapped.22 Facing heavy fines for “defamation” as well as  severe limitations in printing and distribution opportunities, the two major opposition newspapers, Yeni Musavat and Azadliq, are now on the verge of bankruptcy.23 With freedom of assembly restricted and independent media marginalized, the internet is, in a sense, the only space left for political activism. The January 2013 events illustrated how during recent years it has become increasingly popular among democracy activists in Azerbaijan to use online channels such as Facebook, blogging and tweeting for spreading information and organizing activities. This being said, the government is becoming increasingly aware of the rising Internet activism and is trying to find ways to restrict its impact (see Pearce and Hadjizade and Pearce, this issue). As the government is closing more and more doors for online and offline activism by legal regulations and physical assaults, it still remains to be seen how repression will influence the growing mobilization in the long run. According to Pearce and Kendzior, increased repression has successfully dissuaded many Internet users from political activism in Azerbaijan.24 For some however the clampdown would appear to have had the opposite effect. One blogger testifies to this unexpected outcome, referring to the controversial 2009 arrests of democracy activists/bloggers Emin Milli and Adnan Hadjizade. Charged with “hooliganism,” the bloggers claimed their arrests were politically motivated and their incarceration provoked world-wide protests.25 

			When Emin and Adnan were arrested in July 2009, it was also a start to a whole new page of my life – the one when I had to pick a side and stick to it. I did not, and have never, regretted it … On Facebook, where most of our activity was concentrated, many unfriended or hid me. Losing some of them was pretty painful, but the cause was worth it. Especially, given that it introduced me to a whole new dimension – the world of activism.26 

			However, with the exception of the early 2013 protest events, there have been few attempts to translate the online dissent to “offline” action to capture those supporters of the opposition who are “not on Facebook.” As for now, the major force of activism is limited to a small elite group, as few Azerbaijanis are online.27 At the same time, the rebellion in Ismayili and the (so far unsuccessful) attempts to start similar demonstrations in other cities show that discontent with the political situation does exist outside of Baku. To find methods of mobilizing the rest of the population who rely on state television for information is a major challenge for the democratic opposition. One step on the way was the “National Council of Democratic Forces” – an election coalition uniting both the “new” and “old” opposition behind a candidate to challenge President Aliyev in the October 2013 presidential elections.

			A Presidential Election and Hope for the Future  

			The fact that 2013 was an election year most probably also contributed to the upswing in mobilization. Due to the harsh government restrictions on political rallying, the election process, during which international observers ensure the opposition’s right to campaign, is traditionally the opposition parties’ only chance to interact with the public.28 In preparation for the 2013 presidential election in Azerbaijan, 129 persons signed the Declaration of the National Council of Democratic Forces in Azerbaijan. Among these were leaders of traditional opposition parties, academics, representatives of civil society, youth activists, as well as religious figures. After some initial problems the Council united behind one presidential candidate, Jamil Hasanli, a renowned  Cold War historian at the Academy of Sciences. If elected Hasanli would have been an interim president for two years, during which time the Council would have established a parliamentary republic.29 Hasanli’s welcome from the opposition community was lukewarm at first, as many considered him too unknown outside the academic community. As the campaign progressed, however, it appeared that Hasanli managed to prove himself a dignified and worthy candidate. His active engagement with the “Facebook generation” seems to have paid off. Also his brave stance and open critique of the Aliyev family’s misrule during the chaotic, to say the least, televised presidential debates impressed many. If nothing else, these debates showed with a depressing clarity that Aliyev and Hasanli were the only “real” contestants. The other eight candidates spent the majority of their airtime giving Hasanli a hard time or defending the incumbent from the “vicious attacks” of the outspoken opposition candidate, as he was not present to do this himself. As in previous years, Ilham Aliyev did not feel the need to conduct any election campaign, but communicated that his actions for the people should speak for themselves.30 The opposition, in contrast, desperately needed to get its message out and, given the difficult conditions, the National Council ran a respectable campaign. Having failed to win permits for gatherings in central locations, they held a number of sanctioned election rallies in the outskirts of Baku, gathering some 1,500-3,000 participants. Rallies were also conducted in other cities, often with interference from the local police despite being legally organized.

			 Nevertheless, as many observers pointed out, the opposition never stood a chance of winning the election.31 After amending the constitution in 2009 to eliminate the two-term limit for the presidency, Ilham Aliyev could stand as a candidate for a third term. Nobody was surprised when he won a landslide victory, scoring 85 percent of the votes versus a mere 5,5 percent for the opposition’s candidate, according to the official tally. Beyond the restrictions on the political and civil liberties that have severely impacted the existence and activities of the opposition, the issue of election fraud is also a major problem. As noted above, with the possible exception of the 1992 presidential election, no free and fair election has been held in Azerbaijan since independence. Electoral fraud, in varying degrees, has become the norm. In a study of the 2008 presidential election and 2009 referendum, Herron has noted that the order to ensure certain election results probably does not come directly from the top. Instead, he writes, Azerbaijan “... represents a case of uncoordinated interference by officials, in which orders are not explicitly provided through a chain of command but more subtle signals are used to impel officials to deliver the vote adequately.32 Still, if anything, the 2013 election was marked by more and dirtier foul play than previous elections. The day before the election, Meydan TV, an independent television channel broadcasting via satellite and the Internet from Germany, broke the news that an application for mobile phones launched by the Central Election Commission (to allow users to follow the election results) already showed that Aliyev was the winner with 72.76 percent of the votes. The results were quickly removed and the official response was that they were part of a test, but the damage was done.33 The scandal, referred to as “Appgate,” set the tone for an election that the OSCE/ODIHR’s monitoring mission, in an unusually critical statement, said had “serious flaws.” Stuffing ballot boxes, so-called “carousel voting,” when a group of people vote in numerous polling stations, problems with the ballot count, threats, and even physical attacks on independent observers were just some of the violations documented.34 

			One can only speculate that it was the opposition’s mobilization, its consolidation in the National Council, the election campaign, and the popular protests in the spring that made the authorities feel compelled to ensure the incumbent president’s victory in this devastating way. Perhaps, as suggested by Herron, the order did not come from above, but the electoral fraud could instead be a way for others further down the hierarchy to show their support for the system. The question is, however, what actually was accomplished through this obvious fraud, as it fed into the image of Azerbaijan as an undemocratic state, both inside and outside the country. The fact that the violations could be more easily exposed than previously, thanks to photos and videos on mobile cameras, and spread via social media made it painfully clear to people in general, as well as those already working for change, that the election process was merely an illusion. The OSCE/ODHIR’s election monitors were so critical in their analysis of the election that they, unlike in previous years, refused to sign the statement presented by the Council of Europe Parliamentary Assembly (PACE) and the European Parliament (EP) in which they, among other things, shamelessly stated that “overall around election day we have observed a free, fair and transparent electoral process.”35 Instead, OSCE/ODIHR published its own statement, in which it, for example, noted violations in the counting procedure in a shocking 58 percent of polling stations visited.36 Even though the opposition lost the election, it still sees this development as something positive. These widely differing statements from actors who all, in theory, should represent “European norms and values” have attracted international attention and led to intensified debate on the international community’s double standards towards the Azerbaijani regime.37 

			It is difficult at this stage to assess the impact of the National Council of Democratic Forces and whether it will be more successful and enduring than previous election coalitions, such as Azadliq in the 2005 parliamentary elections. Certain opposition groups, most noticeably the Republican Alternative (ReAL) movement, that is perceived by many as a serious initiative with future potential, chose not to enter the coalition. Nonetheless, as ReAL’s presidential candidate, Ilgar Mammadov (presently in prison accused of instigating the Ismayili riots), was rejected by the Central Election Commission on claims that some of the signatures he submitted were forged, he urged his potential voters to support Hasanli. It was always clear, however, that this cooperation with the council was temporary. In light of the election defeat, some members have also decided to leave the coalition. Most notably so far, one of the key partners, the Musavat Party, withdrew their 12 representatives in January 2014. 

			Even though the unity of the opposition at the moment is shaky, this merging of “old” and “new” opposition figures, with religious activists added to the mix as well, is nevertheless interesting. It shows that despite a “static” political situation, the opposition in Azerbaijan is showing signs of dynamism. As further discussed in Sultanova’s chapter in this issue, there is an ongoing debate as to what shape the fight for political change in the country should take. At the same time, as the young people in Azerbaijan seem to have lost faith in traditional opposition parties, the coalition during the election indicated that the generational shift in the democratic movement might possibly in time be formalized on the political arena. Combined with greater international attention to the deteriorating human, political and civil rights situation in Azerbaijan, this might be just the revitalization that the Azerbaijani democratic movement needs to survive and prosper.     
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			Challenging the Aliyev Regime: Political Opposition in Azerbaijan

			Shahla Sultanova

			Journalist 

			Abstract: The opposition in Azerbaijan has long been considered a dysfunctional political group that does not threaten the ruling regime. Large swathes of the Azerbaijani public see opposition forces as badly organized, poorly funded, and vulnerable, allowing the Aliyev regime to stand largely unchallenged in the political arena. The traditional opposition’s image of failure drove newly emerging groups to develop a different format, which focuses more on education and less on politics. This article examines the development and transformation of the political opposition in Azerbaijan since independence in 1991, teasing out the significant distinction between the old and new oppositions in challenging the ruling regime. Based on analyses of media reporting and scholarly works, as well as numerous interviews with opposition members, I argue that both branches of the opposition in Azerbaijan have so far failed to test the regime mainly because of the oppressive tactics employed against them, but also as a result of their failure to establish a new form of party politics.

			The Emergence of Opposition in Azerbaijan

			Despite its current image of failure, examining the evolution of Azerbaijan’s political opposition reveals that, in its early stages, it was a successful organization. During the 70 years of Soviet rule, Azerbaijan had a single political party: the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU). Until Gorbachov’s glasnost policy gave the Soviet people
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			an opportunity to question their government, this party went unchallenged. However, in the lead up to the collapse of the Soviet Union, the media began to attack the key institutions of the regime, including the party, the military and even Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev himself. Some media outlets began courting dissidents, and vice versa.1 

			Over the course of 1988-1989, politics moved increasingly from government offices into the streets, and, as this transition took place, issues of nationalism, once effectively marginalized, began to resonate across the political sphere.2 Massive mobilization encompassed multiple national groups simultaneously, as successful challenges by individual groups led to further challenges by others.3 Dozens of newly formed organizations promoted these issues and their actions received extensive media coverage.4 Like most mobilized national communities in the Soviet Union,5 Azerbaijanis were also demanding freedom of movement, increased autonomy and the ability to engage in greater cultural expression. Ultimately, though, nationalism motivated the majority of politically mobilized groups. Azeri nationalism was initially directed against the Soviet Union, and took the form of demands for greater autonomy. During this period, while individual citizens could not organize formal political parties, they could act as movements.6

			Among the newly established nationalist groups, the Popular Front (APF) movement, which brought together academics, university students, and dissidents, was the most popular. The group was soon recognized and gained support from members of the dissatisfied national public who sought challengers to the Soviet regime. Azerbaijan’s Nagorno-Karabakh territorial conflict with Armenia and the Black January events, when Soviet troops entered Baku on the night of January 19, 1990, and killed 133 people while wounding 611,7 was a turning point that greatly increased recognition of the Popular Front. 

			On June 16, 1989, Abulfaz Elchibey, a Soviet dissident and orientalist-historian, was elected chairman of the Popular Front. By the autumn of that year, the movement had already challenged the Communist party. It signed a protocol with Communist Party First Secretary Abdulrahman Vezirov on ten points, including legalizing the Popular Front, lifting the military curfew, and convening a special session of the Azerbaijani Parliament to pass a new sovereignty law. The law, which was largely written to the Popular Front’s specifications, asserted Azerbaijan’s right to defy federal authority, and even to secede from the Soviet Union.8

			In 1991 Azerbaijan declared its independence, and Ayaz Mutallibov became its first president, though he preferred to rely on the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) to run the country. The CIS, led by Russia which was backing Armenia, did not give Azerbaijan support on the Nagorno-Karabakh issue, which caused considerable anger throughout the country. Mutalibov was forced to resign in 1992.9 

			The APF, re-established as a party the same year, came to power by election. The 1992 presidential elections were the high point for democracy in Azerbaijan, with foreign diplomats and observers concluding that the elections were not manipulated.10 People enjoyed some democratic freedoms under the Popular Front government; the press had more independence, open political debates were the norm, and criticism of the government was not punished. The APF generally put its liberal and democratic principles into practice: as chaotic as it was, and despite its failures and disappointments, the year the Popular Front was in power was one of political freedoms that Azerbaijan had never previously known. Unfortunately, however, this early promise was something that Azerbaijan’s political culture was unable to sustain. Yet it provided an experience that would remain indelibly stamped in public memory.11 Ultimately, the APF proved incapable of governing the country. The new pro-Turkish, nationalist government could not meet the challenges facing the nation. This failure led to the end of the democratic interlude in Azerbaijan’s transition to independence.12 

			February 1993 marked a turning point for the Popular Front government when it failed to control the use of force, the most basic element of statehood. The slide began physically in Nagorno Karabakh, with the government losing control over its forces on the front.13 Despite enjoying popular support across the nation, the Popular Front lacked the experience or organizational skills to achieve military success.14 Azerbaijan lost Karabakh and the surrounding lands to Armenian control. Elchibey’s army fell apart, due to a lack of command structure and disloyalty among the commanders.15 

			The Azerbaijani Popular Front had many supporters, but it was a weak organization.16 Surat Huseynov, the presidential envoy in Nagorno-Karabakh, soon refused to take orders and was removed from his position. He quickly gathered and armed a “private army,” using military hardware left behind by the Russian army. In June 1993, Huseynov ousted the Popular Front, and replaced it with Heydar Aliyev, a former KGB general and the Communist Party’s first secretary in Azerbaijan. This event marked the beginning of the Aliyev regime, which still runs the country today. Once again, the Azerbaijan Popular Front became the political opposition, this time under much harsher circumstances. 

			The Marginalization of the Opposition as a Result of Aliyev’s Success 

			One of the key elements in the success story of Heydar Aliyev, who remains popular today, is that he did not take power by force, even if the previous government was compelled to resign. He was not the main instigator of the transition. He was only invited to save the collapsing nation. There is no evidence to show that Heydar Aliyev had ambitions to become national leader. Thus, his government could easily convince the public that he was the Mustafa Kamal of Azerbaijan. 

			Aliyev’s ability to promote stability, marked by the cease-fire with Armenia, and to increase Azerbaijan’s international profile further reduced the credibility of the opposition in the eyes of the nation. Though it had once enjoyed enormous popularity, the AFP became the subject of criticism, questions, and even ridicule. 

			In 1994, Azerbaijan signed a 30-year production-sharing agreement with ten of the world’s major oil companies. The so-called Contract of the Century put Azerbaijan in the international spotlight, finally attracting the attention of the major world powers who had long ignored Azerbaijan, even during the war with Armenia and the loss of parts of its territory. The nation had long been waiting for the world to take it seriously, and this did not happen under the rule of the Popular Front. The same year, the Aliyev government signed a cease-fire agreement with Armenia, ending six years of intensive fighting. Putting a stop to the military and civilian deaths proved to be extremely popular, though sporadic fighting continued afterwards. These two accomplishments were the greatest successes of the Aliyev government, ones that the nation could hardly ignore.

			Unlike the Popular Front’s nationalist, ideological, and pro-Turkish leaders, Aliyev preferred to work with those who had been educated and employed in the same Soviet institutions as he had. They were more pragmatic and competent functionaries who shared a common working language.17 This characteristic of Heydar Aliyev was greatly appreciated by the Russian-speaking Azerbaijani elites, who felt isolated under the strong nationalist ideology of the previous government. At the time, they were the best educated people in society. Aliyev pursued a set of trans-regional and regional cooperation and transportation projects on the basis of real economic interests. He could bring Western interests to this once little-known country. But while cooperation with the West in the energy and economic sector was strong, collaboration in the political and security fields lagged far behind.18

			All these achievements by Aliyev were interpreted as failures of the Popular Front. Aliyev himself often criticized the APF in his speeches. His main accusations were that the APF had lost its reputation because it had not been a legitimate government. “Although they were very good at delivering promising speeches in public places, they were not capable of running the country.”19 He also blamed them for ignoring the national interests of Azerbaijan in international decision-making processes,20 even though they were not actually in government in 1990.

			Birth of the Original Opposition Parties

			The early 1990s saw the formation of many political organizations, which had their roots in the Soviet glasnost and perestroika policies of the late 1980s. Many of these groups set up political parties, the majority of which either faded away or did not play an active role in the national political life. Among the new parties were several that identified themselves in the opposition, with most of their leaders being founders or members of the Popular Front. Their ideologies tended to be similar to those of the AFP. However, not all of them functioned effectively.

			In 1992, Isa Gambar, deputry chairman of the AFP in 1990-1991 and parliamentary speaker during the AFP government, established the Musavat Party. Its ideology was based on Turkism, modernity and liberalism. Musavat is the modern successor to the pro-Turkish party of the same name that was established in 1911. Initially, it was called the Muslim Democratic Musavat Party, and supported pan-Islamist and pan-Turkist ideas. Its aim was unity for all Muslims, the restoration of independence to all Muslim nations, and help to all Muslim people. Most of the founders of the short-lived Azerbaijani Democratic Republic in the late 1910s were Musavat Party members. The party functioned underground during Soviet times. Currently, the Muasavat Party is believed to be the second largest party after the ruling New Azerbaijan Party. Along with the Popular Front, Musavat became one of the leading opposition parties that continue to pose challenges to the ruling authorities today. 

			The early-mid 1990s saw the birth of a number of other opposition parties as well. The Azerbaijan National Independence Party was established in 1992 by Etibar Mammadov, one of the founders of AFP. Its ideology was based on nationalism and patriotism. The Azerbaijan Liberal Party was established by Lale Shovket Hajiyeva in 1995. Having majored in medicine, she served as Secretary of State in the Haydar Aliyev government from 1993 to 1994, when she resigned her position. The party ideology focused on the rule of law and human rights. The Umid (Hope) Party was established in 1993 by Abulfat Aliyev, a journalist and writer. It was not popular until 2002 when Igbal Aghazade was elected as its leader. The ideology of the party highlighted nationalism and democracy. The founder of the Azerbaijan People’s Party, Penah Huseyn, was one of the founders of the Popular Front and served as Secretary of State for the Popular Front government. Although Huseyn remained an active opposition politician, his party (established in 1995) did not distinguish itself. Focused on nationalistic values, the Civic Solidarity Party was established in 1992 by Azerbaijani poet Sabir Rustemkhanli. Although the party gained media attention for its leader’s pro-Turkism statements, it was not politically active in addressing the situation in the country. 

			In the early and mid-2000s, a new range of opposition parties emerged in Azerbaijan. After Abulfaz Elchibey’s death in 2000, the Popular Front was split into the Classical Popular Front led by Mirmahmud Miralioglu, and a reformist faction led by Ali Kerimli. The latter is the heir to Elchibey’s party. The Azerbaijan Democratic Party, established by Serdar Jalaloghlu in 1991, became more active during this period. Jalaloghlu was a founder and board member of the Nakhchivan branch of the Popular Front from 1988 to 1990. The party’s leadership was handed to Rasul Guliyev from 1996 to 2006. Currently, the party is run by Jalaoghlu. Rasul Guliyev, now a dissident, was a parliamentary speaker under Heydar Aliyev from 1993 to 1996. He established the Open Society Party (Açıq Cəmiyyət Partiyası) in 2007. Later, party leadership was transferred to Sulheddin Akber, deputy to the Minister of National Security under the Popular Front government. 

			On one hand, the founding of these various opposition parties could be seen as a good way to foster competition among political opposition groups in Azerbaijan; on the other hand, the establishment of so many parties split the opposition into many unnecessary fragments that prevented the opposition from working effectively. Since most of the opposition groups grew out of the AFP, the rapid growth of the new parties weakened the AFP, which was already fragile under the Aliyev regime, but did not create any new parties that would be competitive. Instead of one strong opposition party, there were almost ten weak ones that separately could not challenge the ruling regime. Among them, only Musavat and AFP could survive the pressure applied by the government. 

			Today, Azerbaijan has dozens of opposition parties that were established in the early and late 1990s, most of them with a weak or non-existent social base and little activity on the political stage. Their ideologies and political programs, as well as target constituencies, do not significantly differ. Even the mainstream opposition parties have difficulty mobilizing voters. Most Azerbaijani opposition parties are based around a single leader rather than focused on ideological commitments. Parties spend much of their time attacking each other rather than competing for voters. Most of the opposition parties are unknown to the general public. In fact, only the leaders of the APF and Musavat are widely recognized in the country. 


			In spite of harsh oppression by the government, the main opposition parties have not given up their struggle. Nevertheless, they have been suppressed from the beginning. Lacking funds, in part because the business community was supportive of Aliyev’s New Azerbaijan Party (YAP), the opposition was unable to distribute benefits to potential supporters. In the financial sphere, the opposition parties could never compete against the regime.21

			Elections and Beyond: The Opposition Parties’ Losing Battle

			Under the Aliyev regime, the Popular Front and Musavat parties were particularly vulnerable to political persecution. The headquarters of the Popular Front in Baku were occupied by the police for several years and a number of its deputies were arrested. Some were accused of possessing weapons and others have been beaten and tortured. 

			After Ilham Aliyev came to power in 2003, the Baku city mayor turned down almost all opposition requests to hold rallies in the city squares. The opposition rejected violence as a technique of regime change and encouraged peaceful protests. Since the authorities even dispersed rallies that they had previously authorized, the opposition acted carefully to organize unauthorized demonstrations. Traditionally, the Azerbaijani opposition only had opportunities to act openly and legally during electoral campaigns.22 They saw election years as a period of opportunity to draw the attention of voters and the international community to the wrongdoings of the Aliyev government. They tried to send as many messages as possible about the mistakes made by the government by taking advantage of the particular opportunities afforded by the pre-election environment. However, a closer look at the events during election years clearly shows that the Aliyev regime harshly challenged the opposition. It was subject to political repression in both the 2003 presidential and 2005 parliamentary elections.

			Since Aliyev the senior came to power in 1993, Azerbaijan has had four presidential and four parliamentary elections. Parliamentary elections are conducted under a majoritarian system, electing members in 125 single-mandate constituencies for a five-year term. The candidate with the highest number of votes gets the seat. The president is elected for a five-year term. A referendum in 2009 lifted the two-term limit for the president and allowed him to rule indefinitely. 

			Although some improvements were observed in the elections, the OSCE/ODIHR election observation reports mention failures to meet international norms in many areas, and failures to meet OSCE commitments. The authorities have been successful in manipulating and falsifying election results since 1995 and in preventing the opposition from mounting an effective challenge.23 Over time, opposition representation in parliament has disappeared.

			
					In the 1995 parliamentary elections, 4 candidates from National Independence, 4 from the Popular Front, 1 from Civic Solidarity, 2 from the Azerbaijan Democratic Party and 1 from the Musavat Party won seats in parliament. Of 125 total seats, 53 belonged to the ruling New Azerbaijan Party and 55 were independents.

					In the 2000 parliamentary elections, Musavat, the Popular Front, Civic Solidarity and National Independence won 14 seats in total, while the New Azerbaijan Party had 79 seats.

					Five years later, in 2005, the Musavat, the Popular Front, Civic Solidarity and Umid parties had only 9 seats. 

					In the most recent parliamentary elections in 2010, Musavat and Popular Front failed to win any seats in parliament.

			

			In accordance with the legal requirements, candidates and parties can appeal to the electorate on state television and radio. Nevertheless, outside the limited free airtime during election periods, none of the main opposition figures had access to Azerbaijani television broadcasts, which are the most powerful means of disseminating information to the public. Thus the legally stipulated access during campaigns was seen as a great opportunity for the opposition to convey its political messages to the public. 

			Almost all national television channels favored the ruling regime by covering the president, the presidential administration, the government and the YAP during political and election prime time news coverage.24 In some cases, printing houses would turn down orders from opposition parties due to pressure from local executives.25 Although the opposition could use print media, except state newspapers, to reach their electorate, that type of media could not compete with television.

			An atmosphere of fear and intimidation prevailed in all election years. The organization of public rallies and meetings with voters was also restricted by local authorities: opposition organizations were refused permission to gather in the center of Baku; supporters of opposition parties were detained by police during campaigns; and even authorized meetings were dispersed or banned.26 Voters were pressured to withdraw their names from signature sheets, while candidates and their relatives were reported to have been subjected to intimidation.27 By contrast, the ruling party candidates held many campaign rallies, attended by large numbers of school children and employees of state-related entities.28 

			The 2003 presidential elections were followed by the arrests of many opposition activists who protested against what they deemed as fraudulent election results. The opposition objected to the declaration that Ilham Aliyev, son of late president Haydar Aliyev, had won in the first round. Police attacked peaceful demonstrators in front of the Musavat Party headquarters. Several thousand protestors gathered in Azadlig (Freedom) Square in the center of Baku the next day. Anticipating opposition protests, the government deployed soldiers and riot police to the scene, and demonstrators were violently dispersed;29 four people were killed and many others were injured, including almost 100 police officers. Six hundred opposition members were detained as a result of the government crackdown, accused of deliberately planning election day and post-election violence. Among the detainees were the secretary general of the ADP, and the chairpersons of two small parties belonging to the Our Azerbaijan Bloc, which supported Isa Gambar’s candidacy.30 Criminal proceedings were initiated against some 150 participants of the post-election protests.31 

			The authorities continued to make life difficult for the opposition by intimidating critics and spreading propaganda through the state-run media. The government detained many journalists in the aftermath of the 2003 demonstrations and temporarily shut down the popular opposition newspaper Yeni Musavat in 2004 and 2005. In February 2005, two journalists for the opposition newspaper Azadlig were beaten up.

			The opposition used its chance to challenge the Aliyev regime in the 2005 parliamentary elections. As in 2003, a short but brutal crackdown put an end to street demonstrations, preventing a drawn-out struggle in which the opposition could occupy the square, generate media attention and encourage ordinary people to join.32 A large number of MPs who won as independent candidates in the 2005 parliamentary elections were supporters of Aliyev, thus giving the president a comfortable majority in parliament.33 

			The opposition used the lastest 2013 presidential elections as a tool to draw attention to the regime’s faults, but not to challenge it. The National Council, a coalition of opposition groups, remained organizationally weak.34 Additionally, Azerbaijanis paid less attention to this election.35 

			Manipulation of the Political Arena: “Independent Candidates” and Puppet Opposition

			Artificially increasing the number of independent candidates was another tactic used by the government to block the opposition from gaining influence through elections. Independent or non-affiliated candidates in fact should not support or be affiliated with any particular political party or coalition; however, journalist investigations found out that independent candidates in most cases were partisans masquerading as independents.36 In practice, most of them were supportive of the government37 and the ruling party,38 and even were affiliated with it. They often joined the ruling party in support of issues as a political bloc, marginalizing opposition members and blocking opposition members’ proposals for the agendas of commission meetings. Among the so-called independents were many businessmen seeking the immunity from criminal prosecution that they would gain as MPs. The rest were NGO representatives, journalists and former officials. 

			In the 2000 parliamentary elections, registered independent candidates made up the largest group, with 147 independent candidates, while the pro-Aliyev YAP registered 140 candidates.39 During the next parliamentary election period, more than half of all the 2,063 registered candidates were independents.40 In the 2010 parliamentary elections, independent candidates again were more than half of all registered candidates.41 Those candidates gained a significant percentage of seats in the last four parliamentary elections (See Table 1).



			Table 1. Percentage of seats won by independent candidates in the last four parliamentary elections.
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			Source: Results of Parliamentary Elections, The Center for Strategic Studies under the President of the Republic of Azerbaijan. July 15, 2011.



			Besides gathering independent candidates to support its policy, the regime also organized “puppet” opposition parties. These parties strongly support the governmental rather than criticizing it. For example, the Ana Veten (Motherland) Party, registered in 1999 and led by Fazail Aghamali, defines itself as an opposition party, but its leaders explicitly support the government. Some of these parties even claimed to be new factions of the two mainstream opposition parties: United Popular Front established in 2004 by Gudrat Hasanguliyev and Modern Musavat established in 2001 by Hafiz Hajiyev prior to the presidential elections in 2003. 	Even if not explicitly supportive of the government, the Azerbaijan Democratic Reforms Party established in 2005 by Asim Mollazade is recognized by many as a “pocket opposition” because of the party leaders’ wealth, which is unusual among members of the opposition, and the party’s silence on many crucial issues. The party ideology is based on liberal democracy.

			As a result of regime pressure, the opposition had only limited access to the electorate and potential supporters.42 Opposition leaders did not have a chance to expand their resources; on the contrary, the existing resources gradually dwindled. Their activity remained limited to the capital, Baku. In the rare events when the opposition had a chance to deliver its message to the public, it used old slogans and focused only on the mistakes of the incumbents, rather than on promoting their own policies. To date, there is no opposition party that has succeeded in clearly articulating its political message, and, as a result, the traditional opposition groups have failed to win the attention of the new generation of politically active voters. 

			Pressure from the oil-rich and internationally supported government is not the only reason why the political opposition in Azerbaijan failed. It did not succeed in coming together. While opposition parties and groups often united in a single political bloc during campaign periods, this unity dissolved once the elections were over. No single leader could effectively act as a symbol of a united opposition. Moreover, the opposition was not successful in building a strategic plan within the coalition.43 The Azerbaijani opposition is personality-driven,44 which seriously hinders it from building a strong political ideology. The traditional opposition’s lack of an ideological appeal was one of the main reasons why the new generation of opposition-minded citizens refused to join it. However, the political opposition did come together after the elections to reject the election results45 and protest some government decisions.  Since for many years it could not secure permission from the Baku city mayor for peaceful protests in the city center, the opposition held some unauthorized actions that were broken up by the police.46 Although the opposition rejects violence as a technique and relies on peaceful protest,47 the police interference and arrests were seen by society as violence. Additionally, these events gave the political opposition the image of a “street protest opposition” that was too old fashioned for a new generation of open-minded citizens. 

			Moreover, while their communication channels were blocked by the government, the traditional opposition was reluctant to take advantage of the new information technologies.  Although Bunce and Wolchik argue that the opposition in Azerbaijan had access to electronic media, internet usage by the population remained limited.48 In particular, the opposition groups failed to make the most of social media tools.49 Most opposition parties do not have their own websites and their social media pages are disorganized. Their only access to the public is via opposition newspapers. However, they do not use this opportunity to deliver information about their platform or effective political messages. Most newspaper articles about opposition parties highlight the thoughts of party leaders, which makes the parties leader centered, rather than ideology focused. These problems and others have led younger activists – a new generation of opposition-minded Azerbaijanis – to criticize traditional opposition party leaders. 

			While an opposition victory in the presidential elections was difficult to imagine under the repressive Aliyev regime, Azerbaijanis desirous of change saw the parliamentary elections as the only possibility to achieve diversity in government. Thus, the failure of the opposition in the parliamentary elections significantly damaged its image as an effective challenger to the authoritarian Aliyev regime. Those failures led to the emergence of new opposition groups who wanted political change in the country, but did not want to join the traditional opposition to achieve these ends. 

			A New Generation and New Hope for Change

			The failure of the traditional opposition and fraud in the 2005 and 2010 parliamentary elections inspired some disappointed young people to establish their own organizations to increase political awareness and civic participations among Azerbaijanis. Of the first groups to appear, the most popular were the Dalgha youth movement, AN network and Ol movement. 

			Dalgha was established by seven students of the Azerbaijan State Economic University, the youngest 20, the oldest 22. One of its founders had been supportive of the traditional opposition’s mission and had participated in its actions and events until 2004. However, soon he lost confidence and moved away from the established opposition parties. The mid-2000s was a period when the young generation was seeking a new, alternative opposition community, totally independent from the traditional opposition. Young people considered the traditional opposition’s strategy too backward to challenge the Aliyev regime. Some young people established their own organizations, one of which was the Dalgha (Wave) youth movement. Its goal was to inspire the young generation to play an active role in democratizing the country, as well as establishing a strong civil society and state which operated according to the rule of law. Dalgha promotes liberal values, human rights, gender equality and access to better education through various trainings.50

			The popularity of Dalgha increased mostly due to its protest actions,51 which for many in Azerbaijan were bold. Members of the group involved in demonstrations were often taken to the police station and had trouble at their universities.52 The movement mostly protested against corruption, rising prices, pollution and the forced movement of people from their settlements for public projects. 

			The AN network was organized by young graduates of Western universities, mainly European ones. One of them was Emin Milli, now a popular dissident. They mostly wanted to share the knowledge and skills that they had gained abroad to fill the gaps created by the local education system. AN leaders believed that the young generation was less open to universal values and sought to change that situation. Like Dalgha, they called on young people not to ignore public life in the country. One of AN’s successes was using the internet to involve more people. AN was one of the first groups in the country that took full advantage of information technology by creating Yahoo groups and forums for discussions, sharing information and inviting people for events. They organized free lectures and interactive discussion clubs where Western values, philosophy and democracy were the main topics. AN’s priority mission was to build a bridge between Western-educated Azerbaijanis and local students. Learning through entertainment was also part of AN: In movie clubs, young people could watch a film and share the message that they received from it. Unlike Dalgha, which relied on grants, AN preferred to be a grass roots movement.53 Although the authorities broke it up, the network introduced a few young opinion leaders to Azerbaijani society, with Milli the most prominent.

			Established in early 2006 by five young Azerbaijanis, Ol is a liberal civic movement. Unhappy about the administration and falsification of the 2005 parliamentary elections, Ol founders decided that in order to change the existing system, the development of civil society is more important than political activity. They believed that the significant lack of civic and political knowledge among the population should not be ignored. Ol’s biggest project was establishing the Free Thought University (Azad Fikir Universiteti), an alternative education institution launched in 2009 to educate young Azerbaijanis on human rights and democratic values. A Western-funded project to promote democracy, AFU’s strategy of challenging the ruling government was through lectures. It acted as an alternative education project to give young people a platform for free and open discussions, based around learning democratic values. More than two hundred lectures were organized on issues such as human rights, democracy, economic development, global policy, gender issues, social science, philosophy and public activity. On April 10, 2013, the Chief Prosecutor’s Office, sealed the doors of AFU and closed the school, without warning the project coordinators about what was coming.54

			All three movements had latent political ambitions: to change the political culture in the country, establish a strong civil society that could make government responsible, and democratize the country. They aimed to form a more European community in the country which would be open to changes. However, none of them had the ambitions of being in government. They were more focused on training society what democracy is and making it ready to undertake serious political changes. They worked to keep the government responsible, but not to replace it with a new set of authorities. In general, the movements functioned more like civil society activists than trying to establish their own political platforms and supporting electorate.

			The 2010 parliamentary elections led to the emergence of three new groups: Positive Change (Müsbət Dəyişiklik), Free Youth (Azad Gənclik) and N!DA. Like the previous parliamentary elections, the 2010 elections also ended with the failure of the opposition and the falsification of the vote totals. 

			The young people who established Positive Change were volunteers working for the campaign of Bakhtiyar Hajiyev, a prominent young candidate competing for a parliamentary seat in 2010. Although Hajiyev, who ran his campaign under the slogan “Positive Change,” lost the election, which Western observers deemed had failed to meet democratic standards, the group of 35 young people, deeply disappointed by their experience with election falsification, but inspired by their campaign work, re-grouped to pursue long term objectives. They aimed to bring together those youth who wanted to change the country through non-traditional methods. Like the youth groups formed in 2005, they focused on increasing awareness of public life, which included respect for the constitution, fighting against domestic violence, and the importance of good leadership. Mostly local students and graduates of Turkish universities, the youngest among the founders was 18 years old and the oldest was 28.55 

			The Free Youth movement was created in early 2011 by four young Azerbaijanis,56 students and recent graduates of local universities, the youngest being 20 years old and the oldest 25. One of the founders was Ulvi Hasanli, once second chairman of the Dalgha movement.  The inspiration for establishing the new group also grew out of the 2010 parliamentary elections. Like the members of Positive Change, these young activists also sought to bring young people together to change the country. Similar to other youth groups, Free Youth also focused on public awareness, organizing flashmobs to interest people in reading books, film festivals, lectures, and many other activities.57 

			The N!DA civic movement was established by four young people soon after the appearance of the Free Youth movement. Started in February 2011, the movement is one of the most prominent forces within the new opposition. Its manifesto says that “N!DA wants freedom, justice and truth. We don’t want to come to power for this purpose. But N!DA wants change in the country. N!DA wants a government established through popular will.”58 Seven members of the movement, mostly board members and founders, were arrested in spring 2013. The charges brought against them include possession of arms and narcotics, which they and their supporters say are unfounded.59 The official narrative of the N!DA case has mixed allegations of “Facebook revolution” with suggestions that the youth group planned to engage in violence, and hints that foreign powers were behind the whole thing.60 The movement organized several protest actions in the country. Shortly before the arrests, the group promoted two protest actions criticizing non-combat soldier deaths in the Azerbaijani army. One of the peculiarities of N!DA was its rejection of a leadership system. It was run by a board to avoid idealizing a single individual as the driving force behind the movement.

			Republican Alternative (ReAl) 

			ReAl (Republican Alternative) is the only group among the new opposition that has overt political ambitions and therefore deserves separate analysis.61 It is the most popular of the new opposition groups in the country and its large support base gives it a potentially promising future. Although new to the political arena in Azerbaijan, the organization quickly won recognition among the newly emerging middle class of the country, a feat that both the traditional opposition and other fragments of the new opposition failed to achieve. Its charter includes a free market economy, an open society and a rule-of-law state as the main platform planks. In fact, those elements do not distinguish ReAl from other opposition forces since they all, along with the government, mention such fundamentals as mission priorities. One of the reasons for the group’s success could be the background of its founders and current board members.  ReAl is the first political group that could overcome the backwards image of the traditional opposition and the emotional “too young” and unambitious image of the new opposition.

			It was established in early 2009 as a protest response to the constitutional amendment which lifted the two-term limit for the Azerbaijani presidency. Seeing the leader’s extended rule as a serious blemish on the basic foundations of the republic, ReAl seeks to re-build a strong democratic system. Thus, its ideology is based on republican values. Although ReAl founders shared most of the traditional opposition’s values in building democracy in Azerbaijan, they did not join those groups to avoid repeating the traditional opposition’s failure to gain power in the early 1990s and in each election afterwards. Besides, its target audience was different: the new generation of Azerbaijanis who represent the middle class.

			ReAl’s strategy focuses on building a parliamentary republic, which is its main distinction among the opposition groups. Another novelty the organization promises to implement if it comes to power is to unite existing small administrative divisions in the country into bigger units that they call “el,” which means county. Els will have self-governance.  Establishing a Credit Insurance Fund in order to provide small and medium-sized entrepreneurs with credit insurance is also included in the platform.62 

			The party leader and the founder of the organization Ilgar Mammadov was a deputy chairman of the opposition National Independence Party between 1998 and 2003. A graduate of Central European University, Mammadov is one of the harshest critics of the traditional opposition leaders. He often demanded that they should either leave politics or adopt reforms. 

			All six founders of ReAl, including Mammadov, had been popular opinion leaders in Azerbaijan. In their late 30s and early 40s, most of the current twelve board members also share the same popularity. As experts in the military, economy, legislation, human rights, political science and history, most have participated in long-term and short-term exchange programs in Western countries. Most have advanced Russian and good knowledge of English. Another important characteristic of ReAl leaders is their financial status. Besides their political activity, almost all of them have jobs, which make it possible to own property, such as a house and a car, a sign of relative success in Azerbaijani society. Thus, the organization could break the stereotype that opposition members are typically a group of unsuccessful jobless people or those who are seeking opportunities to capture the government to get rich. While from time to time ordinary Azerbaijanis and the local media raise questions about where mainstream opposition parties and their leaders get their money63 and why their supporters are jobless and poor, the questions remain unanswered. Yet there is no room to raise the same questions about ReAl leaders. It seems that they are attractive to a newly emerging middle class, who share the experiences, life style and political thoughts that are ReAl’s driving force. For this reason, the organization gets support not only from unhappy low income people and mettlesome youth, but also from those who do not experience financial difficulty, but want a better system of governance in the country. As its name suggests, ReAl claims to be alternative to both the government and the opposition.64

			Although ReAl is not hostile to the classic opposition and shows its support on occasion, its backers do not want it to be affiliated with the traditional opposition. During the 2013 elections, it was once again obvious that its popularity is largely due to it being different from the traditional opposition. ReAl’s decision not to join the National Council, a union of opposition forces in Azerbaijan established during the 2013 presidential election period, was applauded by the majority of its supporters. Considering the fact that its supporters are middle-aged Azerbaijanis, I posit that the need for the formation of an opposition group with a new strategy was significant.

			Although reluctant to officially register as a political party, ReAl’s participated for the first time in Azerbaijani politics in the 2013 presidential elections. It was the first political group among the new opposition to campaign. While in pre-trial detention, Ilgar Mammadov sought to run for the presidency, but was rejected by the Central Election Committee. Mammadov was arrested in February 2013 and charged with staging riots in the town of Ismayilli, which he visited during the unrest there.  Expecting failure, ReAl took the advantage of the 2013 elections to attract wider recognition in the country. 

			No matter how promising the future of ReAl is, the organization does not enjoy the same level of recognition throughout the country which Musavat and AFP have enjoyed for many years.  The government has for a long time strictly controlled all traditional radio and television broadcasting,65 which is the main information source for Azerbaijani people. With mainstream communication channels being blocked, the organization has to limit itself to internet media as a means of communication, but this audience is limited to those who are on-line. Although the state statistics committee estimates that 50 percent of the population uses the internet,66 the reliability of this number is in doubt. 

			In order to change the ruling regime, possibly through elections, ReAl needs to win popular support among Azerbaijanis, a task that does not seem feasible while the state controls the mainstream broadcast media. Finding alternative communication channels may take many years unless new discoveries occur in information technology that make it possible to reach a broader audience without state interference. 

			Parties vs. Movements: A New Mode of Opposition in Azerbaijan

			The new opposition groups in Azerbaijan were established mainly by young people who had no affiliation to the traditional opposition, neither in past, nor at the time when they created the new groups. Although recognized as part of the opposition by the general public, with the exception of ReAl, none of these groups see themselves as oppositional or want to be connected to the general opposition. The new opposition consists of young people who find it hard to work with the traditional opposition, which is not open to reform and actively courts public support only during election campaigns. Besides, they do not want to carry the heavy burden of the mistakes made by the traditional opposition in the past. They prefer to act as civil movements or NGOs with no political ambitions. The new opposition drew the lesson from the traditional opposition’s participation in previous elections that overtly political forms of struggle inevitably fail under strong pressure from the Aliyev regime.

			Nevertheless, the new opposition does not ignore politics; in fact, most of the activists have strong political ambitious. However, they prefer to establish their electorate first, guiding them in what the most important issues for the country and society should be. For example, Positive Change mostly focuses on training leaders. Ol established the Free Youth University. The AN network focused on discussions, offering free lectures twice a week on democracy and freedom of expression and media. It was the government pressure on these youth groups that forced them into the opposition and made their most active members and leaders more effective than their counterparts from the traditional opposition.67

			Of course, it is hard to deny the influence of the traditional opposition on the emergence of new ones; however, the impact came not through inspiration, but disappointment in the former. The falsification of the two previous parliamentary elections in 2005 and 2010 also played a strong role in the evolution of the new opposition. Almost all the groups in the new wave believed that challenging the Aliyev system by using political parties would be ineffective and that new methods should be applied to win some success. After the serious and less fully anticipated failure of the traditional opposition in the 2003 presidential elections, it was expected that the regime opponents would have at least some success in the 2005 parliamentary elections. The subsequent collapse of the traditional opposition in that campaign led to distrust among the population. Those interested in political and civic activism began searching for new oppositional forces that would act on a different strategy, thereby giving the newly created civic movements an advantage in relation to their older colleagues. Although, at that time, there were plenty of civic youth organizations, the majority did not raise their voices about violations of human rights or the need for democratic leadership and government responsibility. 

			In this way, the new opposition groups began to fill the gap among existing opposition forces. But only a few of them emerged after the 2005 elections. As they gained popularity, they also began to receive more attention from the authorities. Their promotion of “freedom” and “government responsibility” came under pressure. The new opposition groups often received denials in their applications for venues where they could hold their activities, their members experienced problems at universities, and the founders of some of the groups were arrested. The AN network gradually had to stop its work. Ol was silent for a while, until it launched the Free Thought University in 2009. Thus, the demand for alternative opposition groups was growing as the government increased its pressure on civic youth movements. The 2010 parliamentary elections brought new inspiration to fill the gap, driven by the most recent failure of the traditional opposition and the falsification of voting results.68

			The signifying characteristic of the new opposition in Azerbaijan is its preference for presenting itself as a civic movement rather than a political party. The new oppositionists believe that society should be ready to embrace democracy, understand the importance of human rights and stand for them. That very fact made the new opposition avoid overt political ambitions, while trying to work within the larger framework of civil society. With the exception of ReAl, all new opposition groups refuse to explicitly state their political ambitious, but do not deny the fact that they have latent ambitions, including such goals as changing the authoritarian ruling system, which, in fact, is the main goal of the traditional opposition. In essence, the new opposition prefers to bring change by building a democratic civil society while the old one saw taking power as the only realistic option. However, no matter how much the new opposition tries to avoid being labelled as an opposition, the government continued to treat them as serious opposition forces. Thus, it was almost impossible for them to fully avoid being in the same line with the traditional opposition, at least as far as the Azerbaijani government is concerned. 

			Asserting independence from political parties attracted those who trusted neither the government nor the traditional opposition. The new opposition was more creative and more colorful; each group worked on different projects, used different slogans, and disseminated different messages. Their main focus was an awareness of the elements of democracy, which has never been a strategy of the traditional opposition. Additionally, the new alternative opposition was more open to discussing topics like gender, the family, religion and others that were considered taboos in Azerbaijan’s political culture. For the first time, they began promoting social change that they believe will drive political change in the country. In particular, young activists were critical of some traditional values, like early marriages and kinship preferences in the business sphere, that they considered to be obstacles for democracy. 

			Although it is not supportive of the traditional opposition, the new one did not publicly question its effectiveness until recently. In 2012, for example, Milli questioned the ability of opposition politicians to lead charge. The dispute reflects not only a difference in perspective on tactics, but also an apparent generational divide between the middle-aged Gambar and Kerimli, who entered politics under Soviet rule, and younger, often foreign-educated, activists, who have come of age in an era when change can seem just a mouse-click away.69

			Milli, a 32-year-old blogger and former political prisoner, criticized Gambar for not joining street protesters in 2003 to condemn the fraud in the presidential election, which brought Ilham Aliyev to power. Gambar was one of the candidates. 

			“Gambar’s absence is a passivity born of alleged international diplomatic pressure and a fear of losing supposed party access to foreign funding. We cannot let it happen again. We must PURIFY the democratic struggle first, and then we will WIN. Gambar and Kerimli should continue “their activities as experienced politicians, but not as party leaders. They fought for democracy, but were not successful.”70

			The ability of the traditional opposition leaders to bring democratic change to Azerbaijan was questioned by some even before Milli raised the issue. When he articulated their thinking, a significant number of politically active people supported him.

				Similarly, 31-year-old democracy activist Bakhtiyar Hajiyev, who spent over a year in prison on charges of dodging military service after he called for anti-government protests via Facebook, has criticized the opposition for failing to make its political message clear.

			“It is not clear who will be foreign affairs minister, deputy minister, what their potential is, what specifically the foreign policy will be. Who will be in what position and based on what qualifications? Why are those people better than those who are in government now? What will happen to those who hold positions in the current government? If they will be released, is there a team to replace them?”71

			Conclusion 

			The opposition in Azerbaijan, both traditional and new, has so far failed to challenge the Aliyev regime. The main reason for this failure is the tactics of oppression and manipulation employed by the authoritarian government. Additionally, many members of the opposition also connect their lack of success to the international community’s failure to denounce the wrongdoing of the Azerbaijani government. In fact, western countries have had little interest in replacing the authoritarian Aliyev government. By putting their own national interests in Azerbaijani energy above free and fair elections, they preferred to turn a blind eye toward the worsening human rights situation and increasingly authoritarian nature of the ruling elite and, in some cases, actively opposed regime change. 

			However, the traditional opposition’s reluctance to change its ideology, party structure and political communication channels also makes it unappealing to the new generation of political activists and voters. The similar ideologies and messages among opposition parties make them seem like interchangeable parts of an umbrella, rather than different political elites competing with one another. Thus, the new generation of anti-regime activists does not feel motivated to join the opposition parties’ struggle against the regime, preferring to act individually or to join youth organizations that define themselves as apolitical to differentiate themselves from the opposition parties. 

			It remains to be seen if the strategy of the new opposition will work. On one hand, divisions among the traditional and new oppositions may make the overall opposition movement more vulnerable and easier for the government to silence. On the other hand, the strategy of changing society may be effective over the long-term, leading to greater change than the traditional opposition has been able to achieve so far. 
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    Katy Pearce is Assistant Professor in the Department of Communication at University of Washington, Seattle, Box 353740 Seattle, WA 98195, email: kepearce@uw.edu.


    The authoritarian state of Azerbaijan has a unique way of regulating the Internet and social media to maximize its opportunities for simultaneously promoting itself while deterring dissent. Instead of using high-level filtering, it instead uses psychological techniques to create an environment of self-censorship (and increasingly is using policy mechanisms to enforce the psychological controls.) The government also monitors and punishes social media-enabled dissent. Nonetheless, oppositionally-minded Azerbaijanis use social media as a promotional tool, an information dissemination medium, and for some – though not the traditional opposition parties - an organizational tool.


    This article will describe how the opposition uses social media for organizing, using the Connective Action framework to understand different opposition uses of social media for action, and explain how the government controls the online space. Analysis of how the two sides use the Internet enhances understanding of how social media can enrich not only our understanding of the Azerbaijani political scene, but also how social media and politics intersect in more authoritarian contexts, a perspective that is sorely missing from current writing on social media and politics. Social media has enabled both the government and the opposition to engage with each other and Azerbaijani citizens. For the government, social media provides an alternative medium to toy with the opposition and demonstrate its power to the citizenry. The traditional opposition, on the other hand, does not effectively use social media to engage it audience. However, oppositionists not affiliated with traditional parties are leveraging social media to build audiences and engage in action.


    Background


    Azerbaijan, one of the most authoritarian of the post-Soviet states according to Freedom House, typifies the social control that post-Soviet rulers have over their peoples.1 Due in large part to oil revenue, the regime can easily preempt any opposition.2 However, because the regime allows low-challenge opposition candidates to run for office, Azerbaijan is an “electoral authoritarian” state where elections are held, but always reflect what the regime wants.3 The key elements of Azerbaijani politics are: 1) the personalist-clientelist nature of Aliyev’s rule, where patronage-based elite factions demonstrate loyalty and become dependent on resources allocated by the ruling party; 2) deficient stateness and endemic corruption, which dominate all aspect of political life; and 3) a marginalized political opposition, which exists but represents few organized interests.4 Additionally, the citizens of Azerbaijan experience a general sense of apathy and fear5 and a lack of trust in others.6 As such, Azerbaijani society is self-censoring.7


    The Internet in Azerbaijan


    In Azerbaijan, the government has nearly total control of the mainstream media.8 Accordingly, in the last few years, many oppositionally-minded Azerbaijanis have turned to the Internet to express their political views. With the growth of social media, especially Facebook (between 13-18 percent of Azerbaijanis had a Facebook account as of late 20139), this sort of political deliberation has increased. As the openness of the Internet became an attractive space for activists, the Azerbaijani government seemingly took notice and began formulating a policy to control it. Like in the print media sphere, the Azerbaijani government understood that allowing some independence can provide benefits. One argument along these lines is that authoritarian states make policies and have bureaucrats to implement them. Independent media is one of the only ways that authoritarian leaders can verify that the bureaucrats are doing their jobs. With the Internet and social media, a little bit of freedom can provide the government with insight into what the opposition elite are thinking, as well as an excellent and systematic monitoring tool. Some freedom on the Internet can also allow the Azerbaijani government to appear democratic.10 However, the Azerbaijani government does have to control the Internet and social media in order to ensure that dissent does not go beyond what it considers a safe level. In the second half of this paper, I will apply Deibert and Rohozinski’s11 framework from their study of the Russian-language Internet to Azerbaijan by dividing the techniques used by governments for Internet censorship and control into three “generations.” The Azerbaijani government engages in each of these generations. But first, a description of how the opposition does and does not use the Internet for organizing will be presented.


    Opposition Background


    The opposition in Azerbaijan is both marginalized and divided.12 However, despite its fragmentation, the opposition is networked. Connections, often of a personal nature, exist between individuals and groups within the larger movement, despite subdivisions organizationally. These ties create a web that is more difficult to destroy.


    Moreover, these information relationships are essential to understand politics in Azerbaijan. To “make sense of political processes and outcomes in such contexts, paying attention to the formal institutions that are typically the focus of political scientists is inadequate; in addition—or instead—one must study informal institutions and interactions.”13


    Being networked creates efficiency advantages over more hierarchical forms of organization.14 Networks are light on their feet. Information transfers reliably and efficiently through them.15 Moreover, networked forms of organization have greater trust amongst individuals,16 reciprocity17, and more opportunities for learning from one another.18 Social networks such as these are essential for mobilization in non-democracies.19


    The web of personal ties between oppositionally-minded people has traditionally been maintained offline. However, new technologies provide opportunities for these ties to be maintained and reaffirmed virtually.


    Impact of the Internet on organizing


    The Internet and social media have had an impact on interpersonal relationships. Information and communication technologies can foster connectedness and socialbility.20 The Internet has also affected organizational relationships. And specifically, new opportunities and challenges for social movements have emerged. The Internet reduces barriers for creating, organizing, and participating without co-presence and at a reduced cost21, and in Azerbaijan, where freedom of assembly is restricted, being able to organize without co-presence is a tremendous asset to organizations. The reduction in cost is also useful for Azerbaijani oppositionists because one of the government’s strongest tools against them is economic.


    However, these same affordances provided by the Internet also threaten traditional social movement organizations because the barriers for competitors are also reduced.22 Established opposition parties no longer hold the monopoly on countering the government. An individual or a loosely organized group can create and organize social activism much more easily than in the pre-Internet era.


    Social media and social networking sites are especially important for social movements – regardless if they are an established opposition group, individuals, or loosely organized groups. Broadly defined, a social network site (SNS) is a “networked communication platform in which participants 1) have uniquely identifiable profiles that consist of user-supplied content, content provided by other users, and system-level data; 2) can publicly articulate connections that can be viewed and traversed by others; and 3) can consume, produce, and interact with streams of user-generated content.”23


    Social networking sites are ideal for generating and affirming interpersonal interaction, broadening social ties, and providing information about how to become involved (Valenzuela et. al. 2009). They also allow individuals and organizations to better manage their social networks and connect with new individuals. Further, Facebook is like an information hub,24 and users can receive mobilizing information and encounter greater opportunities to engage by following particular personalities and joining groups.25 Users can also express their political opinions on social media.26 In fact, Valenzuela found that social media use for political opinion expression and activism were significant predictors of protest behavior.27


    Opposition Social Media Organizational Structure


    These particular affordances of the Internet and social media are important because they can enable a new type of social movement collective action form: connective action, especially in an era when younger people are shifting away from identifying with organizations to engaging civically through “simple, everyday discourses anchored in lifestyles and shared with social networks.”28 (Similar is the idea of “networked individualism” as described by Rainie and Wellman in which technology enables a new osmotic self that absorbs elements from multiple networks, which is personalized, while still networked.)29 This individualization means that individuals are less guided by norms and collective identities. Imagine campaigns, for example, such as a young woman holding a hand-written sign that states “I have type I diabetes. How can I afford college when I may not be able to afford my insulin? I am the 99%” being shared by sympathetic others. Or in the case of Azerbaijan, personal opinions and statements about the political situation, rather than party alliances, being popular on Facebook or photographs of the families of political detainees being shared on social media – this is not organizationally-sponsored, but driven by individuals empathetic to other individuals’ plights. This demand for personalized relations with causes or organizations makes social media more central as an organizing tool. “When people who seek more personalized paths to concerted action are familiar with practices of social networking in everyday life, and when they have access to technologies from mobile phones to computers, they are already familiar with a different logic of organization: the logic of connective action... the recognition of digital media as organization agents... taking public action or contributing to a common good becomes an act of personal expression.”30


    Traditional organizational structures (what Bennett and Segerberg call organizationally brokered networks31) are noteworthy for strong organizational coordination of action (especially with regard to resource allocation and distribution) and formalized relationships with followers (members). The organizations are greatly concerned with getting individuals to join when the cost of participating outweighs the benefits. Rhetoric engages collective action frames rather than personalized ones. Social media is used to reduce communication and coordination costs, but it does not fundamentally change the logic of participation or action. This does not mean that these traditional organizations do not use social media, rather it is used as a tool rather than an organizational agent. In Azerbaijan, the traditional opposition parties are examples of this. And while the best known individuals have many followers, friends, or likes, there is very little personalized interaction with audience members. It should be noted that in Azerbaijani parties, as in many post-Soviet political parties, a great deal of party activity is focused on individuals. Because of this, Bennett and Segerberg’s description of organizational brokered networks, derived from Western organizations, may not seem appropriate. Nonetheless, those individuals receiving the focus are essentially symbols of the organization.


    However, with the introduction of digital media, the logic of this sort of organization can change. Through the organizational processes of social media, the symbolic construction of a united “we” and organization to support that “we” is unnecessary.32 Motivation to join and participate may be different in digitally-enabled networks and cooperation is voluntary.33 Based in the production and sharing of content – the way that individuals associate and organize with one another is quite different than in non-digitally-enabled networks. This co-production and co-distribution is personalized expression that allows for symbolic inclusiveness and technological openness.34 This sort of engagement can occur either in organizationally-enabled networks or in crowd-enabled networks.


    The first type of connective action is with organizationally enabled networks, with loose organizational coordination of action around a general set of issues and organizationally generated inclusive personal action frames with some moderation of personal expression.35 Social media is part of organizing, but there is still an organization in the background. In Azerbaijan, examples include groups like N!DA that have formal structures, but strongly engage with social media for more than organizational purposes as well as the REAL (Republican Alternative) organization, which is mostly an offline organization, but its leadership uses social media beyond information dissemination and recruitment. The social media presence of this sort of organization is much more organizationally-based than individually-based, as network-building mechanisms that allow individuals to contribute, bringing more agency to individuals than as it is with traditional organizations.


    Full connective action, which Bennett and Segerberg call crowd-organized/technology-enabled36, comes from self organizing networks, which are individuals with little or no organizational coordination of action and collective action is entirely about personal action frames.37 Social media is an integrative organizational mechanism and possibly the most visible activity of the network. These individuals are very much engaged in personal expression and have a strong and personal voice in their social media content. Individuals activate their own followers and social networks. These individuals have the largest social media audience and influence of anyone in Azerbaijan.


    There is certainly a class of “Internet Celebrities” in Azerbaijan, individuals with large social media followings that have the ability to set the tone and spread information. There are pro-government celebrities, but the opposition has many as well at all three levels: organizationally brokered networks, organizationally enabled networks, and crowd-enabled networks. Again, the focus on individuals within post-Soviet politics should be recalled while considering this sort of activity.


    Some of these individuals have notable foreign audience as well and can be considered “networked microcelebrities.” A networked microcelebrity activist “is a politically motivated actor who successfully uses affordances of social media to engage in a presentation of his or her political and personal self to garner attention to a cause.”38 Further, “networked microcelebrity activism refers to politically motivated noninstitutional actors who use affordances of social media to engage in the presentation of their political and personal selves to garner public attention to their cause, usually through a combination of testimony, advocacy, and citizen journalism”.39 Zeynep Tufekci argues that these people serve a particular role in a movement - often writing in a bridging language (English) - to gain the attention of a global audience, but this may also have a negative consequence within the movement because of the opportunities provided by global microcelebrity. Dahlgren’s idea of “online public intellectuals” is also pertinent to understanding these individuals. According to Dahlgren, these public intellectuals play a significant role, especially within alternative politics, and digital media allows for amplification of their messages.40 These public intellectual microcelebrities allow for effective activation of social networks for connective action.


    Examples of Connective Action


    Protest Events


    Connective action networks can be particularly effect in protest events.41 (Although as Henry Hale notes, social media may not have a primary role in unrest.42 Nonetheless, I argue that in the 2013 cases described here, social media was central to organizing.) Since early 2013, there have been a number of protest actions organized primarily via Facebook without any sponsorship from any of the traditional opposition parties, rather individuals spread through their personal social networks. Moreover, there was a personalized action frame: conscripts’ deaths because of hazing and the government’s attempts to cover up these deaths. Pictures of soldiers were spread on social networks and personalized catch phrases were commonly shared on image memes or as Facebook status. While attendance at these protests was sometimes large and sometimes not, the number of individuals saying that they were going to attend an event via Facebook was quite high, especially for such a public statement. Over time, the protests’ focus moved away from conscript deaths and into more generalized protest, and perhaps not coincidentally, support decreased.


    Fundraising


    After individuals received fines for participating in the winter 2013 protest actions, some individuals, not affiliated with traditional opposition parties, created a campaign to raise small amounts of money to pay off the fines. In less than a week, they raised 10,500 AZN (US$13,000). These efforts were notable for connective action for two reasons: first, the fundraising was for individuals rather than for a cause. Secondly, the focus on pocket change (the campaign was called 5 cents), made it accessible for individuals wanting to engage.


    After the success of the donate change campaign, the government put greater restrictions on fundraising for NGOs and charities. Individuals, again, not affiliated with traditional opposition parties, started a new fundraising effort through selling personal photographs, the monetary exchange representing a donation. While this is an illustration of personal action frames by these individuals, it should be noted that this sort of microcelebrity behavior fits in well in post-Soviet political culture where individuals are symbolic of organizations as well as within personal action frames in connective action.


    Effect of Connective Action Networks


    The result of connective action is that seemingly disjointed networks can achieve coherent organizational forms in that they develop capacities for resource allocation and distribution; they response to external short-term events; and they also can create long-term adaptive resources. Because of this, they are, essentially, an organization, despite not being a cohesive unit.43 As an illustration, protests organized via connective action networks tend to scale up more quickly, have large participation, are quite flexible, and are more inclusive than traditional protests.44


    These informal connective collaborations through social media are challenging the meaning of civil society.45 Milan and Hintz even argue that decentralized activists organized online (connective) will “play a crucial role in building the digital backbone of contemporary social movements, experimenting with technological infrastructure, and enabling innovative forms of organization and citizen action typical of the digital age.”46 Although, it should be noted that the sustainability of connective action networks remains to be seen.


    Additionally, there seems to be a conflict between the traditional organizational networks and the newer connective action networks. Today in Azerbaijan, due in part to the Internet, traditional opposition parties no longer have a monopoly over the opposition. Instead, the connective action individuals and their networks that oppose the government make it possible to disseminate information and build an audience without the infrastructure of a formal organization. However, as Zeynep Tufekci suggests, more ad-hoc connective action networks may be hindered and specifically have difficult sustaining themselves because they are not building network internalities and organizational capacity due to their digitally-enabled coordinating.47 While it remains to be seen if these networks will be sustainable, there is some evidence that they are already having some impact in Azerbaijani politics.


    At this point, the established opposition parties may want to consider some of the successful collective action that non-traditional oppositionally-minded Azerbaijanis are engaging in. While it is possible that these successes are partially attributable to the lack of affiliation with formal parties, they do demonstrate that social media can have concrete and sometimes meaningful outcomes. The non-traditional oppositionists may have aspirations for larger political actions and should consider these successes as well to determine best practices and leverage their triumphs to continue engaging the social media users that already have done so. Both traditional and non-traditional opposition should consider the potential power of the “real” and virtual social networks that they have and the opportunity to grow their audiences and followers could be better utilized with strategic thinking about how to best organize and promote activities and events.


    Government Internet and Social Media Policies


    The Azerbaijani government controls the Internet and social media at multiple levels. Using Deibert and Rohozinski’s48 three “generations” framework, I will describe these levels and provide examples of each.


    First Generation


    First-generation controls “focus on denying access to specific Internet resources by directly blocking access to servers, domains, keywords, and IP addresses. This type of filtering is typically achieved by the use of specialized software or by implementing instructions manually into routers at key Internet choke points. In some countries, compliance with first-generation filtering is checked manually by security forces, who physically police cybercafés and ISPs.”49


    Filtering and Blocking


    In Azerbaijan, filtering with software or hardware is fairly uncommon. However, the technology does exist, as there are some recent occurrences of filtering. However, there are some exceptions, specifically Azerbaijani secondary schools’ Internet access is filtered for pornography and other harmful content.50 Particular sites such as the web forum of the Free Azerbaijani Movement (http://www.azdiaspora.org), created by an Azerbaijani military officer, is not accessible through ISPs connected via Delta Telecom, while those connected via Azertelecom allow access to the site, according to Expression Online. In times of crisis some media sources have been blocked.51


    However, the first known instance of the blocking of a site that hosts content beyond that of a justifiably-threatening nature has occurred. In January 2012, 1.7GB of internal documents from the Special State Protection Service of Azerbaijan were leaked by the Anonymous organization.52 Documents that were deemed interesting by Anonymous were also uploaded to the image sharing site Imgur.com.53 Imgur.com is a popular site for anonymous hosting of images, especially for the website Reddit. Soon after the release, Azerbaijani Internet users were unable to access any images hosting on Imgur.com.54 As of August 2013, Imgur was still inaccessible in Azerbaijan. Overall, the technology for filtering exists, the Azerbaijani government has used it in the past, recently has used it on a site that is not exclusively a security risk, and public rhetoric has suggested that the government has considered filtering Facebook.


    Facebook is a particular threat to the Azerbaijani government. After an increase in Facebook activism in early 2013, some pro-government Azerbaijani politicians made statements about limiting or blocking Facebook. “These networks create a threat to Azerbaijan’s statehood” Fazail Agamali, leader of the pro-government party Motherland said to Turan on March 11, 201355 and other news outlets.56 The government quickly responded to this statement that it was not planning on blocking Facebook,57 but that was not the last mention of Facebook as a threat. Azerbaijan’s Interior Minister Ramil Usubov also criticized Facebook on March 13, 2013.58 And the Azerbaijani National Security Minister Eldar Mahmudov linked Facebook in Azerbaijan to international terrorist rings at the International Conference on Strengthening Cooperation in Preventing Terrorism on March 18, 2013.59 On April 2, 2013, MP Hadi Radjabli, Chairman of the Permanent Committee for Social Policy of the Azerbaijani Parliament, attacked Facebook as a bad influence and suggested that social media should have more pro-government content.60 While these assaults on Facebook are not filtering, per se, the public discussion of Facebook as a threat to security implies that the government has considered filtering Facebook.


    Policing cybercafés


    While there is no widespread policing of cybercafés, there is some evidence that they are targeted,61 and some claims about the danger of cybercafés for children. The Azerbaijani State Committee for Family, Women and Children’s Affairs “has conducted monitoring in Internet cafes to examine the situation in this area. The results showed that children were going to “Internet clubs” during lessons and visit websites with negative impact.”62 This experimentation with monitoring cybercafés is an example of experimentation with monitoring as well as framing the monitoring as for the protection of children.


    Second Generation


    Second-generation Internet controls “create a legal and normative environment and technical capabilities that enable state actors to deny access to information resources as and when needed, while reducing the possibility of blowback or discovery.” These controls are both overt and covert. Overtly, there is a legal infrastructure to control access to content. For example, concerns about cybersecurity and extending slander and defamation laws to the online space are evoked to create policies about Internet control. Covertly, procedures and technologies are deployed to control access at times of crisis.63


    Overt


    Telecommunications law in Azerbaijan was created in 2005, but does not cover access to content. However, in June 2012, the Azerbaijan criminal code was amended to reflect the Council of Europe’s Convention on Cybercrime that it signed in 2008. The amendments are fairly standard regarding data integrity and preventing the use of computers for criminal purposes.64


    Until April 2013, online and offline content was regulated by the same set of laws, as the Internet is considered part of the mass media65. Of particular interest are Azerbaijan’s criminal and civil defamation laws, which are quite broad.66 On April 30, 2013, however, the Azerbaijani parliament introduced amendments to the criminal code that would specify the Internet (including both media websites and personal social networking sites) in defamation and libel laws67 and on May 14 the law passed.68 Azerbaijan’s minister for Communication and Information Technology supported the amendments in statements on May 6, 201369 and President Aliyev signed the online defamation law on June 6, 2013.70 The first criminal online defamation case occurred in the fall of 2013, when a former employee of a regional Azerbaijani bank was accused of defaming his former employer by creating a Facebook page about that bank being unfair and corrupt. (Notably only 26 Facebook users “liked” the page, implying that it did not have a wide reach.) He was sentenced to one year public work and 20 percent of his monthly salary will be withheld for a year.71


    Moreover, publicizing opinions that instigate extremism or have “harmful content” is illegal, as per Articles 214-216 of the Criminal Code.72 In May 2011, officials claimed that spreading misinformation is a cybercrime and noted Skype and Wikipedia as threats to national security.73


    Covert


    Internet Service Providers in Azerbaijan legally can cut Internet service under broad circumstances and during war, emergency situations, or natural disasters, an Internet kill switch can be activated.74 Also, distributed denial of service (DDoS) attacks, which can overwhelm an Internet website host, effectively taking down the site, can be ordered by anyone.75 There are some claims that attacks are ordered by the Azerbaijani government.76 And in particular, a DDoS attack on an opposition newspaper is claimed to have originated at the Azerbaijani Ministry of Communications and Information Technologies.77


    Third Generation


    Third generation controls are more sophisticated and multidimensional. Third generational controls compete with potential threats through effecting cognitive change rather than deny access.78 Deibert and Rohozinski focus on three types of third-generation controls: surveillance, state-sponsored information campaigns, and direct action. This paper will elaborate on the state-sponsored information campaigns with a focus on trolling. Trolling has four sub-categories: memes, Twitter shenanigans, blocking, and Kompromat. This is also where the individuals and organizations within the Azerbaijani government hierarchy begin to emerge.


    Surveillance


    While there is evidence that the Azerbaijani government does engage in online surveillance, there is a widespread belief that the government does monitor citizens offline and online, and this impacts people’s behavior online. A report by Swedish investigative news show Uppdrag Granskning found that the Swedish telecommunications company Teliasonera (amongst others) has sold surveillance equipment to the Azerbaijani government.79 “Black boxes” or “black rooms” are installed in the server rooms of mobile telecommunications companies and Internet service providers.80 There is also substantial anecdotal evidence of surveillance. Azerbaijani activists report having printed Facebook private messaging transcripts handed to them while in police custody. Others have seen logins from multiple IP addresses in Facebook and Gmail.


    In March 2013, a number of opposition youth activists from the group N!DA (Exclamation in Azerbaijani) were arrested and were directly accused of using Facebook for illegal activity – which they deny. On March 8, 2013 the Ministry of National Security and the Chief Prosecutors office issued a statement that the three activists, Bakhtiyar Guliyev, Shahin Novruzlu, and Mahammad Azizov, were detained because they were on Facebook calling for violent forms of protest and were actively discussing the preparation and use of smoke grenades and Molotov cocktails in a street rally. Reportedly, the authorities found 23 Molotov cocktails; approximately $100,000 in cash; 507.67 grams of hashish; and 190.02 grams of marijuana in the homes of the activists, although they and their parents are adamant that the drugs and cocktails were planted and have excuses for the amount of cash in the homes.81 Notably, some of these young men were also administrators of an anti-government parody Facebook page.82


    It is difficult to determine if the surveillance activities described above are automated, such as the black boxes, or human. However, there is speculation that police departments pay young people to monitor Facebook and report opposition activities.83


    State-Sponsored Information Campaigns


    Over the past few years, the Azerbaijani government has waged an aggressive media campaign against social media. Television programs show ‘‘family tragedies’’ and ‘‘criminal incidents’’ after young people join Facebook and Twitter.84 In March 2011, the country’s chief psychiatrist proclaimed that social media users suffer mental disorders and cannot maintain relationships.85 In April 2012, the Interior Ministry linked Facebook use with trafficking of woman and sexual abuse of children.86 An April 2013 story mentioned drug and alcohol addictions, jealousy, suicide, and the destruction of friendships and families related to social media use.87 In May 2013, the Minister of Communication and Information Technology stated that Facebook causes divorce.88


    This sort of framing of social media as dangerous may not deter all Azerbaijanis from using these services, but it certainly helps the government do two things: first, keep a portion of the population away from social media89 and, second, sets the stage for these sites being dangerous in case it chooses to block them in the future.


    Trolling


    While there is little academic research on the phenomenon of trolling, it can be understood as the “posting of incendiary comments with the intent of provoking others into conflict”90 and a troller is a computer-mediated communication user who has the intention of causing disruption and/or triggering or exacerbating conflict for the purpose of their own amusement.91 Similarly, Rafferty defines trolling as “the attempt to hurt, humiliate, annoy, or provoke in order to elicit an emotional response for one’s own enjoyment.”92 And Bergstrom defines trolling as the transgression of community norms that results in anger, harm, or discomfort. Trolling differs from teasing in its intensity and level of mercilessness.93 Phillips gives a particularly cruel example of trolling where individuals make jokes on Facebook memorial pages of the recently deceased.94 As McCosker argues, trolling is a complex set of practices, and thus, in the author’s estimation, is difficult to define in an all-encompassing way.95 As such, this article will describe some types of trolling in Azerbaijan to better understand the set of practices. Although all of these definitions acknowledge that trolling is by nature antagonistic, it is important to note that, as Milner argues, trolling is a communicative tool that can be used to diverse ends and serve multiple purposes.96 Thus, there can be other goals of trolling, as we see in Azerbaijan, such as control or deterrence of expression or dissent. A revised and expanded definition then could be that trolling is the creation of (with intent to share) and sharing of digital content by individuals or groups with the intent to antagonize, provoke, harm, humiliate, or control other individuals or groups.


    Four types of this provocative and conflict-generating trolling in Azerbaijan are memes, blocking, shenanigans on Twitter, and Kompromat. Memes, shenanigans, and blocks seem to be mostly conducted by the pro-government youth organizations, while Kompromat is not attributed to the pro-government youth organizations, the resources put into it are evidence for in-direct government involvement.


    Memes


    Pro-government forces in Azerbaijan to humiliate oppositionists commonly use Memes. A more detailed discussion of memes is included in the article by Pearce and Hajizada in this issue, and thus will not be discussed here.


    Blocking


    Another technique that the government and its allies use is filing complaints with Internet services about users that it wishes to silence. This can be done with a specific post or a user’s profile overall.


    The example in Figure 1 is a boasting post where a pro-government youth group chairman shows how he reported the well-known opposition journalist Khadija Ismayilova’s Facebook post for “harassment.”


    



    Figure 1. A blocking action by a pro-government activist secured the removal of a post by an opposition journalist.
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    Although the systems for reporting harassment are designed to protect users, in Azerbaijan it is not uncommon for social media users affiliated with the opposition to find themselves blocked from the service with little recourse. For example, Facebook users may find themselves accused of posting something that violates Facebook’s policies and being blocked from using similar features for 24 hours or more.


    Facebook has means for becoming “unblocked” but the steps involved are difficult, especially for those not fluent enough in English to read through the legalese-laden terms of service and community standards. Reasons for blocking may be viewed as “technicalities” like copyright infringement by those whom are blocked, but for Facebook, these are serious issues and are possibly best dealt with through a strict policy. Thus, when a blocked individual attempts to argue for being unblocked because of political motivations on the part of those who filed the original complaint, it is difficult for Facebook to deal with these individual cases and have to make exceptions to its own policies.


    Twitter Shenanigans


    While Twitter is not nearly as popular in Azerbaijan as Facebook is (as is the case globally), some elite users do engage with it. While Twitter posts often mirror Facebook posts (for both individuals and organizations), one difference is that analytics are readily available. The ability to measure social media reach is attractive to some Azerbaijani social media users.


    Hashtags are keywords to organize information to describe a tweet and aid in searching.97 When a hashtag “trends” – it is noted by Twitter as being popular at a particular time. Users want a hashtag to trend to gain visibility and attention. While occasionally hashtags trend organically, it is much more common that hashtags are artificially pushed to the trending list.98


    The pro-government youth group is particularly boastful about the number of tweets that its sponsored hashtags receive by “winning” with the largest percentage of Twitter posts. The interest in having metrics for and “winning” hashtags has caused this group to engage in Twitter shenanigans in four ways: hashtag creation, hashtag hijacking, zombie tweets, and mimicking profiles.


    Hashtag creation


    The pro-government youth group members create hashtags to troll and attack particular individuals. Opposition journalist Khadija Ismayliova was the victim of “Shame on Khadija” #khadijautan.99 The pro-government youth group chairman proudly displayed the large reach that the anti-Ismayilova hashtag and that a hashtag campaign against an opposition youth group, N!DA, had, according to their analytics (see Figure 2).


    



    Figure 2. Analytics for a Hashtag creation campaign.
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    Hashtags attacking the detained N!DA members and asking Ruslan Asad about his military service (described in the article by Pearce and Hajizada, this issue) were created and similarly celebrated.


    Hashtag hijacking


    When a hashtag is proposed for an event or topic, the intention is for a community of users to share information with each other. When a hashtag is hijacked, a group of individuals “take over” a hashtag by posting messages unrelated to the “spirit” of the hashtag as an information resource and conversation. For example, #armvote13 was about reports of election violations and election results, and people were using it to write things against Armenia and Armenians. The pro-government youth group engaged in hashtag hijacking for all of the 2013 protests,100 and election in Azerbaijan,101 as well as two hashtags of interest to Armenians, #armvote13102, and #armeniangenocide,103 to varying degrees of success. By taking over hashtags, the pro-government youth groups can destroy the affordances that Twitter provides. For example, during a protest Twitter can serve promotional purposes, give locationally situated information (such as police presence), and allow for live reporting.104 Hijacking damages these affordances and takes the alleged power of social media back. Thus, this is another example of controlling information flow as a tool.


    Zombie tweets


    To get high numbers of users on a hashtag or hijack an existing hashtag, the pro-government youth group has had to coordinate its members to use the hashtag and tweet on it. First, it appears that the pro-government youth group members are either directed to tweet statements or, more likely, that someone at the pro-government youth group has control (password access) of members’ Twitter accounts. In the images reproduced in Figure 3, you can see that the same text was posted on Twitter by multiple accounts, only a few minutes apart or even at the exact same time. This is indicative of a Twitter client or service that allows for massive posting from multiple accounts nearly simultaneously. (Tweets in gray are exact duplicates). This differs from “retweeting”, where a message is intentionally duplicated, but with attribution to the original.


    The second technique that the pro-government youth group uses is to create or purchase fake Twitter accounts (not an uncommon practice globally105) to both tweet messages on a particular hashtag and to “follow” the pro-government youth group users in order to make it appear that they have a larger audience than they actually have.


    



    Figure 3 Evidence of zombie tweets.
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    Figure 4 tracks the pro-government youth group’s chairman’s personal Twitter account. On the day before April 24, Armenian Genocide Memorial Day, his Twitter followers tripled.


    



    Figure 4. Evidence of an artificial increase in the number of followers
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    An analysis of his followers (see Figure 5) showed that the majority are obviously fake accounts. Normally Twitter users have written at least one tweet and follow some people. Furthermore, no native English speaker would write his or her location as CANADA, Regina or USA, Connecticut. (The second column is number of followers, the third is number of tweets.)


    Created accounts are also common. In an analysis of the October 2013 Azerbaijani presidential election hashtag, created accounts were found. In February 2013, hundreds of accounts were created within minutes of each other. These accounts were tweeting the same messages at the exact same time. Moreover, a reverse image search of the profile photographs of these created users determined that the images were found to be freely available on the Internet and used on dozens of different websites, associated with multiple countries and names.106


    Mimicking profiles


    Perhaps the most creative Twitter shenanigans that the Azerbaijani government and its allies has engaged in is creating Twitter profiles that mimic the profiles of some of the most popular opposition Twitter users.


    



    Figure 5. Evidence of fake Twitter accounts
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    During the March 10 protest, opposition activists Emin Milli, with the Twitter username of @eminmilli and Adnan Hajizada, with the Twitter username of @fuserlimon, were tweeting posts with the hashtag #protestbaku, retweeting Twitter posts from their friends, and writing @replies to other users. After a few hours and some tweets from both of these men that seemed odd, other Twitter users realized that the accounts were not Milli and Hajizada, but rather mimicking accounts with @eminmiili and @fuserlemon. (Both with significantly fewer followers than the men’s real Twitter accounts have.) However, with the exact photographs in their Twitter profiles and only one letter different, it was easy to fool others (See Figure 6).


    



    Figure 6. A fake Twitter Account
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    Kompromat


    Kompromat, meaning “compromising material” or “blackmail files,” “refers to discrediting information that can be collected, stored, traded, or used strategically across all domains: political, electoral, legal, professional, judicial, media, or business.”107 Kompromat can be character assassination, blackmail, and manipulation of public opinion. Today it usually implies unsubstantiated or unproven damaging information. Szilagyi further defines kompromat as information with intent to denounce, expose, unmask, slander, destroy, or neutralize. Kompromat functions as a commodity for mass consumption, as a weapon to destroy opponents, and for bargaining and blackmail. Ledeneva finds that about 90% of kompromat is perceived as fabricated, yet it remains a popular political technique.108


    Ledeneva’s typology of kompromat includes political, economic, criminal, and private.


    Political kompromat consists of political activities such as abuse of power, relationships with oligarchs, or political disloyalty. Economic kompromat includes misappropriation of budget funds, embezzlement, and bribery. Criminal kompromat includes ties to organized crime, contract violence and killings, and spying. Private kompromat includes illegal income, sexual behavior and orientation, unpopular ideologies, and family member misbehavior. Private kompromat, according to Ledeneva, is the most effective because of the strong social prejudice against these activities.109


    Kompromat is nothing new in Azerbaijan, but the Internet provides an effective and fast channel for kompromat dissemination. While kompromat has been disseminated in various ways, in late April 2013, the website http://www.ictimaipalatka.com/ and in early May 2013, http://www.gelherekati.com opened with the exclusive task of kompromat dissemination. Registered under a seemingly fake name for Ictimai Palataka and with a privacy service for Gel Here Kati, these sites are updated multiple times a day with videos, photographs, and cartoons, many of a sexual nature, featuring opposition members. The production quality is very high. The “sex tape” videos appear to be either coincidental lookalikes or hired lookalikes. The photographs appear to be photoshopped, but look fairly professional.


    Impact of Government Control of the Internet


    The Azerbaijani government effectively controls the Internet by focusing on second and third generation means of control. By using psychological techniques as well as selectively punishing online dissent, it creates an environment of self-censorship. By not engaging in a great deal of first generation controls, the government can claim that it is not blocking access to content. Yet, second and third generation controls are likely more effective because of the psychological effect and creation of a self-censoring user base. Trolling is a particularly effective means of controlling and deterring dissent in Azerbaijan, in part because there is little that a target can do about it. The government’s co-opting of some of the social media strategies of the opposition may continue beyond memes and trolling. While GONGOs have less need for fundraising than opposition groups do, activities like the pro-government youth group’s social media academy110 demonstrate that there is increased interest in using social media. And certainly, as Internet penetration grows in Azerbaijan, opportunities for citizens to demonstrate their loyalty online will continue.


    Currently the psychological techniques and selective punishment are working in the Azerbaijani government’s favor. However, if Internet use continues to grow, it may need to increase either the quantity or type of those punished or deepen the punishments. While the “Donkey Blogger” case possibly had a slight negative impact on the global public opinion of Azerbaijan, it did little to deter the government from further punishment of online dissent. With the adoption of the new online defamation law, there may be no need for a “cover story” of hooliganism or drug use because the online action itself can be punished. It remains to be seen if this new law will increase sentences for online actions, but certainly it provide an easier path for taking such action.


    Conclusion


    Azerbaijan is a unique case for understanding the political use of the Internet because, while it is the primary space that the opposition has to disseminate information (to varying degrees of success), the government responds with a multilevel system of control, with a particular focus on effective psychological means of control. This article is not meant to be a case study of the failure of the Internet as a tool for democratization, but rather points out that, as Oates argues, “[U]nderstanding how particular nations harness the power of the Internet illuminates how national power can limit the international potential of a communications technology.”111


    It is important to note that the third generation tools of control used by the government are often focused on those engaged in connective action. It is possible that these new action networks are more difficult, even frustrating, for the Azerbaijani government to deal with. The government knows how to understand the traditional opposition parties and has an infrastructure for managing the opposition. With connective action-enabled networks, there is much greater uncertainty about motivations, behaviors, activities, and future prospects. It is perhaps because of this that the government has become increasingly heavy handed in its control of the digital space – including offline punishments for online activities.


    The existing and likely growing potential for conflict between the traditional opposition organizations and the connective action organizations could provide an opportunity for the government to exploit these divisions and further fracture the opposition and weaken all the groups.
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			Abstract:  Oppositional political humor has a long history. With the growth of the Internet and social media, opposition groups can easily and affordably create and disseminate political humor, such as memes. This new capacity threatens authoritarian Azerbaijan and the regime severely punishes those who engage in online political humorous dissent, as the examples described in this article demonstrate. Interestingly, the regime has co-opted online political humorous content, especially memes, to achieve its own goals. Using Edward Schatz’s “soft authoritarian tool kit” as a framework, we describe the humorous actions of the government.

			Humor has long been a tool against oppression. From anti-Nazi comics1 to the strategic use of humor as part of the Serbian Otpor movement in 20002 to more recently in China,3 Zimbabwe,4 Syria,5 and Egypt,6 opposition groups have made humor a part of their platforms. Cartoons, videos, and puppets are just a few examples of how opposition groups have used humor as a tool. While some, like Benton,7 argue that jokes are only revolutions metaphorically, as they are simply moral victories, there is evidence that humor can make a difference in mobilization and dissent. In the digital era, where content can easily and cheaply be created and distributed, humorous dissent may play an even more important role for the opposition. 

			This article will first give conceptual definitions and illustrate the use of humorous political user-generated content for dissent in Azerbaijan, followed by the government’s response with both its punishment of those who engage in digital dissent as well as the government’s own humorous political digital content that attacks the opposition. Further, Azerbaijan provides an important case study of humorous political digital content because it is an authoritarian state in which the Internet is almost the exclusive platform for dissent. 

			Conceptual Definitions

			Humor

			Humorous content is any message that is delivered with the intention to be funny. At an individual level, people use humor as an expression of superiority, to relieve tension, and to deal with incongruity. But humor also has a social function – for example, creating identity or creating a sense of control.8

			Political Humor

			Political humor is a “crucial part of society’s political discourse.”9 Moreover, political humor can attract citizens who are not interested in politics.10 Evidence shows that consumption of political humor can increase political attention and learning, especially for younger and less educated individuals.11 People process humorous political messages differently than they do serious ones, with less scrutiny.12 Political humor does have an effect: the outcome of consumption of political humor is sometimes increased feelings of political efficacy;13 greater interest in discussion and participating in politics,14 and lower trust in politicians and greater cynicism.15

			Digital Political and Humorous Content

			Today with digital tools and social networking sites, political and humorous content is not the exclusive domain of professionals. Content creation is more affordable and content can be transmitted quickly and efficiently. (Vickery argues that memes, in particular, require few tools and literacies to create.)16 This user-generated content differs from professional content because of its amateur nature and that it involves sharing with others. Of user-generated content, a great deal is humorous.17 It follows then that digital political humor is also a notable proportion of user-generated content. The content itself is not qualitatively different from older forms of political humor, however, the production cost and speed of distribution is different. 

			While some investigation into the political effect of digital political content created by users who are not professionals has occurred, it remains unknown if humorous political user-generated content will have similar effects as humorous professional political content.18 Nonetheless, user-generated content “should be treated as a distinctive audience experience defined by its incorporation of expressivity, performance and collaboration. From the point of view of democratic engagement, theoretical arguments exist to suggest that these features could promote, reinforce or otherwise be linked to the behavioral dimension of democratic engagement...” although there is no direct evidence for a relationship between user-generated content and democratic engagement, there is an association between them.19 And as political humor has such an effect on political outcomes, the combination of political, humor, and user-generated should be a powerful one. The case of humorous political user-generated content in Azerbaijan will now be explored.

			Azerbaijan

			Azerbaijan is one of the most authoritarian of the post-Soviet states20 and the regime “possess[es] control over the means of violence, [is] better equipped than grassroots movements to act collectively and is able to disseminate propaganda on a massive scale.”21 Further, the ruling regime easily limits the opposition through control of resources22 and a patronage system.23 The opposition is weakened in a number of ways, but as the government has nearly total control of mainstream media, especially television and radio, there are few formal ways for the opposition to share information with Azerbaijani citizens. Even opposition newspapers face serious challenges.24 Moreover, there has been a dramatic deterioration in freedom of expression in Azerbaijan since mid-2012 that has resulted in dozens of political activists being arrested and imprisoned on bogus charges.25 

			To borrow from Sienkiewicz, “Describing the potential for comedy in places of conflict, scholar Majken Jul Sorenson26 observes that ‘political humor needs some incongruity and absurdity in order to thrive—if things are as the politicians say they are, then there is almost nothing on which to build satire, parody, and irony’... In the Palestinian territories, incongruity and absurdity are in abundance.”27 The same can be said for Azerbaijan. Ample opportunities to mock the government exist and, in fact, mockery is one of the few ways for Azerbaijanis to note dissent. Humor, despite appearing frivolous, is in fact threatening to repressive regimes and can come with serious consequences.28 

			Today with digital tools and social networking sites, humor can be an even more effective strategy for activism or dissent because of the affordability of content creation and the speed and efficiency by which it travels. It is certainly the case that humorous print media can go viral, just like digital media.29 Moreover, the potential for anonymity with digital humor may be attractive for activists. And with digital tools and social networking sites, humor as a strategy can be even more effective. In fact, almost one-fifth of all re-tweeted Tweets related to the events in Egypt were humor-related, only second to news-related tweets.30 Perhaps, with digital media, political humor is in a new era. 

			Despite the Internet being considered a space for free expression, in Azerbaijan, online dissent, even of a humorous nature, has offline consequences. At the same time, the government itself has begun utilizing humor via digital media to attack the opposition (see the article by Pearce in this this issue). This article will look at a few recent examples of the use of humor for online dissent in Azerbaijan and the consequences faced by those who engage in it. Proving the effectiveness of digital humor in Azerbaijan, the government has begun to use it as a tool against dissidents. This is a unique situation that is only possible in the social media era.

			History of Humor as a Tool of Dissent in Azerbaijan

			Azerbaijan and its neighbors have a long history of humor as dissent.31 Through the satirical journal “Molla Nasreddin” (1906-1931), Azerbaijanis “have long been connected to literature and politics through both word and image, often brought together in what one might call proto-comics or cartoons.” The journal included satirical prose, cultural commentary and novels, but its social and political satirical images were most popular.32 “In an era and a region where free speech wasn’t particularly encouraged, it bravely satirized politics, religion, colonialism, Westernization and modernization, education (or lack thereof), and the oppression of women.”33 Moreover, in the Soviet era, humor more broadly was a common form of registering dissatisfaction.34 In the post-Soviet period, “Cheshme” was a satirical journal critical of the Heydar Aliyev regime. The journal was published as samizdat until 1995 when the editor-in-chief Ayaz Ahmadov and his staff were arrested and charged with libel. Subsequently, the entire staff spent time in jail and the “Cheshme” newspaper closed. After serving their time, many of the staff members sought asylum in Europe. 

			With all of these journals defining its past, visual humor remains particularly important in Azerbaijan, as “[v]isual media continue to be among the more popular forms for narrative political critique – in no small part because, at some level, images offer an aesthetic experience not often found locally today in prose.”35 (This is not dissimilar from Iran.36) Accordingly, the visual traditions inherited from the past have continued into the digital era in Azerbaijan and digital resistant art, like its offline, analogue forebears, is growing increasingly important.37 

			Why Humor?

			As noted early, political humor can be very powerful. Specifically for activists, humor can be used for a variety of aims. For recruiting purposes, humor attracts attention, even from those not politically inclined. Humor can make it seem fun or cool to be involved in activism. It can also facilitate a culture of dissent by building solidarity. Humorous content can also cause contemplation, confront the hegemonic power of the oppressor, and possibly challenge the climate of fear and apathy.38 Humor more broadly is often a means of expressing superiority.39

				Activists in Azerbaijan have reached varying degrees of success using humor for these aims. Certainly digital humorous content attracts attention and receives many “likes” and “shares” and “re-tweets,” but as far as challenging hegemony, it is impossible to measure the impact of the content, in particular while it is ongoing.

			Examples of Digital Humor with Real Consequences

			But why is humorous content, and especially digital humor, so threatening to the authoritarian government of Azerbaijan? 

			One explanation is that humorous content is personally embarrassing or humiliating to the government and individual government representatives. Some claim that there is nothing worse in Azerbaijan than humiliating the government or especially the First Family. Similarly, the fatherly overtone that the regime evokes as a way to maintain control40 is also undermined by humor. Further, image is key to the ruling regime. The regime knows how to prevent and deal with protests and insurgency, but addressing threats against its image requires extra consideration.

			All of this is entangled with Azerbaijan being a society in which personal (and family) honor is of great importance.41 “In honor cultures, honor serves as an effective disciplining tool, and the honor-code is, therefore, a structure of social power. In order to achieve and maintain honor, an honor culture offers its members specific behavior codes, demanding complete obedience. Failure to detect an insult which taints one’s honor, or failure to respond to an offense to one’s honor at the right time, in the right fashion, in the right degree result in costly consequences...”42 and thus in Azerbaijan, humorous insulting content must be dealt with.

			Another reason is that humor reaches a wider audience than other forms of political dissent, including among the politically disinterested. The Azerbaijani government tolerates dissenting materials distributed amongst the oppositional elite, but outreach efforts that go beyond this small circle are often swiftly punished. 

				Further, the viral nature of humor content, especially through social media, means that it is less able to be controlled than other content. While the government tolerates the opposition press, which generally reaches a small audience, humorous digital viral content can have a much broader impact. In the following discussion, we provide a series of examples from the past 5 years and, in each case, explain how it threatened the regime. 

			Donkey Bloggers

			Azerbaijan is infamous for its status as one of the first countries to arrest activists for using digital humor. In early September 2009, Adnan Hajizada produced a YouTube video ridiculing the government for spending hundreds of thousands of dollars to import donkeys from Germany. In the video, journalists interview a donkey about his impressive resume and abilities (he must be incredibly talented to be worth so much!) and note that this donkey would be afforded more rights than Azerbaijani citizens (the ‘‘donkey rights’’ video may be found, with English subtitles, at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Aaecvg7xCIk): “There will be someone to protect donkey rights,” the video concludes, “but what of human rights?”

			Using irony, this video successfully exposed the absurd extent of embezzlement and corruption in Azerbaijan. The video did not attract a big audience: 10,000 views in the first two weeks after being promoted on personal and organizational Facebook pages. 

			Despite the limited audience of the video, however, it attracted the attention of the government. In the video the donkey is referred to as “Janab Essel” (Mister Donkey in German), which some speculate sounded similar to “Janab President,” thus provoking the top leader himself.

			Two weeks later, Hajizada and Emin Milli, an activist featured in the video, were attacked by two unknown men at a restaurant. They went to the police station to report the attack, assuming that the incident would be investigated. Instead, they were arrested for “hooliganism” and sentenced to 30 and 24 months imprisonment, respectively, on November 11, 2009. Massive appeals by human rights organizations and foreign governments in late 2009 and through most of 2010 were ignored by the Azerbaijani government. However, as the international pressure continued, the two were released in November 2010. 

			The government reaction was so intense for a number of reasons. First, the video’s focus on the donkey purchase was humiliating to the government. Secondly, while the initial audience was small, the potential for wider distribution existed. Additionally, because of the good production quality and relatively short length, it would likely generate a larger audience beyond frequent Internet users. Finally, both Hajizada and Milli had a strong online presence and reputations both online and offline, ensuring that the video would spread more quickly than if it had been produced by an unknown person. (It also should be noted that Milli had engaged in a number of public criticisms of the government in the months leading up to the video and was likely already a target.)

			While the Donkey Blogger case temporarily deterred online dissent in Azerbaijan,43 such dissent and specifically digital dissenting humor have returned, possibly because there are so few options for expression offline and possibly because the post-Donkey Bloggers fear has subsided. 

			Bulistan Video Project

			In 2011, a group of Azerbaijani students studying in Turkey created a satirical YouTube channel called Bulistan featuring a fake talk show interviewing “stereotypical Azerbaijanis” with content often wittily critiquing Azerbaijani society, and sometimes critiquing the government. The Bulistan video project was threatening to the government because the creators were well placed within Azerbaijani student networks in Turkey and thus the potential for mobilization was high, especially given a culture in Turkey that is more favorable toward student protests. Moreover, parodying Azerbaijani government institutions and the president himself was a direct threat. Soon after the videos appeared, the members of the group faced offline punishments including military conscription, harassment, beatings, and family members losing their jobs. Half of the Bulistan group members have sought asylum in Europe; some of them now work on different Internet-based Azerbaijani video projects.

			The Page Named for Heydar Aliyev 

			One popular opposition Facebook page is the Page Named For Heydar Aliyev, father of current President Ilham Aliyev, and a revered figure in Azerbaijan. The page ridicules the fact that many landmarks in Azerbaijan are named for the senior Aliyev, including the airport, numerous streets, parks, and stadiums. The page features anti-government parody, and with 23,000 likes, funny posts are frequently shared virally. 

			This particular page was threatening to the government because of the humiliating nature of the content as well as the focus on the First Family. According to informants, “everyone” knows that insulting the First Family is a line that is not to be crossed. The page also became wildly popular and as its audience grew, so did the potential threat. Finally, the administrators were not exclusively dissenting online. The offline activities of the page administrators made them targets as well. In March 2013, a number of youth activists and members of the youth oppositional civic movement N!DA (Exclamation) were arrested amidst increased opposition activity and tightening government restrictions in advance of the Fall 2013 presidential elections. Some of these young men were also administrators of the Page Named For Heydar Aliyev Facebook page. Three activists, Bakhtiyar Guliyev, Shahin Novruzlu, and Mahammad Azizov, were charged with using Facebook for illegal activity. On March 8, 2013 the Ministry for National Security and the Chief Prosecutor’s Office issued a statement stating that these men were detained because they were on Facebook calling for violent forms of protest and were actively discussing the preparation and use of smoke grenades and Molotov cocktails during the rally. N!DA representatives claim that these young men were tortured for information while they were in detention and, as a result, four N!DA board members were also arrested. As of fall 2013, the men remain in jail, following numerous extensions of their pre-trial detentions. In November 2013, the trial began with early signs that transparency was not a priority and as this article went to press, the hearings continued. 

			Other humorous Facebook pages remain active, however. For example, HamanTimes (95,000 likes from among Azerbaijan’s approximately 1 million adult Facebook users44), Sancaq Productions (15,000 likes), and Molla Nasreddin (8,500 likes) continue to use humor as a tool of dissent. These pages differ from the Page Named For Heydar Aliyev in two ways. First, they do not directly “attack” Heydar Aliyev. Secondly, neither page is as strongly associated with a particular opposition group as the Heydar Aliyev page was with N!DA. While the administrators of these pages have faced questionings from the prosecutors’ office, harassment, and other forms of intimidation, they have not experienced direct punishment like that meted out to the Page Named For Heydar Aliyev administrators. 

			Other Opposition Videos

			Another youth activist, Ilkin Rustemzade of the Free Youth Organization, was arrested on May 17, 2013 and sent to pretrial detention for two months, which was extended multiple times pushing his trial start date until November 2013. In fact, Rustemzade is being tried with the N!DA members mentioned above, despite no formal link between the cases. He is accused of “hooliganism” because of a Harlem Shake video posted on YouTube. He faces between two and five years of imprisonment if convicted. (Some sources report that Rustemzade denies participation in the production and distribution of the video.) The Harlem Shake, an early 2013 online dance craze, was threatening precisely because of its non-political nature. Participating in a Harlem Shake video sends a signal of engagement with global Internet culture. The video was likely to be viewed by a fairly large audience because of the notoriety of some of the participants. Thus, while not a humiliating threat, the symbolic aspects of the video did make it threatening to the government. 

			Most importantly, Rustemzade’s arrest came 2 days after he was released from a 15-day administrative detention sentence for participating in an offline unsanctioned memorial service on the four-year anniversary of a suspicious shooting at the Azerbaijan State Oil Academy. Rustemzade had been interrogated on multiple occasions in the past few months, and served 6 days of administrative detention in early March 2013 for planning a protest.

			In October 2013, popular photojournalist Mehman Huseynov created a video that employed footage from the historical action film “300,” but replaced the audio with clips from a presidential debate to show the primary opposition candidate Jamil Hassanli’s superiority over the other candidates and to humiliate them. Huseynov was promptly called into the prosecutor’s office. This particular case was threatening again because of the humiliating nature of the content and Huseynov’s audience. With over 77,000 Facebook followers and friends (as of January 2014), Huseynov’s potential reach is unparalleled in Azerbaijan. Notably, Huseynov frequently must contend with the problem that his social media accounts are shut down following complaints. What is missing is that Huseynov, as a photojournalist, does not directly engage in organizing offline dissent. However, he is frequently the first on the scene for nearly all offline dissident events in Azerbaijan and promptly posts his photographs (often from the event itself). His ability to reach a large audience gives him great power, thus creating a threat for the government.

			Thus, in all of these cases of digital dissidence, offline activities, the potential for large audiences, and the humiliating nature of the content created situations in which the government felt threatened enough to punish the creators. Further, the need to retaliate against insult permeates Azerbaijani society, and the government is no different.

			Despite these serious consequences, Azerbaijani activists continue to engage in digital humor because, with little offline space for expression, the Internet is one of the few resources that they have, despite low Internet penetration in Azerbaijan. In fighting its opponents, the government has come to realize the potential power that digital humor can have and has co-opted humor as a tool for its own purposes. 

			Government Motivations

			The mechanisms of authoritarian rule are important to acknowledge because they influence behaviors and choices. Edward Schatz’s “soft authoritarian tool kit” provides an understanding of the way that the state interacts with its people in order to maintain control.45 First, an authoritarian regime boasts that it has extensive support. Second, it controls non-supporters through material enticements. Third, those not influenced by material considerations face, blackmail, harassment and coercion. Fourth, the regime carefully controls information flows while allowing the opposition limited access to media that generally reach small audiences. And fifth, the regime employs discursive preemption, staging political drama to undermine opponents’ ability to grow support.

			Digital political humor supports each of these regime efforts in Azerbaijan. Internet memes are exemplary for this task because they provide an opportunity to show support (through “likes” and “shares”); they often are part of larger blackmail campaigns; they are harassing; they help the regime control the narrative; and they stage political drama. In the following section, we describe a number of government-sponsored memes from 2013 and show how they fit into the tool kit.

			Memes

			“‘Internet meme’ is commonly applied to describe the propagation of content items such as jokes, rumors, videos, or websites from one person to others via the Internet.”46 Or as one of Milner’s undergraduates eloquently described them “a nationwide inside joke.”47 Memes typically begin with references to an event or a cultural product, often with some degree of obscurity. Memes are often images, but can also involve multimedia content.48 Memes are often multi-layered and contain submemes of dialect, slang, and jargon.49 Huntington argues that memes are subversive because they respond to dominant communication in unexpected ways.50 

			Memes eschew attribution and the anonymity of them enables a type of freedom, especially in cases where a meme is transgressive.51 Memes, while usually humorous, are not always malicious. However, in the case of memes designed by pro-government Azerbaijanis online, the intention is malicious and thus can be considered a form of trolling.

			The first case of a trolling meme that we discuss attacked an opposition protest event. The chairman of a pro-government youth group (described in Pearce’s article in this issue) posted the trolling meme presented in Figure 1 on March 10, 2013 after a protest where over 22,000 clicked “attending” on Facebook, but many fewer actually showed up. This photograph also shows the use of a water cannon on protesters. The poster engaged the popular meme of “FAIL.” “FAIL is turn-of-the-century internet slang that came to popularity through image macros and short videos depicting situations with unfortunate outcomes. Traditionally, the verb “fail” has been a used to signify the opposite of “succeed,” to fall short of achieving a goal. Today, the word is also commonly used as an interjection to point out a person’s mistake or shortcoming, often regardless of its magnitude.”52

			This FAIL meme exemplifies a number of the tools in the tool kit. This meme harasses and attacks the honor the opposition and stages political drama. Also, by the number of likes and supportive comments, it provides an opportunity to show that support for the government does exist, the first tool in the tool kit. These types of memes allow for the replication of the dominant ideology or social identity, in the case of Azerbaijan, being pro-government. These sorts of inside jokes that reaffirm a dominant position can in fact reinforce oppressive ideologies.53 As “the person finding the joke funny is implicitly accepting these stereotyped assumptions about the nature of the other”54 with a meme, sharing the joke to your social media audience also lets everyone know what position you take – whether it be pro- or anti-government.

			The meme in Figure 2 also was generated by the head of the pro-government youth group during the March 10 protest. It trolled the well-known Azerbaijani dissident Emin Milli for being in Prague rather than Baku for the protest event. In the meme, the author imagined Milli sitting at a Starbucks in Prague watching a livestream video of the protest. The troll also created a corresponding Twitter hashtag: #cupofstarbucks, which was used by a small group of pro-government Twitter users. This meme directly attacks Milli and his honor and stages political drama. Milli did not responded. Again, the number of likes and comments provided an opportunity to demonstrate that pro-government support does exist. 



			Figure 1. Example of a trolling meme.

			[image: ]Translation: On Facebook, 22,000 said they would join; in actuality, this many were there. #molotovyouth

			

Figure 2. Pro-Government Meme.

			[image: ]

			Translation: Emin Milli in Prague; Tricked youth in Baku



			A series of memes created in March 2013 focused on the Molotov Cocktails and drugs allegedly used by the administrators of the Page Named For Heydar Aliyev (see Figure 3 and Figure 4). This was an exemplary illustration of trolling that harassed the opposition and prevented them from responding. The meme linking N!DA to narcotics plays on the Bob Marley song “No Woman No Cry” and the famous lyric “Everything’s gonna be alright,” here written in Azerbaijani. As N!DA means exclamation, the use of the exclamation point here also signifies the group.

			These memes are a space for the construction of “the truth”. But memes, Milner argues, “like other ‘everyday’ texts, are important because social texts are the raw materials in the construction of societal discourses. Social texts are the artifacts by which cultural participants piece together reality. Truths are argued, stances are taken, and the world is seen through these textual artifacts. The study of cultural participation means the study of the social texts that constitute that culture, like memes.”55 With these memes, the pro-government youth group can introduce this reality. Especially in a distrustful society with governmental media control, interpersonally driven, viral narratives can be powerful. 



			Figure 3. A Pro-Government Meme Alleging that Opposition Members Use Drugs
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			Translation: [Do not think too much about molotovs and barricades,] just know that everything’s gonna be alright.



			Figure 4. Pro-Government Meme Linking the Opposition to Molotov Cocktails

			[image: ]

			Translation: We don’t want #molotovyouth.



			Well-known activist Ruslan Asad was also the target of a trolling campaign after he participated in a recent protest (Figure 5). Asad is one of the founding members of OL (To Be) Youth Movement, and after being detained by authorities for questioning over his role in the protests, trolls created a series of memes and a Twitter hashtag asking why Asad had not served his compulsory military service. The creators appropriated the popular meme “Y U No…” These humiliating memes were essentially a form of blackmail. After the memes about Asad became popular, he was approached about fulfilling his military service and was eventually forced to enter the military.



			Figure 5. Pro-government meme attacks Ruslan Asad for not serving in the military

			[image: ]

			Translation: Panel 1: Person 1: Ruslan, brother, did you serve in the army? Person 2: Why?; Panel 2: Hey, I’m talking to you! Have you served?; Panel 3: I...I... I....; Panel 4: I’m not fit for the army.

			Ruslan Asad, what’s the deal? #ruslanwhatsthedeal



			Thus, while these memes may seem like harmless jokes, they are in fact an important tool in the government’s social media arsenal and support its larger goals of managing society. 

			Conclusion

			In Azerbaijan, the Internet is one of the few spaces where dissent can exist, even if being punished for it is a likely possibility. Humor is an effective way for dissidents to distribute their message widely and to reach out to reach audiences that are less politically engaged. 

			Mandaville asked in 2010 if the “Donkey Bloggers” would have been censored if they had not used video and words and had created a purely visual cartoon image for dissent. She suggests that because of the“sensitivity” of political criticism inwordsthat cartoons are more permissible.56The cases detailed above demonstrate that in 2013 Azerbaijan, a threat is a threat and humorous and especially digital content is especially threatening because of its viral nature.



			Figure 6. Pro-government meme attacking Ruslan Asad

			[image: ]

			Translation: Panel 1: During the conscription period: (Looking ill) Dear doctor, I’m blind, I’m missing a kidney, and I’m impotent.; Panel 2: (Looking healthy) Ruslan Asad, during the protests.; Panel 3: (Crying?) Behind the monitor and in reality.; Panel 4: Why am I doing all of this?

			Hey guys, there is a new joke, gather around. Ruslan, you need to see this too.



			Secondly, while Bernal claims “The power of humor under dictatorship… lies in the fact that humor is one of the few spheres of expression that officials do not dominate”57 in Azerbaijan, this may be changing as the government co-opts humor to use against the opposition and severely punishes humorous dissent.

			Thus while humor remains an important tool in the arsenal of the opposition, the government’s co-opting of humor is a significant development in the Azerbaijani online political realm. Whilst funny posts might seem frivolously the consequences are anything but. 
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			between the two types of officials are modest, but noteworthy. On the one hand, elected mayors have more experience holding elected office and are more educated, which could indicate that they are of higher quality. Moreover, elected mayors turn over at a much lower rate, which indicates lower levels of political instability. Yet appointed mayors have more executive governing experience and are less likely to come from business backgrounds, which may indicate that elections provide more opportunities for business capture. Overall, our findings indicate that Russia’s flawed elections may be a double-edged sword when it comes to the selection of quality officials.

			Are officials chosen through elections more likely to make good public policy than those who are appointed or anointed? Implicitly or explicitly, this is the key question in debates about the effects of democracy on political and economic development.1 Most research attempts to answer this question by pointing to the career incentives that elected offices create. In order to be re-elected, elected officials must be responsive to voters, in turn making it more likely that policy outcomes will approximate the preferences of the median voter.2 Such accountability mechanisms have been associated with a range of positive outcomes in political economy, such as economic growth,3 public goods provision,4 and constraints on corruption and patronage.5 At the same time, some work points to ways that competitive elections can stymie economic development. Voters, it is argued, may demand policies that are inflationary, inefficient, and focused on narrow constituencies.6 According to this logic, unelected technocrats are better positioned to constrain government spending and make growth-oriented economic policy. 

			A much smaller strain of literature focuses not on the incentives created by elections, but on the quality of officials selected. Arguments in this vein rest on two propositions. First, the intrinsic traits or characteristics of officials affect political and economic outcomes. Second, officials selected under elections are of a higher quality than those selected via non-democratic selection rules, such as appointment, inheritance, tradition, or force. 

			There is ample evidence in political science for the first proposition. Theorists of descriptive representation have long argued that representatives who are similar to their constituents will be more likely to govern in their interest,7 and empirical scholars have confirmed that descriptive similarities between elector and elected increases the chances that the latter will represent the former.8 Characteristics of public officials have been shown to matter in other ways as well. Carnes finds that businessman legislators are more politically conservative.9 Both Besley et al. and Congleton and Zhang find that educated heads of state are associated with higher growth rates.10 Similarly, bureaucrats with technocratic backgrounds are thought to be better at generating good governance than unskilled political cronies.11 In the business world, older CEOs are found to be more conservative.12 In China, regional party secretaries with ties to their home region have been found to be superior at providing public goods and are less predatory toward business.13 Glynn and Sen show that among judges with one child, those with a daughter are more likely to rule in favour of women’s issues than judges with a son.14

			Evidence for the second proposition is both more limited and more contradictory. On the one hand political thinkers from Harrington to Madison have argued that voters will naturally select those with wisdom and virtue. In support of this argument, Besley et al. find that democratically elected heads of state have higher levels of education than heads of state in autocracies.15 At lower levels of government, Galasso and Nannicini, and Veronese both find that political competition leads to the selection of candidates with higher levels of education and more governing experience.16 In China, Luo finds that elected village heads have more years of schooling than appointed village heads.17 In Russia, Shurchkov finds that regions where “new-elite” governors came to power via centralized appointments had less small business development than regions with “old-elites” who won power through elections.18

			On the other hand, other scholars have pointed out that democracy may in fact lead to the selection of unqualified officials. Scholars of populism and nationalism point to a strong “anti-elite” sentiment in most electorates, which can sometimes result in the election of outsiders or demagogues.19 In a similar vein, scholars of state-led development argue that appointed officials are more likely to have the skills and training necessary to make efficient economic policy.20 There is also the danger that election outcomes will not reflect the preferences of the median voter, in which case elected offices may be captured by narrow interest groups whose backgrounds and innate preferences lead them to make socially suboptimal decisions regarding public policy.21 Of particular concern is the possibility that elected officials will be captured by business interests who choose to extract rents for themselves.22

			Evidence for these propositions is harder to find. Buckley et al. find that the backgrounds and characteristics of Russia’s elected governors are broadly similar to the backgrounds of Russia’s appointed governors.23 However, they also find that appointed governors are more likely to have technocratic types of education and advanced degrees and that they are less likely to hail from the region they govern. Luo finds that elected village heads in China are more likely to have a career history in business.24

			This article examines the second proposition: do the traits of elected officials differ in important ways from the traits of appointed officials? We compare the backgrounds of Russian mayors who are elected with the backgrounds of those who are appointed. Russia is an excellent laboratory for examining how elected and appointed officials differ because some cities in Russia elect their mayors and some appoint them. Until the mid-2000s, most Russian cities elected their chief executive, but, beginning in 2005, federal initiatives to recentralize power resulted in the cancellation of direct elections in just under half of all cities. Thus, cities with elected mayors and cities with appointed mayors coexist simultaneously in contemporary Russia.

			To examine differences between appointed and elected officials we draw on an original dataset that includes biographical information on the mayors of all Russian regional capitials and cities with populations over 75,000 in the period from 2000-2012. This dataset includes information on the educational backgrounds, career trajectories, demographic characteristics, modes of selection, and party affiliations of mayors in Russia’s 207 largest cities. Our dataset also includes original information on national and regional election results at the municipal level, mayoral election results, and the partisan composition of city councils. Along with examining the differences between elected and appointed mayors, we use this original data to provide a systematic portrait of Russia’s municipal executives.

			Our descriptive findings indicate that Russia’s elected and appointed mayors differ on several important dimensions. Elected mayors are more likely to have built their careers in business or in legislative posts. By contrast, appointed mayors are slightly more likely to come from the local or regional executive branch. Elected mayors are more likely to have experience holding elected office and they are more likely to have been Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) members. Elected and appointed mayors are equally likely to come from the security services. In fact, contrary to popular belief, very few Russian mayors have experience in the security services.

			Elected and appointed mayors are remarkably similar in their post-tenure career trajectories, with only a few differences noted. Elected mayors are more likely to become governor, but overall our data reveals that a mayorship is usually the peak of career position in Russia. One important difference of note, however, is that elected mayors are much more likely to leave office under arrest than are appointed mayors. In addition, the rate of turnover among appointed mayors is much higher than the rate of turnover among elected mayors.

			Appointed mayors are, peculiarly, more likely to have ties to the city they govern, although the difference is small and the vast majority of Russia’s mayors have ties to their city. Educational differences are also moderate. Elected mayors have slightly more education and are more likely to have been educated in Moscow or St. Petersburg, but appointed mayors are more likely to be educated in fields that are relevant to the task of governing a modern city. Finally, we find that women are more likely to be appointed mayor than they are to be elected, although over 95% of mayors are men. We also find that appointed mayors are younger.

			Our analyses show some seemingly important differences in the personal characteristics of elected and appointed Russian mayors, but they must be treated with caution when it comes to causality. The decision to cancel mayoral elections is far from random and is likely endogenous to the political constraints and preferences of local and regional powerbrokers. It is possible that the decision to cancel elections is motivated by social, economic, or political factors that also independently affect the decision to select certain types of mayors. But if these findings do reflect real differences that are produced by different selection mechanisms, then they highlight the potentially ambiguous relationship between elections and the quality of elected officials. On the one hand, it does appear that elected officials are slightly more educated, perhaps because voters value high quality candidates. On the other hand, appointed mayors are more likely to have experience governing in the executive. And while elected mayors are more likely to have elected experience, which might indicate that they have experience working as instruments of popular rule, it also appears that elected governors are more likely to exhibit antiquated human capital in the form of CPSU experience and Soviet-style educations. Furthermore, appointed mayors turn over at a much higher rate, increasing levels of political instability and uncertainty for investors. 

			The widespread concern about the capture of Russian local government by business interests is also confirmed in this paper.25 Many mayors come from business backgrounds and it appears that elected mayors are more likely to have business experience. This suggests that elections may actually undermine good governance if they make it easier for local government to be captured by narrow interests. Indeed, this points to the more general conclusion that elections may only lead to positive political and economic outcomes if they are free and fair. Many of Russia’s local elections in the 1990s and 2000s were neither.

			We discuss the significance of these differences in the conclusion. As we note, the key obstacle to interpreting these findings is that there is no scholarly consensus on what constitutes a “good type” of official. For example, business-connections may indicate capture, or they may indicate know-how. A similar ambivalence bedevils expectations about the effect of local ties, which may increase both knowledge of local conditions and the likelihood that officials will be beholden to narrow interests. Similar concerns can be sketched for other attributes. Future research should do more to uncover how the human capital of officials affects policy outcomes. 

			Russia’s Mayors and Their Selection: An Overview

			An increasing number of scholars are turning to subnational data to examine the relationship between elections and public policy outcomes. A large number of studies have focused on how the introduction of municipal elections influenced public goods provision in China.26 To our knowledge, all such studies have focused on the incentive effect of elections. None have looked at how elections might influence policy outcomes by determining the “type” of official selected. 

			In Russia, there are exceedingly few studies that consider how local executive selection mechanisms might affect policy outcomes. This is perhaps surprising given the voluminous literature on democratization at the local level in Russia.27 This neglect is also unfortunate given the significant empirical advantages that the Russia case offers. Russia is a useful case because Russia’s mayors are selected via a number of different mechanisms. Moreover, as we describe in further detail below, this variation obtained over a relatively short period of time.

			During the Soviet period, local self-government was under party control. Local councils (sovety), elected through non-competitive elections, selected from their membership an executive organ (ispolkom) and a head of the ispolkom. In turn, the ispolkom was under the strict supervision of local party committees. In 1990, the first competitive elections to local councils were held, but the practice of selecting a chief executive from among the members of the council did not change. The new law on self-government passed in July 1991 asserted the independence of local authorities, laid the groundwork for the municipal reform, and introduced the position of the head of local administration.28 However, direct elections of heads of administrations were put on hold in 1991 and in the wake of the standoff between President Yeltsin and the Supreme Soviet (Verkhovny Sovet) all local councils were disbanded. According to emergency presidential decrees issued shortly after, heads of local administration were to be appointed by the regional governors or by the president himself.29

			This temporary state of affairs persisted until a new law on local self-government was passed in August 1995. The law granted regional authorities significant discretion in dealing with organs of local self-government while simultaneously codifying their inviolable independence. According to provisions of the law, municipal councils were allowed to determine whether the local head of administration would be elected or appointed, and most municipalities chose to elect their chief executive. 

			In the early 2000s, concerns over efficiency led to a new round of municipal reforms, and in 2003 a new law on local self-government was adopted.30 The provisions of the law, which came into force on January 1, 2006, systematized the models of local self-government that could be adopted by municipalities. Both before and after the reform a city could choose between directly electing its mayor and several models of appointment (though there were more options of appointment before the reform). But to unify local models of government, new federal law introduced a strict distinction between the function of the “head of municipality” and the function of the “head of administration,” often called a city manager. Those functions could now be carried out by two different people or by a single person. If councils choose to have a single person fulfill this role, then the mayor must be elected. 

			Table 1 provides details on the types of models that Russian municipalities used to select their chief executives since 1996. 

			It is important to note that the law itself did not lead directly to the cancellation of direct mayoral elections. Just as in the 1990s, Federal Law #131 gave municipalities a choice between elected and appointed models. Nonetheless, the mid-2000s witnessed a wave of transitions from directly elected, unified local chief executives (Model 1 in Table 1) to the institution of dual executives in which city managers bore the responsibility for almost all important policy-making decisions (Models 2 and 3 in the table above). The cancellation of these mayoral elections was broadly seen as part of Vladimir Putin’s recentralization efforts.31 Observers noted that the cancellation of gubernatorial elections could make it hard for governors who had lost their direct popular mandate to control elected mayors, so some saw the cancellation of mayoral elections as “compensation” for the governors’ loss of their elected mandates.32 

			In order to change how the chief executive of a city is selected, the city council must make amendments to the charter (ustav) of the city. However, in the mid-2000s city councils were increasingly coming under the control of the newly emerged dominant party, United Russia. According to most Russian observers, regional governors, using their influence on local party branches, began to play a key role as initiators of the cancellation decision.33



			Table 1: Mayors’ appointment and local executive power organization models, 1996-present 

			
				
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Models

						
							
							Head of municipality (“mayor”)

						
							
							Head of administration (“city manager”)

						
							
							Years applicable

						
					

					
							
							1.

						
							
							One person;

							Popularly elected;

							Responsible for all policy decisions.

						
							
							1996-present

						
					

					
							
							2.

						
							
							One person;

							Appointed by a higher level authority (governor/regional president1 or Russian president directly2);

							Responsible for all policy decisions.

						
							
							1996-2006

						
					

					
							
							3.

						
							
							One person;

							Appointed in some other way (by local / regional legislature);

							Responsible for all policy decisions.

						
							
							1996-2006

						
					

					
							
							4.

						
							
							- Popularly elected, becomes Chair of local legislature;

							- Powers restricted mostly to the legislature, representing the region in external relations, etc.

						
							
							- Appointed on a competitive basis by a special commission3;

							- Responsible for most policy decisions.

						
							
							2006- present

						
					

					
							
							5.4

						
							
							- Elected by the local legislative council from its members, heads a local legislature;

							- Powers restricted mostly to the legislature, representing the region in external relations, etc.

						
							
							- Appointed on a competitive basis by a special commission;

							- Responsible for most policy decisions.

						
							
							2006- present

						
					

				
			

			Notes: 1. Mostly in national republics. 2. Federal cities, exceptional cases (Grozny). 3. City manager is appointed by a Competition Commission. 1/3 of the seats in the commission are taken by governor’s representatives (the list is approved by regional legislature at the proposal of a governor), 2/3 of seats are taken by City Council deputies (article 37 paragraph 5, Federal law #131).



			The municipal reform did, however, have an effect on the cancellation of mayoral elections by increasing the financial dependence of local authorities on regional governments. Even before the reform most local budgets were heavily subsidized by regional and federal budgets, but the reform deprived local budgets of several additional income sources34 and gave regional administrations greater discretion in determining the size of subsidies they allocate to the municipalities in a given region.35 Simultaneously, municipalities were saddled with more obligations than before. As estimated by the Accounts Chamber,36 in the first few years after the reforms came into force, municipal spending exceeded municipal revenues by almost 100%. As of 2012, only 2.5% of municipalities could finance all their activities from their own revenues. Thus, as municipal budgets grew more dependent on subsidies and transfers from regional administrations, governors gained additional influence over municipal authorities, making it easier for governors to secure the cancellation of mayoral elections.

			For the analysis in this article, we treat Models 2, 3, 4, and 5 in Table 1 as instances of “appointed mayors.” This is because the appointed city manager is the key policy-making authority in cases when there are two executives. Figure 1 shows the percentage of cities in our database that had such appointed mayors on January 1 of each year. Figures 2 and 2b show the appointment systems in place for all cities in our database.

			As these figures show, the general tendency has been toward the cancellation of direct mayoral elections, but there was a small subset of cities (about 10%) that never introduced direct elections to begin with. There is an even smaller number (e.g. Orel, Ussuriysk) that transitionedfrom an appointment scheme to an election scheme in the 2000s. Howeverthe most important conclusion to be drawn from these figures is that by 2012, almost half of Russia’s sitting mayors were appointed.



			Figure 1: Share of Appointed Mayors Over Time

			[image: ]

			


			Of course, in Russia’s dominant party regime, the de facto process leading to the “selection” of an elected mayor can sometimes closely resemble the appointment process. Over 75% of the mayors in our sample were United Russia members and in Russia’s competitive authoritarian regime, the ruling party often plays a larger role in deciding who will become mayor than voters do. At the same time, Russia’s mayoral elections are much more competitive than Russia’s regional legislative elections. One quarter of mayoral elections held between 2001 and 2012 were decided by less than 15 percentage points. Indeed, in many notable instances, opposition mayoral candidates have been able to defeat United Russia candidates, although many of those opposition mayors were subsequently arrested.37 In any case, even in those cases when the winning candidate is de facto chosen by higher-ups in the ruling party it is likely that the decision about the type of candidate to select will be affected by the fact that the candidate must face voters and secure a favorable election result. For these reasons, we believe that that these de jure selection methods can be analyzed separately, and we undertake such an analysis below. 



			Figure 2a. Mayoral Elections and Appointments in Russian Cities
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			Note: Gray areas indicate years of direct elections, black areas indicate years of appointments. Open circles are appointment events. Closed dots are elections. The first year of appointment is the year in which the first appointed mayor (city manager) is appointed.



			Figure 2b. Mayoral Elections and Appointments in Russian Cities 


[image: ]




			Note: Gray areas indicate years of direct elections, black areas indicate years of appointments. Open circles are appointment events. Closed dots are elections. The first year of appointment is the year in which the first appointed mayor (city manager) is appointed.



			Figure 2c. Mayoral Elections and Appointments in Russian Cities
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			Note: Gray areas indicate years of direct elections, black areas indicate years of appointments. Open circles are appointment events. Closed dots are elections. The first year of appointment is the year in which the first appointed mayor (city manager) is appointed.



			Figure 2d. Mayoral Elections and Appointments in Russian Cities

			[image: ]

			Data Overview 

			In this article we introduce and exploit a novel dataset of Russia’s mayors. This data includes detailed political and biographical indicators on 828 unique heads of 221 Russian regional capitals and cities with a population of 75,000 and above within the period from 2000 to 2012. The data was collected from a wide variety of sources, including the Russian State Statistics Agency (Rosstat), the Central Election Commission website, Russian city and media websites, the Labyrinth database, and Wikipedia. Research assistants from the Higher School of Economics in Moscow were instructed in data collection and cross-checking procedures. To our knowledge, this is the first comprehensive dataset of Russia’s municipal chief executives.

			The complexity of municipal administration structures in Russia both enriches and complicates our time-series cross-sectional data. As the previous section highlights, the position of chief executive in Russian cities is sometimes split between two positions: a head of administration (often informally referred to as “city manager”) and the head of the municipality. As noted, the former is usually responsible for most policy decisions. Our dataset contains information on both heads of administration and heads of municipality when a dual executive exists. But since heads of administration (i.e., city managers) control most policy decisions, we analyze only their characteristics when there is a dual executive. Thus, as we analyze differences between appointed and elected mayors, we are comparing appointed heads of administration (under the dual system) to elected mayors that sit atop a unified executive branch. For ease of exposition, we refer to these individuals informally throughout this paper as “mayors,” regardless of their formal title.

			We collected and coded a wide array of biographical information on each mayor in our dataset. Included are career histories, educational profiles, political experience such as party membership and electoral results, and demographics.



			Table 2. General Description of the Data set

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							N

						
					

					
							
							Number of mayors in database

						
							
							828

						
					

					
							
							Number of mayors in current analysis*

						
							
							563

						
					

					
							
							Number of elections

						
							
							578

						
					

					
							
							Number of appointments 

						
							
							260

						
					

					
							
							Number of cities

						
							
							221

						
					

				
			

			* We have 828 mayors in the full dataset, but we only analyze 563 in the article. In instances, where there is a dual executive (Models 4 and 5 in Table 1), we only analyze the characteristics of the appointed city-manager (see text for justification).



			Moscow and Saint Petersburg are not included in the sample due to their special status as subjects of the Russian Federation. Our sample covers 41.5% of the Russian population (as of the last general census of 2010) and 65.1% of the urban population. In Table 2 we show some general characteristics of our dataset. As one can see from Table 2, mayors were much more likely to be elected than appointed in the time period under consideration.

			In each table below, we present the proportion of elected mayors and appointed mayors who have each characteristic, with characteristics listed in rows. With only a few exceptions, the characteristics we consider are dichotomous, so the “Elected” and “Appointed” columns correspond to proportions of the elected and appointed mayoral corpus with that characteristic. We then show the t statistic from a simple difference-in-means test on whether these proportions are statistically different from each other. In other words, a t statistic larger than 1.96 in absolute value indicates that elected and appointed mayors are statistically significantly different from each other in terms of the given characteristic, at the conventional 5% level of significance. In the last column of each table we show an analogous t statistic from bivariate regressions that control for the year in which the appointment or election took place.

			Comparing Elected and Appointed Mayors

			Career Experience

			We begin by examining differences in the career experience of elected and appointed mayors. Career experiences shape the outlook, skill set, ideology, and interests of officials. In a study of congressional voting behaviour, Carnes finds that businessmen and farm owners are more conservative than workers, lawyers, or service-based professionals.38 Similarly, Sovietologists were convinced that officials with economic management experience took a different approach to their jobs than those whose background was in party work.39 The discourse of Russian authorities between 2002 and 2006 held that abolishing mayoral elections was necessary because it would help to exclude incompetent candidates from local political races. Indeed, the special commissions charged with selecting city managers are tasked specifically with selecting candidates on the basis of competence and experience. If the state-led development literature is to be believed, these non-political commissions, which need not respond to popular demands, will be apt to choose technocratic candidates with significant governing experience.40

			Table 3 looks at whether elected and appointed mayors have any career experience in a range of professional categories. Columns 2 and 3 show the proportion of mayors in each category who ever worked in a given sphere. Column 4 shows the t statistic for the difference in means between the two groups. Since appointments were more likely in the late 2000s than in the early 2000s, we also include the t statistics from regressions that include the binary elected-appointed indicator on the right-hand side and add a control for year. Our analysis shows that the two groups differ significantly on several key dimensions.



			Table 3: Work Experience of Mayors

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Any work experience in… (binary)

						
							
							Elected

						
							
							Appointed

						
							
							Diff-in-means t value

						
							
							t value controlling for year

						
					

					
							
							regional administration

						
							
							0.189

						
							
							0.262

						
							
							 2.32**

						
							
							 1.96**

						
					

					
							
							local administration (same city)

						
							
							0.442

						
							
							0.485

						
							
							 1.12

						
							
							 1.69*

						
					

					
							
							local administration (diff city)

						
							
							0.067

						
							
							0.122

						
							
							 2.61**

						
							
							 2.35**

						
					

					
							
							local legislature (same city)

						
							
							0.196

						
							
							0.227

						
							
							 0.99

						
							
							 1.14

						
					

					
							
							local legislature (diff city)

						
							
							0.025

						
							
							0.017

						
							
							-0.72

						
							
							-0.57

						
					

					
							
							regional legislature (diff region)

						
							
							0.014

						
							
							0.004

						
							
							-1.24

						
							
							-1.05

						
					

					
							
							regional legislature (same region)

						
							
							0.225

						
							
							0.110

						
							
							-3.81**

						
							
							-3.68**

						
					

					
							
							State Duma

						
							
							0.025

						
							
							0.000

						
							
							-2.47**

						
							
							-2.49**

						
					

					
							
							private business

						
							
							0.385

						
							
							0.321

						
							
							-1.73

						
							
							-2.16**

						
					

					
							
							state-run business

						
							
							0.356

						
							
							0.356

						
							
							-0.01

						
							
							-0.09

						
					

					
							
							Federation Council

						
							
							0.018

						
							
							0.013

						
							
							-0.54

						
							
							-0.26

						
					

					
							
							federal government

						
							
							0.034

						
							
							0.059

						
							
							 1.62

						
							
							 1.61

						
					

					
							
							social or political org incl. party

						
							
							0.134

						
							
							0.102

						
							
							-1.25

						
							
							-0.60

						
					

					
							
							force structures 

						
							
							0.077

						
							
							0.081

						
							
							 0.14

						
							
							 0.00

						
					

				
			

			

			

First, elected mayors are slightly more likely to have private business experience than are appointed mayors. This may be because business activities provide resources for financing election campaigns. For this and other reasons, businessmen may find it easier to win elections than they do to gain appointment. This finding confirms the widespread concern about the capture of local government in Russia by business interests.41 Furthermore, it suggests that, whatever its faults, the appointment system may have reduced the propensity for state capture by business in Russia’s localities. It should be noted that the figures in Table 3 surely understate the true extent of business capture because it only reflects the share of business-connected candidates who had full time positions in the business world. It does not include the number of mayors who held large stakes in businesses. 

			Second, appointed mayors are significantly more likely to have experience in the regional administration of their city’s region. This should be interpreted as a practical consequence of the appointment process. Under the new appointment scheme, governors obtained significant influence over the appointment of city managers. In turn, it appears that governors used their influence to install clients from their own administrations as mayors.

			Appointed mayors also have a significantly greater likelihood of having experience in the local administration of another city. Appointments seem to have induced higher levels of cross-regional mobility among municipal officials. This provides expanded opportunities for career advancement among local officials, which could act to increase the levels of political loyalty among municipal officials. 

			We also find that elected mayors are much more likely to have experience in regional legislatures. As we note below, this may be due to the fact that experience running and winning election campaigns gives formerly elected politicians a special advantage in mayoral races. Voters may exhibit a prior preference for such candidates or these experiences may help such candidates convince voters to vote for them. Either way, the advantage of having held elected office seems to disappear when mayoral hopefuls are seeking appointment to the position.

			There is no significant difference between appointed and elected mayors in having work experience in state companies, the Federation Council, local administrations, the federal government, or social/party organizations. There is a statistically significant difference in terms of State Duma experience, but mayors very rarely have experience there. We should also note that there are no cases where a former governor takes a mayoral office. 

			There is no difference between elected and appointed mayors concerning their experience in so-called “force structures.” Contrary to popular narratives about the militarization of the political elite under Putin,42 the appointment system has not resulted in an increase in the share of security service personnel at the local level. Indeed, the total share of mayors with experience in the security services is quite low. It should also be noted that mayors’ force structure experience was usually obtained in the late Soviet period and then followed by some other professional step in the post-Soviet period.

			In Table 4, we use the binary variables in Table 3 to create new categories that focus specifically on the political experience of mayors. First, it is worth noting that despite the trend toward appointments, the mayoral corps still contains a large number of officials who once held elected office. Indeed, many mayors who were appointed have had some experience of being elected. But, again, we see that elected mayors are more likely to have held elected office. 



			Table 4: Political Experience of Mayors

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							Elected

						
							
							Appointed

						
							
							Diff-in-means t value

						
							
							t value controlling for year

						
					

					
							
							Elected office (most recent place of work)

						
							
							0.247

						
							
							0.192

						
							
							-1.75*

						
							
							-1.76*

						
					

					
							
							Ever held elected office

						
							
							0.400

						
							
							0.315

						
							
							-2.34**

						
							
							-1.96**

						
					

					
							
							Rate of Turnover

						
							
							0.040

						
							
							0.135

						
							
							 5.07**

						
							
							 4.43**

						
					

					
							
							Member of CPSU

						
							
							0.273

						
							
							0.141

						
							
							-3.67**

						
							
							-3.43**

						
					

				
			

			

			

Elected mayors are significantly more likely to have been members of the CPSU. This finding is intriguing given that it remains robust when controlling for time. One possible explanation is that many elected mayors owed their electoral victories to nomenklaturist ties in the regions, while appointed mayors are technocrats, selected without reference to “old elite” ties. However, we know very little about levels of turnover in local elites after the fall of the Soviet Union. If mayors are anything like governors, some of their machines were built on the basis of nomenklaturist ties, while others were built anew on the basis of post-Soviet political networks. Without further data on the composition of mayoral machines in Russia, we hesitate to draw a firm conclusion. 

			Another finding of note is that rates of turnover are much higher among appointed mayors than among elected mayors. Studies have found that the uncertainty induced by frequent government turnover can have negative effects on investment.43 Thus, even if we believe that appointed mayors are more technocratic than elected mayors, the policy uncertainty created by their constant rotation may have negative effects on economic development. At the same time, the appointment system clearly makes it easier to remove underperforming officials.



			Table 5: Most Recent Place of Work 

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							Elected

						
							
							Appointed

						
							
							Diff-in-means t value

						
							
							t value controlling for year

						
					

					
							
							Academia

						
							
							0.007

						
							
							0.000

						
							
							-1.34

						
							
							-1.46

						
					

					
							
							Business (private)

						
							
							0.107

						
							
							0.065

						
							
							-1.92*

						
							
							-2.33**

						
					

					
							
							Business (state-owned enterprise)

						
							
							0.119

						
							
							0.108

						
							
							-0.49

						
							
							-0.36

						
					

					
							
							Federal Government (ministries and agencies)

						
							
							0.017

						
							
							0.023

						
							
							 0.56

						
							
							 0.60

						
					

					
							
							Federation Council

						
							
							0.009

						
							
							0.000

						
							
							-1.50

						
							
							-1.48

						
					

					
							
							Force Structures

						
							
							0.010

						
							
							0.008

						
							
							-0.37

						
							
							-0.52

						
					

					
							
							Local Administration (different city)

						
							
							0.029

						
							
							0.042

						
							
							 0.96

						
							
							 0.55

						
					

					
							
							Local Administration (same city)

						
							
							0.306

						
							
							0.346

						
							
							 1.15

						
							
							 1.90*

						
					

					
							
							Local Legislature (diff. city)

						
							
							0.002

						
							
							0.004

						
							
							 0.58

						
							
							 0.67

						
					

					
							
							Local Legislature (same city)

						
							
							0.078

						
							
							0.154

						
							
							 3.39**

						
							
							 3.31**

						
					

					
							
							Other

						
							
							0.007

						
							
							0.000

						
							
							-1.34

						
							
							-1.13

						
					

					
							
							Regional Administration (not governor)

						
							
							0.106

						
							
							0.131

						
							
							 1.07

						
							
							 0.71

						
					

					
							
							Regional Legislature

						
							
							0.154

						
							
							0.035

						
							
							-5.04**

						
							
							-4.96**

						
					

					
							
							Social/Political Organization (including party work)

						
							
							0.005

						
							
							0.000

						
							
							-1.16

						
							
							-1.24

						
					

					
							
							State Duma

						
							
							0.014

						
							
							0.000

						
							
							-1.91*

						
							
							-1.99**

						
					

					
							
							Missing

						
							
							0.029

						
							
							0.085

						
							
							 3.53**

						
							
							 3.22**

						
					

				
			

			

In Table 5, we look at the place of work of the mayor in the year immediately prior to his or her taking office as mayor.44 This table shows that most mayors come from bureaucratic or political backgrounds. The most popular entry point to the mayor’s office is from the local administration of the city where the mayor serves. There is also a sample of mayors with analogous career experience in local self-governance (both executive and legislative) but in a different city. Normally this move happens within their region.

			We note again with special interest the lack of evidence for mayors of either stripe originating in “force structures.” The proposition that elites with roots in the force structures have taken top positions in the Russian bureaucracy is not borne out at the local level. Almost no mayors came to their post directly from the security services.

			Two thirds of the seats in mayoral selection committee are filled by the city council, thus increasing the likelihood that appointed mayors come directly from local legislatures. And indeed our findings show that appointed mayors are more likely to come directly from the local legislature. It appears that local legislatures – to the extent that they influence the selection process – prefer to select one of their own as city manager. 

			Finally, consistent with our findings above, elected mayors are also more likely to come directly from business. About 11% of elected mayors and 7% of appointed mayors counted businesses as their primary place of work just before they took office 

			Post-Tenure Fate

			Another important task is to situate mayoral positions within the broader hierarchy of political positions. A mayoral post could be a “waystation” on the path to higher office, or it may be a peak-of-career position. One way of placing the mayor position within the hierarchy is examining the career trajectories of mayors once they have completed their tenure as municipal heads. If many mayors advance to positions in regional or federal power centers then mayors may be focused on impressing superiors who hold the keys to doors further along the career path. By contrast, if most mayors retire from politics, move into the private sector, or otherwise disappear from public view after leaving office, then their focus should be merely on staying in office and, if elected, pleasing their constituents. We present the post-tenure positions of Russian mayors in Table 6.



			Table 6: Post-Tenure Fate of Russian Mayors

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							Elected

						
							
							Appointed

						
							
							Diff-in-means t value

						
							
							t value controlling for year

						
					

					
							
							Academia

						
							
							0.019

						
							
							0.014

						
							
							-0.46

						
							
							-0.30

						
					

					
							
							Business (private)

						
							
							0.071

						
							
							0.066

						
							
							-0.25

						
							
							-0.00

						
					

					
							
							Business (state-owned enterprise)

						
							
							0.055

						
							
							0.038

						
							
							-0.92

						
							
							-0.78

						
					

					
							
							Federal Government (federal ministries and agencies)

						
							
							0.026

						
							
							0.028

						
							
							 0.15

						
							
							 0.46

						
					

					
							
							Federation Council

						
							
							0.013

						
							
							0.009

						
							
							-0.38

						
							
							 0.01

						
					

					
							
							Governor

						
							
							0.026

						
							
							0.005

						
							
							-1.84*

						
							
							-1.71*

						
					

					
							
							Local Administration

						
							
							0.029

						
							
							0.042

						
							
							 0.80

						
							
							 0.81

						
					

					
							
							Local Legislature

						
							
							0.013

						
							
							0.009

						
							
							-0.38

						
							
							-0.42

						
					

					
							
							Regional Administration (not governor)

						
							
							0.117

						
							
							0.127

						
							
							 0.34

						
							
							 0.62

						
					

					
							
							Regional Legislature

						
							
							0.032

						
							
							0.033

						
							
							 0.02

						
							
							 0.38

						
					

					
							
							Retired

						
							
							0.036

						
							
							0.019

						
							
							-1.14

						
							
							-0.80

						
					

					
							
							Social/Political Organization (including party work)

						
							
							0.016

						
							
							0.023

						
							
							 0.59

						
							
							 0.91

						
					

					
							
							State Duma

						
							
							0.023

						
							
							0.014

						
							
							-0.71

						
							
							-0.36

						
					

					
							
							Under Arrest

						
							
							0.101

						
							
							0.038

						
							
							-2.70**

						
							
							-2.57**

						
					

					
							
							Deceased

						
							
							0.019

						
							
							0.028

						
							
							 0.65

						
							
							 0.98

						
					

					
							
							Still in Office

						
							
							0.286

						
							
							0.357

						
							
							 1.72*

						
							
							 0.50

						
					

					
							
							Other

						
							
							0.039

						
							
							0.028

						
							
							-0.66

						
							
							-0.49

						
					

					
							
							No data*

						
							
							0.078

						
							
							0.122

						
							
							 1.68*

						
							
							 1.51

						
					

				
			

			

			

Overall the data illustrate that mayorships are peak of career positions in Russia. The data shows that that elected mayors are more likely to become governor after leaving office, but this is the only statistically significant difference in post-mayoral career trajectories. Perhaps the most interesting finding in this table is that elected mayors are much more likely to leave office in handcuffs. Fully 10% of elected mayors leave office under arrest, compared to 4% of appointed mayors. This difference may be a product of the close ties between “insider” elected mayors and local business. Such ties increase the opportunities for professional wrongdoing, but they also create more opportunities for authorities to fabricate politicized criminal cases. Criminal cases are a political tool used against many mayors in Russia. Indeed, 85% of the mayors arrested in our sample were from the opposition or were independents.  Since members of the opposition are almost never appointed as mayor, this method is infrequently used against appointed mayors. These officials have already been vetted by the authorities. 

			Moreover, if regional authorities did want to remove an appointed mayor, there are other, simpler methods of achieving this goal. The municipal reform of 2003-2006 (Federal Law #131) gave city councils the ability to unseat appointed mayors. Article 72 states that appointed mayors can be replaced by the city council with a supermajority vote if this effort is supported by the governor. This procedure can be initiated at the governor’s initiative or with 1/3 of city council votes.

			Insider/Outsider Status

			Which type of mayor—elected or appointed—is more likely to have ties to the city? This question is important because officials’ ties to their communities affect how they govern. Some argue that insiders have better knowledge of local conditions, which may help them make efficient economic policy.45 This perspective aligns with the traditional view of local self-government’s stated purpose in Russia: to facilitate the devolution of authority away from Moscow and toward local decision-makers with local interests and knowledge. Others suggest that locally sourced officials may be less competent, and that national-level bureaucrats are more likely to have the skills and expertise necessary to make efficient economic policy.46 Still others have suggested that outsiders are less likely to be captured by local business interests and thus more likely to make pro-growth economic policy.47 This reflects many of the arguments that Russian policymakers have made against the current system of local self-government in Russia. To the extent that Russian policymakers sought, through the cancellation of elections, to reform local self-government along these lines, we should expect appointees to be outsiders. Indeed, the dominant assumption made by observers of local and regional politics in Russia has been that the appointment of mayors would result in a shift towards outsider mayors. This was supposed to be the case for one of two reasons. Voters may prefer familiar, local mayors, making it more likely that insiders will win elections. Or higher-level officials may exhibit a preference for outsiders who are not beholden to (or empowered by) narrow, local interests. Buckley et al. find that outsider governors were slightly more common in the era of gubernatorial appointment, but that the majority of all governors, appointed and elected, did have ties to their region.48 Do the same findings hold for Russian mayors?

			The results are presented in Table 7, where we examine insider-outsider status along three dimensions: (1) place of birth, (2) place of getting first higher education and (3) career experience.

			The table indicates several differences of note. Unexpectedly, elected mayors are more likely to be born outside of the region and educated outside of their city. However, given the high levels of labor mobility in the Soviet Union, we do not make much of these findings. We find it more meaningful to evaluate the insider-outsider status of mayors from their most recent place of work. As described above, half of mayors come to office from the local bureaucracy (executive and legislative), which indicates a high level of inclusion in local affairs for both groups. The table does indicate that appointed mayors are slightly more likely than elected mayors to be working in their city prior to taking office; however, unlike Russian governors, true outsiders are extremely rare. Only 2% of mayors never worked in the region where the city is located and only 4.5% did not work in the region immediately prior to taking office. In general, insider-outsider differences between elected and appointed mayors are not large enough to indicate substantial variation in local knowledge or ties.



			Table 7: Insider-Outsider Status

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							Elected

						
							
							Appointed

						
							
							Diff-in-means t value

						
							
							t value controlling for year

						
					

					
							
							Born in the city

						
							
							0.224

						
							
							0.241

						
							
							 0.52

						
							
							 0.35

						
					

					
							
							Born in the region (but not city)

						
							
							0.258

						
							
							0.362

						
							
							 2.86**

						
							
							 2.80**

						
					

					
							
							Educated in the city

						
							
							0.271

						
							
							0.367

						
							
							 2.66**

						
							
							 2.82**

						
					

					
							
							Educated in region (but not city)

						
							
							0.230

						
							
							0.221

						
							
							-0.26

						
							
							-0.53

						
					

					
							
							Ever worked in the city

						
							
							0.920

						
							
							0.937

						
							
							 0.85

						
							
							 1.12

						
					

					
							
							Ever worked in the region (but not city)

						
							
							0.057

						
							
							0.042

						
							
							-0.87

						
							
							-1.15

						
					

					
							
							Most recent place of work in region (but not city)

						
							
							0.136

						
							
							0.097

						
							
							-1.53

						
							
							-1.96**

						
					

					
							
							Most recent place of work in city

						
							
							0.812

						
							
							0.874

						
							
							 2.12**

						
							
							 2.49**

						
					

					
							
							local administration (same city)

						
							
							0.442

						
							
							0.485

						
							
							 1.12

						
							
							 1.69*

						
					

					
							
							Local Administration (same city)

						
							
							0.306

						
							
							0.346

						
							
							 1.15

						
							
							 1.90*

						
					

				
			

			

			

Education

			In Table 8 we examine the educational backgrounds of mayors. Previous studies have identified a link between the educational backgrounds of officials and economic performance, so the question is not unimportant.49



			Table 8: Educational Background

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							Elected

						
							
							Appointed

						
							
							Diff-in-means t value

						
							
							t value controlling for year

						
					

					
							
							Higher edu in Moscow or SPb

						
							
							0.405

						
							
							0.333

						
							
							-1.70*

						
							
							-1.98**

						
					

					
							
							Postgraduate degree

						
							
							0.273

						
							
							0.215

						
							
							-1.59

						
							
							-1.70*

						
					

					
							
							Agricultural

						
							
							0.014

						
							
							0.023

						
							
							 0.96

						
							
							 0.98

						
					

					
							
							Economics or management

						
							
							0.102

						
							
							0.096

						
							
							-0.26

						
							
							-0.36

						
					

					
							
							Humanities

						
							
							0.026

						
							
							0.023

						
							
							-0.25

						
							
							-0.66

						
					

					
							
							Legal

						
							
							0.024

						
							
							0.062

						
							
							 2.70**

						
							
							 2.36**

						
					

					
							
							Military

						
							
							0.038

						
							
							0.050

						
							
							 0.80

						
							
							 0.42

						
					

					
							
							Pedagogical

						
							
							0.045

						
							
							0.035

						
							
							-0.69

						
							
							-0.68

						
					

					
							
							Technological or engineering

						
							
							0.628

						
							
							0.527

						
							
							-2.77**

						
							
							-2.31**

						
					

					
							
							Medical

						
							
							0.000

						
							
							0.012

						
							
							 2.59**

						
							
							 2.50**

						
					

					
							
							Physical Sciences

						
							
							0.014

						
							
							0.019

						
							
							 0.58

						
							
							 0.65

						
					

					
							
							No Data*

						
							
							0.109

						
							
							0.154

						
							
							 1.83*

						
							
							 1.81*

						
					

				
			

			*11.52% of mayors’ education data is missing

			

			

The mean age of the mayoral corps in Russia in the observed period is 49, so most Russian mayors got their higher education in the Soviet period. The educational profile of mayors shows that the overwhelming majority of them have technological or engineering educations. Educational priorities in the Soviet period focused on the mass production of talent in technology and engineering for use in industry, which explains the preponderance of this kind of education among Soviet-educated mayors. The second largest group graduated with their first degree in economics, finance, or management, which are perhaps more appropriate for a career in public administration.

			Elected mayors are more likely than appointed mayors to be educated in Moscow or Saint Petersburg. This demonstrates a higher potential for elected mayors to build networks in federal political centers and lends support to the notion that elected mayors are stronger politically than are appointed mayors. Additionally, elected mayors more often have advanced degrees than do appointed mayors.50 This may be because elected mayors need to have an attractive profile to succeed in public election campaigns.



			Table 9: Demographics

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							Elected

						
							
							Appointed

						
							
							Diff-in-means t value

						
							
							t value controlling for year

						
					

					
							
							Age

						
							
							50.27

						
							
							47.77

						
							
							-4.24**

						
							
							-4.77**

						
					

					
							
							Male

						
							
							0.99

						
							
							0.97

						
							
							-1.69*

						
							
							-1.49

						
					

				
			

			

			


			Finally, we examine some basic demographics in Table 9. We find that appointed mayors are significantly younger than elected mayors. They are also more likely to be female, but these differences are superficial since only 1.8% of Russian mayors are women.

			Conclusion

			In this article we have focused on how different selection mechanisms are associated with the personal characteristics of Russian subnational leaders. Our findings are mixed. On the one hand there are several similarities between the two groups (e.g., both groups have little experience in the security services, similar levels of experience in the federal government, and do not vary significantly in their ties to the city/region). These and other similarities may be due to the uncompetitiveness of Russia’s local elections. When the ruling United Russia party selects a candidate that is all but assured victory, the process of elections may come to resemble the process of appointments. 

			 In spite of this, we do find some important differences of note. It appears that elected mayors have more education and are more likely to have held elected office. Rates of turnover are also much lower under elections. However, appointed mayors have more executive governing experience, are less likely to have CPSU experience, have more relevant educational profiles, are slightly younger, and are less likely to be representatives of local business. Thus, while there are differences, it is difficult to make general claims about the ability of elections (or appointments) to produce “better” quality officials. 

			One difficulty in interpreting these findings is the general lack of agreement about what constitutes a “good type” of politician. Is executive governing experience a good thing? Maybe so, unless that experience is in a Soviet-type bureaucracy. Are younger officials better? They are less likely to have antiquated human capital, but they are also less experienced. Is post-graduate education an indicator of leader quality? Probably so, but what if that education is purchased or obtained via plagiarism, as was common in Russia in the 1990s? Even business experience may be a double-edged sword. On the one hand, business experience may indicate that an official has been captured by local business interests. On the other hand, business experience may provide leaders with the know-how necessary to pursue pro-growth policies. 

			Finally, the traits analyzed here tell us relatively little about how representative or accountable a given mayor might be. And while there are clear theoretical expectations that would lead us to believe that elected politicians should be more representative and accountable, there is little theory about how the human capital of officials affects their ability to fulfill these democratic roles. However, one might expect that officials with elected experience will have an advantage in this regard. More research is needed on this front. Further research is also needed on how the quality of leaders affects outcomes. This will help scholars develop empirically-grounded expectations about what constitutes a “good” type of politician.

			More research is also needed on how certain selection mechanisms are chosen. This would allow for the construction of a more complete explanatory model, linking selection mechanisms to leader quality and leader quality to policy outcomes. Fortunately, the dataset used in this article is well suited for such analyses. The staggered cancellation of mayoral elections between 2000 and 2012 will allow researchers to precisely identify the independent effects of elections and appointments on a number of outcomes. Previous research has explored how public goods provision varies under elections and appointments, but the causal mechanisms remain underspecified. With the dataset in this article, it is possible to investigate whether the differences produced by different selection mechanisms are generated by divergent career incentives or by divergent leader types.
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			Abstract: This article compares the influence of two subtypes of semi-presidentialism, premier-presidentialism and president-parliamentarism, on democratic consolidation in post-communist Poland and Ukraine. It distinguishes several periods of institutional development in Poland and Ukraine and then juxtaposes them against each other. Doing this makes it possible to disaggregate the impact of various institutional features on democratic progress in the two countries and explain discrepancies in their paths toward consolidated democracy. Two additional explanatory factors are employed to better capture the causes behind the different democratic performance of Poland and Ukraine: the clarity of the division of executive power and the level of commitment among the main political actors to existing formal rules. The conclusion examines the relative significance of the semi-presidential frameworks and actors’ behavior in the democratic development of Poland and Ukraine.

			Despite the growing popularity of semi-presidential models among constitution-designers in recent decades, scholars are not as enthusiastic about this regime type. Ever since debates on semi-presidentialism entered the wider discussion about the influence of regime types on democratic performance, the general consensus in the literature has been that semi-presidentialism is dangerous for young democracies. All of the many objections against this type of government can be reduced to two main points: (1) semi-presidentialism can produce intra-executive branch conflicts between the president and prime minister; and (2) it can lead to the unrestrained domination of the president. In either case, the chances of democratic survival are thin, as the first scenario could lead to the use of extra-constitutional means to resolve the deadlock and the second scenario could undermine the existing balance of power and result in the erosion of democracy. Juan Linz1 popularized this way of thinking and his approach has gained significant support among other scholars.2

			Still, there are students of semi-presidentialism who defend it on the basis that it can deal with the shortcomings of both presidential and parliamentary systems. For instance, Giovanni Sartori argued that semi-presidentialism could, first, avoid the rigidity of presidentialism by shifting the leadership of the executive between president and prime minister and, second, alleviate the majoritarian component of parliamentarism by mechanisms of executive power sharing.3 In a similar vein, Gianfranco Pasquino supported semi-presidential constitutional choices on the grounds of their flexibility and adaptability to changing circumstances.4 

			Regardless of which position seems to be more plausible, the issue of choosing an adequate explanatory variable remains. Noting the great variety of semi-presidential regimes, Robert Elgie insists that semi-presidentialism as such should not be used as an explanatory variable. Instead, it should be disaggregated into subtypes which are better suited to be utilized as factors that could influence democratic performance.5 The most common classification of semi-presidential systems was offered by Matthew Shugart and John Carey, who distinguished premier-presidential and president-parliamentary models. In the first, the cabinet is responsible to the parliament, while in the second, it is responsible to both the parliament and president.6 In this article, I will follow Elgie’s logic and look at the influence of the two types of semi-presidentialism, premier-presidentialism and president-parliamentarism, on democratic consolidation in Poland and Ukraine.

			The existing literature points to the considerable advantage of premier-presidentialism over president-parliamentarism. On the theoretical level, premier-presidential systems create incentives for both president and parliament to cooperate, because the former has no other channel of influence on the cabinet after its installation and the latter usually doesn’t want to be solely responsible for possible cabinet failures. President-parliamentarism, by-turn, could lead to a situation in which both president and parliament calculate that blame for problems with cabinet formation will fall on the opposite side and thus are more likely to engage in confrontation.7 On the empirical level, premier-presidentialism has been shown to be more conductive to stable performance in young democracies than president-parliamentarism.8 Moreover, a strong president under all types of semi-presidentialism was also identified as a factor explaining poor democratic performance among regimes.9

			In this article, I will apply Elgie’s definition of semi-presidentialism as a situation “where a popularly elected fixed-term president exists alongside a prime minister and cabinet who are responsible to parliament,”10 but complement it with the criteria of a divided executive already elaborated by Sartori.11 For me, this approach seems to better capture the essence of the two paradigmatic cases of semi-presidentialism, Weimar Germany and the French Fifth Republic.12 Still, I agree with Elgie that semi-presidential should be defined on the basis of constitutional wording and not political practice,13 since the latter approach would inject an enormous dose of subjectivism into the classification procedure.

			The analysis draws on the results of interviews with Polish experts on constitutionalism and democratic transformations. The results of the expert interviews will be used to enrich the understanding of Polish post-communist institutional history and establish firmer ground for a comparison of the two countries. The experts surveyed included prominent specialists in the fields of constitutionalism and democratic consolidation, both from academic institutions and high profile non-governmental organizations, who observed and sometimes took part in the political development of Poland during the last 20 years.

			The divergence between the similar institutional features and different outcomes of democratic development in Poland and Ukraine lies at the heart of this analysis. Poland and Ukraine had several remarkable similarities in the initial period of their democratic transition, including their choice of the semi-presidential form of government. However, democratic consolidation in the two cases took different forms. During the 1990s, Poland was able to overcome the starting difficulties of applying democratic rules to the previously undemocratic environment and eventually succeeded in institutionalizing these rules. Ukraine, on the other hand, not only did not overcome the inefficiencies of its main state institutions, but also proved to be vulnerable to attempts to monopolize power by different political actors. As a result, the current political situation in Ukraine suggests a gradual re-establishment of authoritarianism.

			Accordingly, this article will examine the influence of the type of semi-presidential constitutional framework (premier-presidential or president-parliamentary) on the processes of democratic consolidation in post-communist Poland and Ukraine. Two complementary explanatory factors identified by Shugart and Carey will also be considered: the clarity of the division of executive power between the president and prime minister and the commitment to the existing formal rules regulating this division by both sides. Both conditions, according to Shugart and Carey, need to be met for the positive potential of divided executive systems to manifest itself.14 Moreover, conceptualizing the interplay of institutional and behavioral factors will contribute to a more adequate understanding of dynamics in the two types of semi-presidentialism in Poland and Ukraine.

			Obviously, constitutional frameworks and their use by the main political actors are not the only variables which explain the democratic performance of regimes. In the cases of Poland and Ukraine, divergences in democratic consolidation could be said to be conditioned by other factors as well. For instance, Poland was recognized as a European country by the EU already in 1992, which resulted in stronger links between Poland and the EU and more solid consensus on European integration among Polish elites, while Ukraine was largely unaffected by EU instruments of democracy promotion until at least 2005 and many of its elites felt closer to Russia.15 Secondly, it could be argued that regional divisions were much sharper in Ukraine and could contribute to fragmentation of party system and, as a result, of parliament. However, while both factors could help to explain the different outcomes of the democratic consolidation in Poland and Ukraine, they go well beyond the scope of this analysis and need separate research to be fully elaborated.

			The discussion is organized in chronological and comparative fashion. Several key periods of institutional development in the two countries are distinguished. Within these periods, I examine the impact of the institutional features of the existing constitutional frameworks on the consolidation of democracy and compare the results. Ultimately, the analysis makes it possible to draw general conclusions about the role of semi-presidential constitutional frameworks in the democratic consolidation of Poland and Ukraine. Specifically, it provides an empirical test of the general preference for premier-presidentialism over president-parliamentarism. More broadly, the article contributes to the growing literature on the influence of semi-presidentialism on democratic stability in young democracies.

			The Turbulent Years of the Early Post-Communist Period

			The first thing about the different paths towards democracy in Poland and Ukraine which catches one’s eye is that Poland started its democratic transition two years earlier. In February 1989, members of the communist establishment and oppositional Solidarity trade union opened negotiations, which eventually resulted in the recognition of Solidarity, introduction of the presidential office, and elections to both lower and upper chambers of the Polish parliament (Sejm and Senate, respectively). However, only elections to the Senate were totally free, while 65% of the Sejm mandates were reserved for the members of the ruling Polish United Workers’ Party (PZPR) and its allies. While initially this constitutional agreement was seen by communist elites as an institutional guarantee of their ability to preserve their power, events that followed quickly undermined their position.16 In the parliamentary elections, Solidarity won all the freely contested seats in the Sejm and 99 of the 100 seats in the Senate. According to another agreement reached during the round table talks, both chambers of the parliament elected communist leader Wojciech Jaruzelski as the first president. However, the communists were unable to secure enough votes to appoint their own prime minister, so many of them joined Solidarity deputies in voting for the first non-communist prime minister Tadeusz Mazowiecki. With the PZPR’s support plummeting, Jaruzelski decided to resign, and the first direct presidential elections took place in December 1990. Solidarity leader Lech Wałęsa triumphed in the second round, becoming the first directly elected president of Poland. The first free elections in Poland quickly created a precedent which, complemented by the growing popularity of Solidarity and the general dissatisfaction with the “contract” Sejm, led to free parliamentary elections in October 1991, bringing 29 political parties into the legislature. 

			Ukraine, on the other hand, officially started its democratic transition with the declaration of its independence on August 24, 1991, though this announcement was preceded by partly free parliamentary elections in March 1990, the creation of a constitutional committee aimed at developing a new constitution in December 1990, and the introduction of the presidential office in July 1991. The first phase of democratic transition in Ukraine ended on December 1, 1991, with the simultaneous presidential election won by former communist Leonid Kravchuk and the national referendum which confirmed the willingness of Ukrainian citizens to live in an independent country.

			While such temporal discrepancies could partially account for differences in the nature of the democratic transitions in the two countries, they do not tell us much about the different outcomes of their democratic consolidation. This conclusion is indirectly confirmed by the similar problems that the newly formed democratic institutions in Poland and Ukraine faced in the first half of the 1990s. In both countries, the process of developing the new constitution was inseparably connected with the political struggle among the main political actors and the institutions they represented. Both countries passed legislation which defined power relations in the president-parliament-cabinet triangle in 1992. In Poland, this agreement was called the “small constitution,” while in Ukraine it was adopted as an ordinary legislative act. Both arrangements established a semi-presidential form of government, but in its two different sub-types. 

			The Polish system was premier-presidential in its nature. The president gained the right to nominate the prime minister, but parliament had the final say in his appointment. In cases where the parliament disapproved of the president’s nominee, the small constitution envisaged several additional methods for appointing the prime minister, shifting initiative from president to parliament and back. Members of the Council of Ministers (cabinet) were appointed by the president on a motion of the prime minister, except for ministers of foreign affairs, defense, and interior whose nominees the prime minister was obliged to discuss with the president before sending the motion to him. The Sejm could dismiss the cabinet by a vote of no confidence, while the president had no such right. Thus, the cabinet was responsible only to the parliament, which made the new constitutional framework premier-presidential. The president obtained the right of legislative initiative and the right of veto, which could be overturned by a two-thirds vote in parliament. The president could also dissolve parliament in three cases: (1) if the latter failed to pass a budget within three months following the submission of its draft, (2) if parliament passed a vote of no confidence in the cabinet, and (3) during the last stage of a potential complex cabinet appointment procedure.17

			By contrast, Ukraine opted for the president-parliamentary model. The mode of cabinet designation was similar to the Polish one, with the president nominating the prime minister and parliament approving or rejecting him. However, there were no other possible scenarios if parliament turned down the president’s nominee; in such a case, the process would start from scratch. The president then could appoint all ministers on a motion from the prime minister. The cabinet bore responsibility to both the parliament and president and could be dismissed by both of them, which is typical of president-parliamentarism. The Ukrainian president was also granted the rights of legislative initiative and a veto that required a two-third parliamentary majority to be overruled. However, the president could not dissolve parliament.18

			The reasons behind the adoption of these two legislative acts were different. In the Polish case, it was largely conditioned by rather slow and ineffective process of cabinet formation in late 1991, when Wałęsa failed to win parliamentary support for his preferred prime ministerial candidate Waldemar Pawlak. The inability of the Sejm’s numerous political forces to cooperate raised the need to alter the traditional parliamentary mechanism of cabinet appointment.19 Thus, a cabinet appointment model that gave both parliament and president leverage was introduced. In Ukraine, the 1992 constitutional amendments came as a result of the country’s recent independence and the establishment of democratic institutions. The Ukrainian reforms did not refer back to previous experience of democratic political coexistence, but rather wanted to distinguish the new democratic system from the old communist one.

			At the same time, the problems in the two countries were quite similar. In Poland, Wałęsa adopted a confrontational style of relations with the prime minister and parliament. Wałęsa’s behavior was driven both by his personal style of politics, which earned him the reputation as a “master of destabilization,”20 and his dissatisfaction with the role of president described in the small constitution, which provided his office with considerable powers, but few mechanisms to implement them.21 His vision of a strong president often clashed with the preferences of both the parliamentary majorities and the prime ministers who naturally favored a stronger parliament. Wałęsa tried to “prevent a parliamentary system from being institutionalized,”22 which inevitably led to conflicts with parliament and cabinet. The problem was reinforced by Wałęsa’s refusal to affiliate himself with any party and his desire to distance himself from party politics. While he must have thought that such a decision would reinforce his position, in fact, it often meant that he could not rely on the support of any political force in parliament during his conflicts with prime ministers.23

			Wałęsa’s confrontational style became even more salient after the 1993 elections, which his opponents, the post-communists, won. Wałęsa continued using his direct electoral mandate to challenge prime ministers who had been appointed by parliament and, thus, in Wałęsa’s view, lacked popular legitimacy. But, if before 1993 Wałęsa’s struggle with prime ministers sometimes resulted in their defeat, his success rate after the new parliamentary elections significantly dropped. Prime ministers were, more than before, parliament’s choices and Wałęsa had a hard time finding ways to push for their dismissal. As a result, Wałęsa’s erstwhile favorite Pawlak was able to keep his prime minister’s office from late 1993 up until the 1995 presidential elections with parliamentary support. 

			Wałęsa’s changing fortunes can be explained by the different nature of the 1993 parliament, which was elected according to the amended electoral law, which raised the electoral threshold  to 5 percent for parties and 8 percent for party coalitions, increased the number of districts, and changed the method of vote counting, all of which combined to reduce the proportionality of the final results. Thus, the 1993 elections resulted in fewer parliamentary parties (seven rather than 29) and their corresponding enlargement. The reduction in party numbers, in turn, created more favorable conditions for their cooperation and structuring along the majority-opposition divide. A more stable coalition was formed, and it provided greater support for the cabinet. As a result, the position of the prime minister vis-à-vis the president was strengthened, which made Wałęsa’s attempts to bring the former down much less successful. As the new electoral system provided for the formation of a stable coalition able to exercise effectively its main functions, i.e. manage the legislative process and provide support for the cabinet, many observers assessed the 1993 elections as one of the main turning points in the successful democratic consolidation of Poland.24 The basis for the future stabilization of the political system was laid, although the conflict-ridden political environment lasted for two more years, only coming to an end with the 1995 presidential elections, when former communist Aleksander Kwaśniewski won.

			In Ukraine, the alignment of forces was different, but the problems of institutional development were similar. Former-communist-turned-national-democrat Kravchuk had to coexist with the communist majority elected to the parliament (Verkhovna Rada) in 1990. Like Wałęsa, Kravchuk favored stronger presidential power, but had little understanding of how to use his constitutional powers. Novelty and the lack of tradition in the presidential office pushed Kravchuk to emphasize informal methods of ruling, as he drew heavily on his experience as a communist party functionary during the Soviet era.25 Moreover, Kravchuk’s approach was considerably more compromising in nature, as he was trying to maintain good relations with all key players in the political system while keeping in mind his ultimate aim of controlling the executive. In the early days of his presidency, he achieved considerable success in this task by effectively controlling then-Prime Minister Vitold Fokin. However, Kravchuk’s methods came back to haunt him after he secured parliamentary support for the supposedly loyal Leonid Kuchma, a representative of the former communist nomenklatura (communist party-backed large entrepreneurs). The new prime minister quickly revealed his unwillingness to stay in the president’s shadow and started gathering support among both members of parliament and the population. The uneasy relations between the president and parliament finally ended with the political decision to hold simultaneous pre-term presidential and parliamentary elections in 1994. Unlike in Poland, the new legislative elections did not lead to a better structured parliament, as they were conducted on the basis of the majoritarian electoral system, which brought to the new parliament a large number of independent candidates. Kuchma won the presidential elections.

			Therefore, both in Poland and Ukraine, early periods of independence were plagued by conflicts between the main institutional actors: president, on the one hand, versus prime minister and parliament, on the other. However, differences between the countries were also visible. While the methods of cabinet formation were similar, the influence of the president on this process was not. In Poland, the premier-presidential system deprived the president of the right to dismiss the cabinet, which made the eventual choice of the prime minister and ordinary ministers much closer to parliament’s preferences. The president could hope to secure only three loyal ministers, which provided little basis for the president to compete with the prime minister. Thus, while Wałęsa repeatedly demonstrated his desire to control the executive, he lacked the constitutional mechanisms to achieve this goal. This, in turn, prompted him to generally accept parliament’s leading role in designating and controlling the cabinet. On the flip side, the presence of three “presidential” ministers definitely created grounds for institutional confrontations, as confirmed by several cases of prolonged conflicts between parliament and president over filling these posts during the second premiership of Pawlak.26 Moreover, the constitution did not outline all zones of executive powers and responsibility sufficiently well. As a result, the president had a chance to exploit this vagueness to his advantage, as in the case of the constitutionally dubious dismissal of the head of the National Broadcasting Council in 1994.27 Thus, the importance of a maximally clear division of executive power manifested itself. 

			All in all, the premier-presidential system had a mixed effect on the institutional development of post-communist Poland in its early years. It did not prevent stalemate and conflicts between the president and parliament during cohabitation periods and created additional and unnecessary areas of confusion over control of three ministers. However, it did help to avoid the intrusion of the president into the prime minister’s domain by depriving him of the right to dismiss the cabinet or the authority to issue decrees. In other words, while the young Polish democracy certainly lacked stability, it was protected from sliding into either autocratic rule or constitutional chaos.

			Ukraine’s president-parliamentary model also created some room for institutional conflicts by providing two institutions with a popular mandate, parliament and president, both with mechanisms of control over the cabinet. Another potentially dangerous feature of the system was that it gave certain initiative in controlling the cabinet to the president, since the latter had the right to dismiss the prime minister and any minister at his will. However, this threat did not actualize itself during the first years of independent Ukraine due to the low level of institutionalization of the new constitutional rules. Both President Kravchuk and the Verkhovna Rada usually preferred informal methods of reaching their political aims, often leaving constitutional mechanisms aside. As a result, control over the executive switched from one institution to another, being conditioned not by existing constitutional rules, but by regular fluctuations in the constellation of power among the main actors. Thus, the influence of the president-parliamentary form of government on the early development of Ukraine was marginal at best.

			Two Different Ways to Adopt the Constitution

			The newly established political institutions in the two countries were entrusted with the task of adopting full-blown constitutions and managed to do so in relatively short terms. However, the nature of the constitution-making processes differed considerably. In Poland, drafting the new basic law was concentrated in the Sejm that was then controlled by the Democratic Left Alliance (SLD), while newly elected President Kwaśniewski, a former member of the SLD, took a constructive stance toward parliament and restricted his activities to offering several punctuated changes to the draft of the constitution. Naturally, his suggestions sought to increase the president’s powers, but nevertheless demonstrated Kwaśniewski’s unwillingness to push for a strong presidential model. Most of his proposals were accepted by the parliament, as they did not disrupt its preferred balance of power.28 Furthermore, Kwaśniewski succeeded in creating a broad coalition of support for the constitutional draft, which included not only the post-communist majority in the Sejm but also some members of the post-Solidarity opposition.29 As a result, both president and parliament supported the final constitutional draft, which was put to a referendum in early 1997. The voters approved the constitution, and it came into force the same year. 

			The final document did not radically change the system of power distribution in Poland, but did curtail the president’s powers in controlling the executive branch. For instance, he lost his right to provide advice on the candidates for ministers of interior, foreign affairs, and defense to the prime minister. Moreover, the new constitution explicitly stated that all powers not reserved to any other state or local institution were granted to the Council of Ministers. Otherwise, the process of cabinet appointment was simplified, but remained unchanged in essence. The cabinet and ministers were, as before, responsible only to the parliament. The president retained the right of veto, but it could be overturned by three fifths instead of two thirds of the deputies’ votes. Moreover, the president could no longer dissolve parliament if it voted the cabinet out of office, while two other possibilities remained.30 Thus, Poland remained within the domain of premier-presidentialism, although evolving into an even less presidentialized version.31

			Things were radically different in Ukraine. Notwithstanding parliament’s exclusive prerogative to adopt the constitution, the newly elected President Kuchma, from his first days in office, demonstrated his willingness to be the leading actor in this process. Already in late 1994, the presidential administration introduced a constitutional bill to parliament, which, if it had been adopted, would have created a presidential system. Naturally, parliament blocked it. Using his high popularity and direct mandate, Kuchma, nevertheless, continued to be the driver of the constitution-making process and did not refrain from blackmailing parliament, threatening two times to initiate a nation-wide referendum on constitutional issues. The conflict finally ended in June 1996, when after working non-stop for 24 hours, parliament adopted a modified presidential bill. 

			Quite surprisingly, the eventual result in many regards resembled the previous president-parliamentary system. The president retained the right to nominate the premier and appoint all ministers on a motion from the latter, as well as dismiss them at will. Parliament had final say in appointing the prime minister and could also terminate the cabinet and fire any minister. Thus, the cabinet remained responsible to both parliament and president, which is characteristic for president-parliamentarism. The president’s rights of legislative initiative and veto remained intact, and he was granted the prerogative of dissolving parliament if the latter could not open session for 30 consecutive days.32

			The process of adopting constitutions in Poland and Ukraine highlighted the importance of the third explanatory factor – the commitment of the political actors to the existing formal rules. In Poland, President Kwaśniewski agreed to the dominant role of the parliamentary deputies in the process of designing the new basic law, as was explicitly stated in the acting constitution. As a result, parliament was able to concentrate its efforts on the proper design of the future mode of power distribution. Constitution-writing in Ukraine, at the same time, was marked by the open unwillingness of Kuchma to strictly follow the formal rules and let the Verkhovna Rada consider different drafts of the constitution in a stable and peaceful environment. Instead, Ukraine’s second president tried to coerce deputies into accepting his draft by threatening to call a referendum on highly dubious legal grounds. In order to prevent the referendum, parliament was forced to rush the whole process of constitution-making and accept some of the president’s demands.

			Not surprisingly, the difference in the level of commitment of the main political actors to the existing formal rules led to different horizons of available constitutional choices. In Poland, parliament was relatively free from the need to pay attention to the interests of, and constraints imposed by, other actors, thus having greater flexibility in choosing among a wider range of constitutional variations. The Ukrainian parliament worked under strong pressure from the president and, therefore, was more restricted in the choices that it could consider.33 Moreover, the politicization of the constitutional process, which came as a result of Kuchma’s active involvement, altered the incentives of the parliamentary deputies. Faced with the active efforts of the president to expand his powers in the new constitution, they reacted with attempts to curtail the president’s role and strengthen parliament instead. As a result, all relevant actors in the constitution-building process became more interested in designing institutions to serve their own needs instead of setting up a balanced system to which they would adjust in the future.34 

			The different incentives faced by the dominant players thus determined the content of the future constitutions. In Poland, the drafters were more concerned about the challenges that the current constitutional system was facing at that time and could rely on lessons learned from past institutional experience. The first lesson learned concerned the destabilizing potential of the three “presidential” ministers in the cabinet. As a result, the 1997 constitution relieved the prime minister of the necessity of consulting with the president before nominating them. Second, the frequent change of cabinets during the early post-communist years led the constitution designers to introduce a full-blown constructive vote of no confidence, which meant that the parliament couldn’t dismiss the prime minister without at the same time nominating a new one. Third, potential competition for unforeseen zones of vaguely defined executive power was addressed by reserving all such powers to the cabinet. Finally, frequent legal disputes between different institutions prompted the constitution-makers to strengthen the Constitutional Tribunal. According to the new provisions, its decisions could no longer be overruled by parliament.

			Since control over future institutions lay at the heart of the constitution-making process in Ukraine, it was to a much greater extent determined by the relative bargaining and resource power of the political actors.35 In this regard, the advantage was clearly on the side of the president who bore fresher popular legitimacy and was able to speak with a single voice. Parliament, by-turn, was divided between ideological opponents – communists and national democrats – and had a hard time reaching internal consensus. That the resulting constitutional document was situated closer to the ideal point of the president than parliament, thus, should be of little surprise.

			The last observation points to the importance of another institutional factor responsible for the different outcomes in the constitution-making process. As was already mentioned, Poland modified its electoral law in 1993, raising the electoral threshold, but retaining the proportional model, which resulted in a more structured parliament that was able to produce a stable coalition. Ukraine’s majoritarian system, instead, paved the way for numerous independent candidates with no ideological or programmatic commitments who fragmented parliament to a great extent and aggravated the existing right-left cleavage. Naturally, while the Sejm succeeded in consolidating the opinions of different deputies into one coherent document, the Verkhovna Rada was plagued by conflicts and misunderstandings, which damaged its ability to counteract the president’s offensives. Thus, the different constitutional outcomes were also – albeit indirectly – influenced by the different electoral systems.

			Moving in Opposite Directions

			The impact of the constitution-making process on the democratic performance of the two countries was quickly visible. The Polish political system, for instance, immediately faced a period of cohabitation: the former Solidarity political forces, which had united in the Solidarity Electoral Action (AWS) coalition, won the 1997 parliamentary elections. Thus, the right-wing parliamentary majority was forced to coexist with the leftist president. However, such cohabitation proved to be quite peaceful. On the one hand, the AWS-led coalition was able to quickly install the cabinet of Jerzy Buzek, which lasted until the next parliamentary elections despite losing its majority status after the departure of AWS’s partner, the Freedom Union (UW), in 2000. This stability clearly indicated the serious maturation of the Polish party system, as well as an improvement in the cabinet’s ability to secure support for its policies in parliament. On the other hand, President Kwaśniewski chose not to confront the coalition and government as much as Wałęsa did. His approach to policy-making was to moderate what he saw as extremes, i.e., in his relations with parliament and the cabinet, he mostly used his constraining powers, such as the right to veto and refer bills to the Constitutional Tribunal. In doing so, he demonstrated his willingness not to compete with the cabinet for executive power, but rather to correct its possible mistakes. As a result, while relations between the president and members of the cabinet and coalition were far from friendly, they never erupted into serious conflicts which could damage the institutional balance of the Polish political system. Moreover, a mutually acceptable division of responsibilities between the president and prime minister was reached during that period. While the cabinet dealt mostly with domestic policy, the president took an active stance on the international arena, resisting attempts by the cabinet to curtail his powers in the sphere of foreign policy.36

			The situation did not change much after the 2001 parliamentary elections, which again brought the left-wing SLD to power. Relations between Kwaśniewski and the two cabinets of Leszek Miller and Marek Belka in many regards were characterized by similar features of divided responsibilities. Maybe even more important, the political tranquility of the Polish form of government proved resistant to the turbulent economic situation which plagued the country from the end of the 1990s onward. In 2003, for instance, Miller repeated Buzek’s fate after expelling one of his coalition partners, the Polish Peasant Party (PSL), for voting against its own government. Thus, Miller had to endure his remaining days in the premier’s chair as the head of a minority government. Moreover, he resigned on the very next day after Poland’s accession to the European Union (EU), and parliament was able to install the new government of Belka only in its second attempt. Yet, SLD proved able to maintain control over the cabinet and secure the parliament’s support of most of its policies until the next parliamentary elections of 2005. The Polish political system’s ability to resist the exogenous shocks of economic troubles was a clear indicator of success in its democratic consolidation.

			Democratic consolidation in Ukraine during the two-term presidency of Kuchma, instead, suffered a serious blow. During his time in office, Kuchma did his best to expand his executive and legislative powers. In order to reach this aim, he used different strategies and, unlike Kravchuk, tried to squeeze as much as possible from his formal power. In his relations with prime ministers, he extensively used his constitutional powers to appoint loyal members of the cabinet, thus eroding the prime ministers’ leadership, and quickly dismissed heads of cabinet if the latter challenged the president’s dominance (the best example being the corruption scandal which brought down Prime Minister Pavlo Lazarenko). Moreover, he tried to diminish the cabinet’s control over policy-making by using his own administration and creating numerous bodies filled with loyalists which mirrored the cabinet’s activities and served as a de facto “shadow government.” In his relations with parliament, Kuchma created an extensive clientelistic network, which allowed him to secure the loyalty of many deputies, stimulating their support by political and economic benefits and threatening to embarrass them with compromising materials if they did not comply.37 However, Kuchma’s dominance over parliament was limited by his inability to secure a stable coalition. In order to compensate for this lack of effective control, he sometimes resorted to violating the constitution, such as by refusing to sign legislative acts after the parliament had overridden his veto with a constitutional majority.

			Kuchma’s main institutional rivals, for their part, were unable to effectively resist his attempts to monopolize power. Parliament was filled with numerous factions and non-party deputies who had no clear ideological or programmatic commitments. Therefore, the process of coalition-formation was doomed from the beginning: no stable parliamentary majority was formed in Ukraine until 2006. Not surprisingly, members of the Verkhovna Rada were unable to speak in one voice and counteract President Kuchma’s offensives. The cabinet had even fewer chances to act as a strong political actor. In many regards, its weak position was conditioned by the constitutional provisions which granted both parliament and president the right to dismiss it. Permanently in the crossfire, the cabinet and its members, therefore, concentrated their efforts more on the task of survival than on policy-making duties. Moreover, Kuchma extensively used the cabinet as a shield against popular dissatisfaction, blaming the latter for policy failures and, thus, diminishing the cabinet’s image in the public eye.38 As a result, President Kuchma generally succeeded in dominating the executive and marginalizing parliament, which severely disrupted the logic of a divided executive model and hindered the process of democratic consolidation.

			Again, differences between premier-presidentialism and president-parliamentarism identified in the literature prove to be useful in explaining differences in the democratic consolidation of Poland and Ukraine. The logic of Polish premier-presidentialism gave clear prerogative in forming and controlling the cabinet to parliament while restricting the president in his willingness to interrupt the cabinet’s affairs. Moreover, the 1997 constitution was a clear step forward in terms of increased clarity in the division of power and responsibility between the president and premier. Having been deprived of the right to choose the ministers of interior, defense, and foreign affairs, the president could no longer provoke internal cabinet instability and clashes with parliament. The reservation of all unspecified power to the cabinet was another move in the right direction, which prevented the president from exploiting vagueness in Poland’s legal norms and provoking conflicts on these grounds. Stripping the president of such powers meant that he had little incentive to challenge the prime minister in his control over the executive branch. All in all, the Polish form of government, according to the 1997 constitution, proved to be closer to the ideal type of premier-presidentialism, which allowed this model to more fully develop its propitious influence.

			President-parliamentarism of Ukrainian origin, instead, proved prone to consolidating power in the president’s hands. The combination of a popular mandate with considerable executive powers in the president’s office turned out to be the Achilles’ heel of this system. Such a configuration created incentives for the president to expand his powers at the expense of the prime minister by trying to control the cabinet and diminish the latter’s political role by all means possible. Moreover, the president had to worry about the political orientation of the parliament, since the latter also possessed the right to dismiss the cabinet. This situation prompted the head of state to undermine the parliament’s internal cohesion and ability to act as a consolidated political actor. The double subordination of the cabinet was another considerable flaw of Ukrainian president-parliamentarism, since it seriously hindered the cabinet’s ability to independetly exercise executive powers and made it vulnerable to the president’s blame games. Parliament’s ability to resist the president’s expansion was undermined by another aspect of president-parliamentarism – the absence of any meaningful institutionalized connection with cabinet, be it a mechanism of coalition formation or the cabinet’s obligation to get its program approved in order to be inaugurated. As a result, parliament’s control over the cabinet was restricted to votes of (no) confidence. Under such unfavorable institutional conditions, clarity in power divisions seemed to be of little importance, as it was already undermined by strong incentives to break them, predominantly by the president.

			The same could not be said about another explanatory factor – the level of commitment of the main political actors to the formal rules. While premier-presidentialism in Poland was a safety valve against the intrusion of the president into the cabinet’s affairs, any president other than Kwaśniewski could have exerted a more destabilizing influence even in such conditions. After all, notwithstanding changes made in the 1997 constitution, Wałęsa demonstrated more flexibility in interpreting his formal powers, which naturally resulted in a more conflict-ridden environment. Kwaśniewski, however, demonstrated his willingness to strictly adhere to constitutional limits during his two terms and, thus, was able to keep relatively peaceful relations even with the ideologically hostile parliament. This situation also helped him to reach a durable division of executive competences with prime ministers, with domestic policy being under the cabinet’s control and foreign affairs under the supervision of the president. Thus, the combination of the premier-presidential framework, a clear division of executive powers, and a high level of commitment by key political actors to the formal rules contributed to the democratic stability of the Polish political system after 1997.

			Kuchma’s behavior, by-turn, clearly pointed to his low commitment to existing formal rules. Instead of following them, he exploited them in order to expand his control over the executive and legislature. The heavy use of informal practices, such as clientelism and blackmail, was another confirmation of his less-than-respectful attitude towards institutional constraints. In this regard, Kuchma’s commitment to formal rules proved to be weaker not only than that of Kwaśniewski but of Wałęsa as well. While Kravchuk was also skeptical of formal rules, he nevertheless did not abuse informal means as heavy as Kuchma did and certainly was more inclined toward consensual politics. As a result, Kuchma succeeded in exploiting the shortcomings of the president-parliamentary system and invading domains of other institutions which, for their part, lacked the mechanisms necessary to constrain such actions.

			At the same time, the influence of the two semi-presidential systems in Poland and Ukraine was also clearly mediated by the different party systems of the two countries. The Polish party system was able to consolidate following the creation of a restricted proportional system in 1993. As a result, the 1993, 1997, and 2001 parliaments all were able to produce majority coalitions, even if, in the two latter cases, they subsequently collapsed. Ukraine opted for a majoritarian system. This system, however, didn’t result in a two-party system as one could have expected according to Maurice Duverger’s well-known assumption.39 First, this electoral system allowed independent candidates to run, which strongly undermined the consolidation of the yet underdeveloped party system. Second, it created favorable conditions for local officials and businessmen to strongly influence electoral processes. Since the country’s power base was still regionally scattered, parliament also became fragmented – the 1994 parliament had 15 parties, not counting independent MPs. The introduction of a parallel proportional element to the electoral system on the eve of the 1998 elections wasn’t sufficient to completely neutralize the proliferating nature of the majoritarian component – there were 21 parties in the 1998 parliament and 10 parties in the 2002 parliament

			The nature of the party-building also contributed to the different levels of fragmentation in the Polish and Ukrainian parliaments. Most Ukrainian parties were created with an eye toward elections and often lost their rationale after the electoral campaigns ended. As a result of the large-scale and convulsed processes of fractionalization which naturally followed, parliamentary factions greatly outnumbered electoral parties.40 In Poland, fragmentation of electoral blocs was also typical but stemmed more from ideological and programmatic differences than from the inherent frailty of such blocs. The different fates of the new parliamentary factions serves as a useful illustration: none of the non-electoral factions created in the Verkhovna Rada during this time managed to make it to the next elections, while the two currently largest Polish parties, Civic Platform (PO) and Law and Justice (PiS), were both created as factions that splintered off from AWS.41

			Straying from the Path

			Further political developments in the two countries could have created the impression that they started to move toward each other. In Poland, parliamentary and presidential elections conducted in 2005 brought to power the right-wing Jaroslaw Kaczyński-led PiS and his twin brother Lech Kaczyński as president. During two years of PiS governance, both the president and the parliamentary majority used different tactics to concentrate state power in their hands and marginalize their political opponents. This power grab was evident, for instance, in the deformation of the legislative process, which was often characterized by a lack of debates, little respect for procedural norms, and the neglect of the opposition’s point of view. As a result, during 2005-2007, the Polish parliament came dangerously close to becoming a rubber stamp for political decisions imposed by the cabinet and president.42 PiS members’ idiosyncratic understanding of democracy as a winner-take-all system was confirmed by their personal attacks on opposing or independent political actors, including the judges of the Constitutional Tribunal.43

			Yet, the power appetite of the ruling coalition was constrained by the limited constitutional powers of the president. Lacking a constitutional parliamentary majority, the Kaczyński brothers were not able to change the basic law, although from time to time they expressed their desire to do so. Interestingly though, they tried instead to raise the president’s political role by creating artificial conditions for him to look more powerful than he actually was. For instance, in 2005, both the parliamentary speaker and coalition members deliberately dragged out the work on the state budget, which pushed the date of its adoption dangerously close to the constitutional limits. This allowed Lech Kaczyński to credibly threaten to dissolve Sejm, raising his political profile in the eyes of citizens. However, such tricks could be more likely explained by the Kaczyńskis’ awareness that increasing formal presidential powers under existing circumstances would be a virtually impossible task.44

			This became even more obvious after the 2007 pre-term parliamentary elections caused by the PiS-led coalition split, which saw electoral victory go to PiS’s main opponent, the liberal PO. Kaczyński had no other choice but to ask PO leader Donald Tusk to form a government, thus again putting the Polish system in the phase of cohabitation. This time, though, it was less peaceful than during the coexistence of Kwaśniewski and Buzek. Kaczyński did not give up his desire to increase his power, thus from time to time challenging Prime Minister Tusk. A glaring example was Kaczyński’s attempts to join Tusk at the EU summit in October 2008, which provoked a complaint on the part of the latter and resulted in an appeal to the Constitutional Tribunal. The Tribunal decided that the president could represent Poland abroad, but only as a spokesman for the position adopted by the cabinet.45 Thus, this personal conflict was prevented from transforming into an institutional crisis. Kaczyński also heavily employed – to various degrees of success – his veto right; but, on the whole, the prime minister was able to retain his leading role in executive matters.

			Ukraine, for its part, faced significant institutional changes after the end of Kuchma’s tenure. His desire to secure the victory of his designated successor Victor Yanukovych during the 2004 presidential elections led to a mass protest known as the Orange Revolution and eventually resulted in the victory of opposition candidate Victor Yushchenko. However, negotiations between the authorities and the opposition, conducted amidst the popular uprising, led to the adoption of constitutional amendments and changes to the electoral law. Changes to the basic law put parliament in charge of the cabinet designation process while obliging it to form a coalition in order to nominate the prime minister. All other ministers were to be appointed by the Verkhovna Rada on a motion of the prime minister. The president lost the great bulk of his powers, for instance the right to appoint ministers and deputies thereof, except for the nomination of the ministers of defense and foreign affairs, and – most notably – to dismiss the cabinet or its members. Thus, a premier-presidential system was established. The legislative powers of the president were left mostly untouched, and he additionally obtained the right to dissolve parliament if (1) parliament wasn’t able to form a coalition during one month or (2) parliament wasn’t able to nominate a prime minister during two months.46

			Changes in the democratic development of Ukraine after the constitutional reform seemed profound. Newly elected President Yushchenko was able to effectively interfere in the prime minister’s affairs only in 2005, before the new constitution entered into force. Afterwards, the balance of power shifted to the next heads of government, Yanukovych and Yuliya Tymoshenko. However, none of them was able to dominate both executive and legislative branches. As Yanukovych sought to reach this goal by enticing away opposition deputies in order to gain the majority needed to increase the constitutional powers of the premier, his attempt failed when Yushchenko dissolved parliament and ordered pre-term elections in April 2007. Yanukovych’s misfortune could be traced, first, to the absence of a direct mandate, which could have justified his attempts to consolidate power in the eyes of the population and, second, the very presence of another independent actor within the executive branch.

			In other words, while the premier-presidential system clearly favored the premier’s leading role, it also provided for a stronger division of the executive than the previous president-parliamentarism. This split was primarily confirmed by fluctuations in power between the president and prime minister. The Yanukovych-Yushchenko clash was one example, while Yushchenko’s second attempt to dissolve parliament by first extracting his Our Ukraine party from Tymoshenko’s coalition government in late 2008 provides another. In the latter case, the coalition disintegrated, but the cabinet effectively blocked funding new elections. Again, the relative powers of Yushenko and Tymoshenko during this period were in flux. However, the cabinet possessed at least one advantage – control of the parliamentary majority. This, again, was the result of the new constitutional model which created the institution of coalition and, thus, stimulated deputies to improve their culture of negotiation and consensus-seeking. While the two processes of coalition formation during this time were too protracted and not transparent enough, they nevertheless resulted in the creation of the first stable majorities in Ukrainian history which were able to support cabinets on a long-term basis.

			This development, again, was conditioned not only by the modified constitutional framework, but by the new electoral law as well. The establishment of a fully proportional system, even with a low 3 percent barrier and single nation-wide party list, decreased the number of parliamentary parties to five. Thus, while the proportional system in Ukraine, in accordance with Duverger’s assumption, did produce a multiparty system, the number of parties was much lower than under previous majoritarian and mixed systems. In addition, the introduction of the imperative mandate in the new constitution ensured that deputies could not leave their factions and form new ones anymore. While the latter norm was criticized by some observers as a reflection of Ukrainian provincialism,47 it nevertheless played a significant role in disciplining members of parliament.

			Thus, while institutional developments in Ukraine and Poland during 2004/2005-2010 were quite different in nature, they both pointed to the positive potential of premier-presidentialism as compared to president-parliamentarism. In both cases, the division of executive power between a relatively weak president and a relatively strong premier able to command a parliamentary majority created enough mechanisms to prevent the monopolization of power by any one actor. This inability to monopolize power was especially important considering the lack of full commitment to existing formal rules on the part of many political actors. In Poland, President Kaczyński wasn’t satisfied with his formal powers, but limited himself to discursive and symbolic acts aimed largely at raising his profile in the public eye. He at times stretched the president’s constitutional powers, but still remained within the legal limits, as evidenced by his threats to dissolve the Sejm for the latter’s inability to pass the budget on time. In Ukraine, the formal division of power also wasn’t embraced by all political actors who, however, considered making moves to change it which sometimes went beyond legal limits. President Yushchenko tried to undermine the first cabinet of Tymoshenko by using the National Defense and Security Council in a continuation of Kuchma’s practice of “shadow governments,” but abandoned these attempts after the premier-presidential constitution entered into force. Prime Minister Yanukovych wanted to create a constitutional majority by breaching the constitutional requirement that coalitions be formed purely on the basis of existing factions (which prohibited the inclusion of individual deputies), but was stopped when Yushchenko issued a decree dissolving parliament. In all cases, the relatively effective division of power under premier-presidentialism prevented actors from working unilaterally and undermining the present constitutional order.

			At the same time, the Ukrainian incarnation of premier-presidentialism indicated problems with another factor – the lack of clarity in the division of executive power. A clear division of power was disrupted, firstly, by the existence of the two “presidential” ministers, which resembled pre-1997 Polish situation, and, secondly, the absence of a comprehensible delineation of responsibility for some policy spheres, especially foreign, law-enforcement, and security policies. As a result, intra-executive conflicts were rather frequent. During one of them, members of Yanukovych’s party tried to prevented new Minister of Foreign Affairs Borys Tarasiuk from physically entering his office. During another, ministry of interior troops stormed into the general prosecutor’s building in order to clear the way for the supposedly genuine general prosecutor. That such conflicts didn’t disappear when former allies, Yushchenko and Tymoshenko, occupied the two highest executive offices greatly damaged their image and eventually led to Yanukovych’s victory during the 2010 presidential elections.

			On Different Poles of Democratic Consolidation

			Poland also held presidential elections in 2010. This election was held even earlier than was defined by the constitution due to the tragic death of Lech Kaczyński and numerous Polish high officials in a plane crash near Smolensk in April 2010. Bronislaw Komorowski, a member of the prime minister’s party, won this pre-term election. The Polish system, thus, returned to a phase in which the president and prime minister represented the same political camp. Since Tusk was the undisputed leader of the PO and decided not to run for the presidency, Komorowski was beforehand granted a secondary role in executive matters. Relations between the two executives proved to be quite peaceful, with Tusk retaining his leading role in shaping both domestic and foreign policies. While Komorowski sometimes criticized the actions of the cabinet and used his veto right on occasion, he, nevertheless, didn’t demonstrate any desire to increase the powers of the presidency, like his predecessor did. This lack of institutional angst not only keeps the Polish form of government in a rather comfortable balance, but also contributes to the lack of any serious discussions about the need to change the constitution. The future of relations between the president and prime minister in Poland is yet to be seen – another period of cohabitation will inevitably come – but for now the whole system of state power distribution looks stable and resistant to any serious institutional or personal challenge.

			Political developments in Ukraine after 2010 took radically a different turn. Relying on his “fresher” legitimacy48, newly elected President Yanukovych was able to quickly create a loyal parliamentary coalition by employing familiar methods of coercion, blackmail, and bribery. Although this process again infringed on constitutional provisions requiring a faction-based coalition, the Constitutional Court hastily legitimated the new majority in a reversal of its decision on a similar matter in 2008. The new coalition installed the government of Mykola Azarov, who docilely agreed to follow Yanukovych’s lead. Parliament soon transformed into a rubber stamp for decisions imposed by the presidential administration to a much greater degree than seen in Poland during 2005-2007, while the opposition since then was totally ignored when it came to important legislative acts. The president was also able to reinforce his control over the judiciary system with the help of new legislation and strong political pressure on judges. The political dependence of Ukrainian courts became obvious with the confusing and highly dubious decision of the Constitutional Court in September 2010, which declared that the 2004 constitutional reform had been adopted with procedural violations and thus ordered all state organs to bring their acts into conformity with the 1996 constitution. The court’s decision was widely seen as the direct result of a presidential instruction and breaching fundamental constitutional principles, such as the parliament’s exclusive right to change the constitution. Nevertheless, the dominant bargaining position of the president and the absence of any relevant veto players at the time secured the quick re-establishment of the previous president-parliamentary system.49

			Moreover, after September 2010, Ukraine transitioned to the super-presidential model, which is very dangerous for young democracies.50 The president further expanded his powers by reducing the  prime ministers’ appointment competences with the new law “On the Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine,” which was rushed through parliament, and his edict on the re-organization of the executive system. With the criminal prosecutions of his main political opponents and the curtailment of basic rights and freedoms, Yanukovych’s activities in the institutional sphere allowed him to monopolize political power during the first two years of his presidency. The 2012 parliamentary elections were tilted in favor of the ruling party and included instances of electoral fraud in several single-member districts, all of which prevented opposition parties from gaining a majority in the new parliament. All in all, Yanukovych succeeded in embedding the cabinet into a rigid executive hierarchy under his domination and turning the parliamentary majority into a humble executor of his will. None of these aims were ever fully accomplished in the Kuchma era, which had been the highest level of authoritarian consolidation in independent Ukraine until Yanukovych’s presidency.

			At first glance, given the similar starting conditions of premier-presidentialism, the subsequent polarization of Poland and Ukraine in terms of democratic consolidation during this period presents a puzzle. However, the previous institutional developments of the two countries give some insights into explaining such outcomes. The converging executive phase of premier-presidentialism in Poland after 2010 reinforced the positive influence of the constitutional framework by enabling the president and prime minister to crystallize a mutually acceptable distribution of power by using intra-party instruments. Again, both president and prime minister demonstrated willingness to strictly adhere to formal rules, preventing the appearance of any destabilizing impulses. Moreover, the prolonged period of the premier’s domination, exercised according to existing formal rules, will most likely produce path dependency effects, which will diminish the possibility of any constitutional upheavals in the future.

			Premier-presidentialism in Ukraine, on the contrary, proved vulnerable to the destructive impulses of the newly elected president. The most obvious explanation would be that in order to realize itself the positive potential of premier-presidentialism needs to be supplemented by the two above-mentioned factors, a clear division of power and strict commitment by all political actors to formal rules. Indeed, among all key political actors active in independent Ukraine, Yanukovych turned out to be the one most neglectful of existing rules. Applying the useful distinction made by Gretchen Helmke and Steven Levitsky,51 instead of just utilizing informal practices, Yanukovych heavily engaged in non-institutional behavior by directly destroying existing institutional norms. Constitutional changes provide a good example of the difference between Kuchma and Yanukovych: while the former tried to amend the basic law by exerting various forms of informal pressure on deputies in order to secure their support, the latter undermined the very base of constitutionalism in Ukraine by violating its main principle – the exclusive constitution-making role of Verkhovna Rada.

			However, another question arises: Why did Yanukovych succeed in 2010 but not in 2007? His different institutional positions, which produced different possibilities and constraints, provide the answer. In this regard, the president’s position was better suited for the task of concentrating power at least for two reasons. Firstly, the direct mandate owned by the president but not by prime minister was helpful in justifying such activities before the broader public. Secondly, the survival of the president was independent of any political factors, while the prime minister needed to be aware of the constellation of forces in the parliament and the possibility that the president could dissolve it in order to stay in office. Overall, in circumstances of low commitment to formal rules on the part of most political actors, premier-presidentialism in Ukraine could exert its positive influence only under a certain constellation of power. Capture of the presidential post by a political actor inclined to disregard formal rules and engage in non-institutional behavior, thus, resulted in the establishment of autocratic rule.

			Conclusions

			Post-communist development in Poland and Ukraine provides yet another proof that constitutional frameworks matter. However, these two examples at the same time demonstrated that the influence of the form of government on democratic performance is strongly mediated by the commitment of political actors to existing formal rules. Polish premier-presidentialism exerted a relatively positive influence on democratic consolidation by sharing executive power between president and prime minister, while, at the same time, entrusting the prime minister with a dominant position in shaping public policies and anchoring his survival in parliament alone. This, in turn, created the potential for the appearance of a strong cabinet and prevented the president from attempting to undermine the prime minister’s role. As a result, while relations between the two heads of the executive were not always harmonious, both actors faced stronger incentives to adapt to the existing division of power than to try to change it. Yet, the influence of premier-presidentialism could have been wasted if the two other factors were not in force. First, there was relatively little clarity in the division of executive power until 1997, which resulted in the more conflictual nature of Polish state politics before the adoption of the constitution. Second, all relevant political actors demonstrated a willingness to act within existing legal norms. While Wałęsa and Kaczyński sometimes interpreted their formal powers rather loosely, they never attempted to increase them outside existing legal boundaries. Thus, the premier-presidential model, functioning in a generally favorable behavioral environment, contributed to the democratic consolidation of Poland.

			President-parliamentarism in Ukraine, on the contrary, created serious obstacles for democratic consolidation which were only exacerbated by the low commitment of the main political actors to formal rules. More specifically, this constitutional framework endowed the president with extensive executive power, including the right to dismiss the cabinet, while also giving him the possibility to transfer responsibility onto the prime minister. Such institutional features combined with a popular mandate created strong incentives for president to intrude into the cabinet’s domain and disable parliament from effectively controlling the government. At the same time, the double subordination of the cabinet and the lack of an institutionalized connection between the cabinet and parliament considerably weakened these institutions in their attempts to resist the president’s offensives. Lack of respect for formal rules on the part of Kuchma and Yanukovych aggravated the existing problems, with both of them undermining formal institutions – albeit to different degrees – by relying heavily on informal practices and, in the latter case, non-institutional behavior.

			Premier-presidentialism, which functioned in Ukraine during 2006-2010, for some time prevented the monopolization of power in the hands of any political actor by effectively dividing the executive and maintaining just enough veto players to block any attempts at unilateral rule. However, it proved to be susceptible to Yanukovych’s attempts at consolidating power after the 2010 presidential elections. Two factors contributed to the failure of premier-presidentialism in Ukraine: (1) the generally low commitment of the main political actors to formal rules during the independence period which naturally resulted in a weak institutionalization of these rules and (2) the particular constellation of power which emerged at that time, i.e., the capture of the presidential post by a political actor with a strong propensity for non-institutional behavior. The vagueness of the division of executive power in the premier-presidential constitution was part of the problem before 2010, but contributed to the erosion of democracy afterwards only indirectly – by creating loci of conflicts between Yushchenko and Tymoshenko which, by turn, were among the main reasons behind the latter’s defeat to Yanukovych.

			All in all, institutional developments in Poland and Ukraine generally confirm the relative advantage of premier-presidentialism over president-parliamentarism in terms of their influence on democratic performance. However, they also indicate that the positive potential of premier-presidentialism needs a high level of commitment from all political actors to existing formal rules in order to fully realize itself. Clarity in the division of executive power could also contribute to more effective democratic performance, but seems to be more of a supplementary factor, which cannot alone explain either democratic consolidation or authoritarian reversal. This article also confirms the well-known problem of a strong president under semi-presidentialism, which is a potential recipe for abuse of power. The Ukrainian case only reinforced existing evidence by demonstrating that even a constitutionally weak president facing an opposing parliamentary majority could become the source of autocratic rule. This outcome, again, points to the need for a more comprehensive examination of the reasons behind the destructive potential of the presidential office, which can manifest itself under myriads of constitutional and political variations.
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    Russia officially designated the year 2012 the Year of History. So it would seem proper that in early November 2012, on the eve of Russia’s Day of People’s Unity – a new national holiday introduced in 2005 to replace the November 7 celebrations of the lackluster Day of Accord and Conciliation (which itself was a post-Soviet replacement of the holiday marking the Great October Socialist Revolution) and to commemorate instead the ousting of the Poles from Moscow in 1612 as well as the Orthodox religious feast of the Icon of Our Lady of Kazan – the Moscow Patriarchate jumped at the chance to give a history lesson to the populace.


    Speaking on November 3, in “The Pastor’s Word” television program on Channel One, Patriarch Kirill addressed the country’s dramatic experience in the final days of the Smuta – the Time of Troubles – in 1612. Yet the Patriarch’s treatment of past events betrayed a strong proclivity towards the crude instrumentalization of history. What was designed as a history lesson by the spiritual authority proved to be a perfect example of the forging of a “usable past” keyed to the vision – and the immediate political interests – of Russia’s temporal powers-that-be.


    Having stated that the defeat of the Poles 400 years ago meant the “deliverance of our country and our people from perdition,” Kirill mused on how it was at all possible that the enemy managed to reach Moscow and enter the Kremlin without facing any serious resistance. At the heart of the 17th-century Russian catastrophe, according to him, was the betrayal of the elites. “Polish armies invaded the Russian land,” said Kirill.


    But who invited them to Moscow? Who opened up this path to them? It was the [Russian] boyars, the elites who believed that the coming of [Polish] Prince Wladyslaw to the Muscovite throne would be a kind of modernization project for Russia.1


    Those traitorous elements of the Russian upper class allegedly held that the new power, being Western, would be more efficient and better educated; it would bring along a better organized and better equipped army, European level of education and culture as well as a “Western interpretation of Christianity.” In a word, concluded Kirill, “Many people in Russia tended to see all this as a way toward modernizing the country.” But this was, of course, a dangerous delusion:


    The best people in Moscow and in Russia at large understood that this would lead not to modernization, not to progress… but to the loss of sovereignty, loss of independence and [ultimately] to the disappearance of Russia.


    Remarkably, Kirill went on, those past events have many parallels to present-day developments. In contemporary Russia, noted the Patriarch, there are also many people who think it’s perfectly okay to “borrow alien models of socio-political development, to repudiate one’s own originality and faith which… is deemed too retrograde, too conservative, an obstacle for the development of the country and the people.” Today we also encounter “some people, who, not unlike certain Muscovite Boyars, set forth unacceptable scenarios for the modernization of our life and for the improvement of the living conditions of our people.” For Kirill, there is only one correct response to such attitudes: “false ideas” should be uprooted. “Today,” he said, “we should do our utmost to prevent smuta (confusion) in the people’s minds.”


    It is noteworthy that speaking on the eve of the day when Orthodox Christians celebrate one of their most venerated icons – Our Lady of Kazan – Kirill mentioned both the icon itself and the Virgin Mary only briefly. Rather than being a true “pastor’s word,” his address, as some commentators noted, was the speech of a politician who treats history as merely one of the instruments in his propaganda toolkit and deploys it in a way that appears to have become mainstream among Russia’s governing elites.2 Hence the peculiar vocabulary of Kirill’s address, flavored with such notions as smuta, suverenitet, betrayal, loss of independence, modernization vs. tradition, and patriots of Russia vs. rootless cosmopolitans kowtowing to the West. One might even wonder how he managed to resist the temptation to weave into his narrative the notion of “foreign agents.” But the latter might well be represented by perfidious Russian Boyars – both the old and the new.


    The same salient statist approach to the interpretation of Russian history can be easily perceived in Kirill’s other numerous official pronouncements and texts.3 The ways the Russian Orthodox Church’s hierarchy and the Kremlin leadership choose to “conceptualize” Russia’s distant and recent past seem so similar that it is difficult to see daylight between them. In both interpretations, Russia appears as a distinct civilization quite apart from the West, with its own “cultural and moral code,” and a peculiar social and political system that privileges state interests over those of the individual. Solidarity and unity are seen as the powerful antidotes against chaos and discord: the most recent occasion in Russian history when the former triumphed over the latter occurred in the beginning of the new millennium when the smuta of the 1990s was replaced by stability and order. This was, in Patriarch Kirill’s words, a true “miracle,” worked with God’s help by none other than Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin.4


    This article intends to investigate whether there is indeed a “meeting of the minds” – a kind of true “symphony” in church-state relations – as far as their respective views on history are concerned. I am going to suggest that the picture we are looking at is rather complex as the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) is not a monolithic entity. While the ROC’s top leadership appears to be united with the Kremlin in their common intent to uphold a “patriotic” and state-centered historical narrative, certain segments of the Church and the Russian secular establishment might differ in their appraisal of various episodes of the country’s past. The article will demonstrate that the ROC doesn’t have a unified and consolidated position on how to treat the controversial past, in particular the Soviet period. Rather, there are several church subcultures whose historical interpretations tend to clash. Yet ultimately it is the Patriarchy’s stance that defines the official position of the Church. In this sense, the ROC’s hierarchy’s willing participation in the Kremlin-led attempt at forging a single “true” historical canon makes church-state relations in Russia ever more problematic. Both sides stand to lose due to their excessive coming closer together. The Church’s subservience to the state – clearly reflected in the ROC’s senior clerics’ helping Russia’s secular rulers achieve historical legitimacy and in their reluctance to act as an independent moral force – is likely going to cost it dearly in terms of moral stature and prestige. The state’s ruling elites’ casting of Orthodoxy as a “national religion” is counter-productive, if not outright dangerous in a multicultural and poly-confessional country.


    Putin the Historian


    Russia’s ruling elites have a peculiar relationship with the past. Like most politicians they are mainly concerned with the present. They are interested in the past – and, more specifically, in the way it is represented – only in as much as it helps them to pursue their political ends. “Politicians who can convert past glories into symbolic capital in the present can not only woo supporters but also give an aura of legitimacy to their claim to be worthy wielders of power.”5 Moreover, politicians’ interest in the past usually fluctuates over time, coming in ebbs and flows. The Perestroika years saw an unprecedented upsurge in the interest in history – a veritable obsession with the past, in particular with the so-called “blank spots” of the Soviet period – as the opponents of the communist regime were keen to use historical exposes of Lenin’s and Stalin’s crimes to undermine the regime’s legitimacy. Yet the tide turned even prior to the Soviet Union’s implosion. Some scholars have noted that exploration of the Stalinist past “peaked” before 1991 and was on the wane following the Soviet collapse.6


    There are several reasons why the tidal wave of soul-searching and truth-telling about the “dark past” started to fade away precisely at the moment when the glorious “victory over communism” was achieved. First, the harsh realities of the “wild capitalist” present forced the majority of Russians to shift their focus away from reflections on the past and toward crafting their survival strategies. Second, Russia’s victorious “democrats” believed – wrongly, as the subsequent developments have demonstrated – that the avalanche of “anti-Soviet” revelations in the late 1980s immunized the Russians against any Stalinist delusions. Furthermore, Yeltsin and his entourage considered that state-sponsored propaganda – be it a national ideology or a politicized version of the past – is an attribute of totalitarian regimes, an attribute that the builders of the “democratic New Russia” definitely did not need.7 Finally, and most importantly, the “Yeltsin democrats,” keen to bring Russia back onto the “highway of (Western) civilization,” came to perceive the Soviet past as a blind alley, a kind of historical aberration that forced Russia to veer away from the universal path of human progress. For Russia to become a “normal country” and “join the West,” the Soviet past should be viewed as an abnormal rupture in the country’s historical path and allowed to slip into oblivion. Thus, retrospectively, the late 1980s condemnations of Stalinism turned out to be a short-lived campaign whose course was defined by the immediate political aims of the “architects of Perestroika.” There have been no serious and comprehensive public debates leading to the understanding of collective responsibility for what had happened in 1917-1991.8


    To be sure, the political battles of the 1990s and the formidable obstacles encountered in the process of bringing Russia back into the “family of civilized countries” changed the situation. Having narrowly defeated its communist opponent in the 1996 presidential election, the Yeltsin camp arrived at the conclusion that there was an urgent need for some unifying idea that might help rally the nation around the powers-that-be. Speaking to David Remnick in the spring of 1996, Georgii Satarov, a Yeltsin advisor who would soon be charged with the task of elaborating the Russian national idea, made a revealing remark:


    When totalitarianism was being destroyed, the idea of ideology was being destroyed, too. The idea was formed that a national idea was a bad thing. But the baby was thrown out with the bath water. Our Kremlin polls show that people miss this.9


    By the time Vladimir Putin replaced the enfeebled Boris Yeltsin as Russia’s president in 2000, the governing elites were fully convinced that the “symbolic disorder of the country’s identity” or the “historic chaos” characteristic of the 1990s had to come to an end.10 The elites came to appreciate the usefulness of a “usable past” and were ready to deploy history as a powerful policy tool to forge broad coalitions and shape group identities. For Putin personally, as one astute analysis has noted recently, “the interpretation and reinterpretation of history is a crucial matter.”11 According to a number of biographical accounts, history was Putin’s favorite subject in school, and he appears to have retained a keen interest in history to the present day. If we are to believe the president’s press secretary Dmitry Peskov, Putin remains a voracious reader, devouring scores of books on Russian history.12


    But Putin, of course, is not just a modest student of history. He seems to aspire, as Fiona Hill and Clifford Gaddy argue, to be also a “manufacturer and manipulator of history.” In this tricky business of manufacturing and manipulating “useful history” Putin appears to be relying on his skills as a former case officer. What does a regular case officer usually do? He identifies, recruits, and runs agents, or, put another way, he seeks to win useful people over to his side so that they can serve his cause. As president, Putin cannot “recruit” Russian citizens on an individual basis. That’s how history comes into play: by crafting historical narrative, Putin hopes to co-opt broad social groups.


    He determines which groups’ history is part of the inclusive myth and shows which groups are outside the collective history. This is a powerful tool. It allows for a definition of the us and the them, the nashi versus the chuzhiye.13


    As political and social polarization is growing in Russia – the process reflected in the rise of the protest movement and in the general political stirring of wide segments of the population – the Kremlin appears to be seeking to consolidate what came to be known as the “silent Putin majority” and co-opt into this core support group as many people as possible. To achieve this goal, Russia’s governing elite is likely going to resort to experimentation with “national ideology” and manipulation of history ever more aggressively. Within this context, Putin’s December 12, 2012, state-of-the-nation speech is very symptomatic. The lexicon of the politician who is widely seen as a cool pragmatist (if not outright cynic) was heavily laced with the notions of spirituality, values and moral norms. Overall, “ideology” appeared to be a dominant leitmotif of what was meant to be viewed as a program for the new presidential term.14 Nikolai Zlobin, a Washington-based political analyst, has even come up with the concept that each of Vladimir Putin’s presidential terms had its own “governing idea.” The first was mainly about politics, as the Kremlin was striving to consolidate Russia’s “state sovereignty” and restore governability by forging the so-called “vertical of power.” The second was about economics as the Russian leadership was largely preoccupied with building state capitalism – beefing up the muscle of the country’s state-run energy majors with the aim of turning Russia into an “energy superpower.” Putin 3.0, Zlobin suggests, will be about ideology. In his third term, the Russian president will be seeking to consolidate his power in the present and secure his legacy for the future. Realization of these tasks will thus define his “moral and historic” stage.15


    Zlobin’s scheme of the evolution and succession of Putin’s various “stages” is probably too neat to reflect a much more complex reality “on the ground.” Yet the observation that the Kremlin is increasingly focusing its gaze on ideology and history is correct. As Russia’s relations with the West continue to sour and, domestically, the legitimacy of the current political regime is being eroded while Kremlin rule is being challenged from below, we appear to be witnessing a momentous shift in the Russian governing elites’ approach to values and ideals. For the last two decades, Moscow’s official position was that it shared the West’s basic liberal values. If its interpretation of these values oftentimes differed from Western understandings it was mainly due to Russia’s special conditions. These days, however, this position seems to have been abandoned.16 Now the Kremlin has opted to uphold what it calls the “traditional national values” epitomized in the extremely opaque notion of Russian “spirituality” and vaguely defined “inner strength” found in Russia’s “thousand-year history.”


    As mentioned above, Putin’s turning to history – not unlike similar practices of most politicians worldwide – is highly instrumental. The Kremlin ideologues’ task is to conceptualize Russia’s historical path in such a way so as to demonstrate that Russia’s trajectory differed markedly from that of the West and that the values and principles underlying the “Russian civilization” are home-grown values formed and shaped by centuries of Russia’s history. A good example of such conceptualization is a special issue of the magazine Ekspert that came out under the generic title “Russia: Five Centuries of Empire.” This publication, some observers believe, has become “a kind of barometer of the ideas of [Russia’s] ruling classes as well as the intellectual elite that serves the powers-that-be.”17 The issue’s editorial opened up with a programmatic statement: anyone who reads all the materials in this thematic collection would come to the conclusion that “Russia has developed and evolved as a very special civilization.”18


    At the heart of Russia’s uniqueness and distinctness is its past, in which the country had to face choices quite different from Europe’s. “Russia had no choice between being an empire or a ‘normal European democratic state.’ The choice was to be an empire or a colony.”19 Such a statement implies an important corollary: if Russia’s only alternative has been submission to foreign conquest or political upheaval, some forms of authoritarian rule could become inevitable. And here is how the Kremlin makes use of the “usable past” in asserting the legitimacy of the existing political system. “Russian democracy,” Putin contended in his state-of-the-nation address, “is the power of precisely the Russian people with its own traditions of popular self-government – and not the realization of standards imposed on us from the outside.”20 For sure, fostering the notion of the Russian Sonderweg has been made easier by the social and political crisis in Europe as the ongoing turmoil within the European Union undermines the appeal of the European model and gives rise to skepticism about the norms and values upon which the entire European project is based.


    The Kremlin and the Patriarchate: Seeing Eye to Eye?


    There’s no question that the Kremlin’s official endorsement of the notion of a “Russian special way” and the championing of conservative elements in Russia’s national tradition appeal to the ROC’s hierarchy. In fact, celebrating “Russian traditional ways” and the vision of the “Russian civilization” as an eternal spiritual and political opponent of the West are the two main cornerstones of what can be described as the ROC’s historiosophic position. Calls to revive national traditions and return to Russia’s “original” forms of social life and cultural norms constitute a powerful theme constantly invoked in the numerous writings and sermons of the ROC’s top clerics. The bottom line of their argument is this: it is absolutely futile to look for a national idea somewhere overseas – in Western Europe or elsewhere. The Russian national idea lies in Russia’s glorious past. It is only when the Russians fully embrace the basic principles of national life, formulated at the time when their Orthodox faith was strong and pure, that they will be able to experience national revival. In the words of the late Patriarch Aleksii II,


    In Russia’s history, which is more than a thousand years long, the main developments in church and state life have been basically the same flesh and blood. And today, as it had been in the distant past, Russia is being put together and built up on the basis of our fathers’ faith… It is precisely in the loyalty to our traditional spiritual path that the hope for a better future is rooted.21


    Patriarch Kirill echoes this idea. Speaking in September 2012 at a Moscow State University conference entitled “From Ancient Rus’ to the Russian Federation: A History of Russian Statehood,” Kirill dwelled at length on the significance of what he called the “foundations of the tradition of spiritual and cultural continuity.” Tradition, he argued impassionedly, is not something outmoded, unwieldy, cumbersome and basically useless. Tradition is the main conduit facilitating the transmission of values between generations.


    The attempts to raze everything to the ground – including the destruction of tradition – and then build a new world upon the debris usually lead to nothing good and brings a nation right to the threshold of spiritual catastrophe. Russia’s history in the 20th century is evidence of this.22


    “A decent future,” Kirill contended, “can only be created on firm historic foundations.” In this sense, he concluded, “history is not merely the science of studying the past.”23


    As for the notion of “Russian civilization” that has become quite popular with Russia’s governing elites, it is itself a brainchild of the ROC’s ideologues. This concept was introduced into the church lexicon by Kirill when he was still Metropolitan of Smolensk and head of the Patriarchate’s influential Department for External Church Relations. In his and other Orthodox churchmen’s understanding, the superiority and uniqueness of “Russian civilization” mean above all its distinctness and superiority vis-à-vis the West.24 The “Russian civilization” is superior to the Western one, the ROC’s ideologues argue, simply by virtue of its richer and more diverse cultural inheritance. Thus, according to Kirill, Russia belongs to the Wider Europe as it shares the latter’s two main cultural pillars – “the Greek and Roman philosophical tradition, and Biblical revelation.” These important elements of Russian culture were bestowed to the Ancient Rus’ by Byzantium, making it part of a sprawling European cultural sphere.


    Yet while the Russians became the cultural and spiritual successors of Byzantium, they were striving throughout many centuries to carefully preserve their Slavic originality. The civilization whose foundations were laid by the genius and work of brothers Saints Cyril and Methodius harmoniously unites the European cultural and intellectual legacy with the Orthodox spirituality as well as with the Slavic ways and attitudes.25


    As Russia constitutes a distinct and highly developed civilization in its own right, there are absolutely no reasons why the Russians should be suffering from an inferiority complex and hell-bent on “catching up” with the West. Within this context, the notion of the “European way” of development should be understood as a mechanical reproduction of Western political and cultural models. However, warns Kirill,


    Aping and copying are always inferior to [creating] the original as these lack genuine originality, a true authorship. With very few exceptions, the quality of a copy is lower than that of the original. Besides, he who creates a copy puts himself in a subordinate position vis-à-vis the author of the original… That’s why building a civilization on the basis of aping means defining one’s development in such a way that it will always be lagging behind those who created (and continue to create) the original. For adults to remain under lifelong tutelage is a dangerous proposition.26


    Furthermore, the concept of “Russian civilization” is skillfully deployed by the ROC’s hierarchy to adapt the controversial Soviet period as an inalienable element of the overall Russian legacy. For this tricky operation, a thesis advanced by Aleksii II – that in the course of Russian history the main developments in the church and state life have been “the same flesh and blood” – is key. It appears to imply that the entire history of the Russian people – from the baptism of St Vladimir up to the present day – is in some sense sacred.27 To be sure, the ROC’s ideologues have long been struggling to locate within the Russian historical process a kind of “golden age” – the blessed period during which the ideals of Orthodoxy were realized most fully. The criteria used in these analyses are clearly formulated in the ROC’s Social Concept: historically, the ideal form of church-state relations “could emerge only in a state that recognizes the Orthodox Church as the people’s greatest shrine – in other words, in an Orthodox state.”28 Some church writers would find this “golden age” in the pre-Mongol Rus’, others – in the epoch of St. Sergius of Radonezh, still others – in the times of the prayerful Tsar Alexei Mikhailovich the “Quietest.” It is noteworthy that the ROC appears to believe that the Byzantine notion of symphony in church-state relations was better realized in the Russian absolute monarchy than in Byzantium itself.


    Unlike the Byzantine basileuses [who were the successors of the pagan Roman emperors], the Russian rulers had a different legacy. Therefore, and also due to other historical reasons, the relationship between church and state authorities in early Russian history was more harmonious.29


    As for the “evident distortions” of the Synodal period, they are explained, quite predictably, by Protestant influences. Remarkably, the Social Concept keeps mum about the even more evident distortions of the Soviet period: for sure, the communist and atheist USSR was no ideal Orthodox state. Yet the readiness to impart a “parareligious” meaning to the whole Russian history compels the ROC’s hierarchy to craft a narrative that “asserts the value of all historical periods” – including the Soviet one.30


    Russian secular authorities are struggling towards the same goal: to build social consensus on what the Ekspert’s editorial writers called a “more or less unified view of the country’s history.” They explained why such consensus is essential:


    A country cannot be stable if half of its population believes that everything had been fine in Russia before 1917 and then the Bolsheviks came and spoiled it all, while the other half is sure that the USSR was virtually a paradise on earth and a beacon for all humanity and then the traitors and liberals made a mess of it.31


    The Kremlin addresses this problem with what might be termed a Putin synthesis. As Putin put it in his 2012 state-of-the-nation speech,


    To revive national consciousness, we have to tie up together [all] historical epochs and come to understand a simple truth that [the history of] Russia began not in 1917 and not even in 1991, that we have a single continuous thousand-year history, in which we find the inner strength and meaning of national development.32


    So both the Kremlin leadership and the Moscow Patriarchate have “embraced all of Russian and Soviet history, refusing to judge any of it.”33 Yet as Harley Balzer perceptively notes, “Embracing everything creates a moral vacuum.”34


    “Back in the USSR”


    In Russia’s emerging metanarrative, the Soviet period is undoubtedly the most controversial element of the new Great Story. The ambivalent attitude towards the Soviet past can be explained by the fact that it hasn’t actually become the past: as the saying goes, it’s the past that refuses to pass: “Almost two decades after the disintegration of the Soviet Union, the specter of its moral, social, economic, and cultural systems still haunts Russia and its successor states.”35 “The Soviet Union lives on,” Yuri Pivovarov argued in a recent interview. “It is living within us. To paraphrase a famous expression, the USSR hasn’t faded into the past – it has diluted in the future.”36 The stubborn persistence of the Soviet in what has already been labelled as the post-Soviet needs to be explored in greater detail.


    A pioneering research effort studying the characteristics shared by both the present-day citizens of the Russian Federation and the Soviet people was carried out by the Moscow-based Levada Center, a well-respected independent pollster. The study’s intent was to detect repetitive stable features that pierce through both periods across the 1991 divide. The research has singled out several basic features that are common to Soviet and post-Soviet Russians. These key characteristics, taken in their entirety, constitute a specific sociological model – a type – that appears to be represented by what came to be known as Russia’s “silent majority.” It is precisely this majority that provides the bedrock of the current political regime’s support.


    The first feature characteristic of this type is the perception of power as above all a paternalistic power that is obliged to take comprehensive care of the population and of all individuals’ needs: employment, income levels, pension payments, personal security, etc. Remarkably, most Russians hold that the authorities are not up to the task; that’s why they constantly display their dissatisfaction and discontent with the bosses’ performance. However, this discontent doesn’t undermine the ruling regime’s legitimacy: all complaints and demands addressed to the authorities don’t clash with the “hegemonic ideology” of paternalism as the ultimate goal of popular claims is not regime change, but having the regime keep its promises.37


    The second feature is the widespread conception of power as a hierarchic structure headed by one person; while wielding enormous power, this person is basically not responsible for his actions. This “national leader” is not a real policymaker – his program is irrelevant and his actions are not judged in terms of usefulness or effectiveness. At the same time, there’s a sense that the “leader” is omnipresent – his personal involvement might right all the wrongs done by the second- or third-tier bureaucrats who are seen as those responsible for the existing defects.


    Finally, there is a persistent wariness of the outside world – a widely shared perception of Russia besieged by numerous enemies who want to do it harm. These attitudes should be seen against the following backdrop: more than half of present-day Russians don’t consider themselves as “Europeans,” while even larger numbers (up to two thirds) hold that the purposeful encroachments of Western culture threatens to destroy the original “thousand-year” Russian culture.38


    For her part, Catherine Merridale, an attentive observer and astute analyst of the Russian intellectual scene, has registered the persistence in the post-Soviet discursive field of distinctive Soviet (and even pre-Soviet) tropes, such as


    a tendency to seek undivided truth… a fascination with charismatic authority, and especially with the personalities of leaders; an equal fascination with the irrational, and especially with the idea of miraculous deliverance; the hoped-for but elusive ‘special path,’ and a taste for making extreme judgments about events.39


    As “the Soviet experience [is] still shaping [post-Soviet Russia’s] structures and practices,” Richard Sakwa has advanced the notion of “sociological communism,” by analogy with what Paul Preston has called “sociological Francoism” in post-authoritarian Spain.40 It would appear, sums up one recent Russian comment, that over the long years of Soviet rule, the “regime has managed to create not only the new (albeit flawed) society but also the new Soviet people (novy sovetskii narod). This people constitutes the majority [of the Russian population] even today.”41


    It’s clear that Russia’s symbolic politics cannot fail to be affected by the longevity of the “Soviet man” type. In the immediate aftermath of the Soviet collapse, the Yeltsin “democrats” were intent to make a clean break with the Soviet past – with Yeltsin even musing about making the Russian Federation a legal successor of the pre-1917 Russian polity. Yet already by the mid-1990s, they toned down their anti-Soviet rhetoric and opted instead for a policy of tolerance toward the Soviet legacy, which then evolved into the policy of cautious reconciliation.


    Vladimir Putin’s rise to power ushered in a full-blooded reconciliation with all things Soviet and the new “patriotic mix.” As Hill and Gaddy would have it, Putin has acted as an astute politician and former case officer: first he finds out what people want and then cleverly tries to manipulate them. But that is only one part of the story. The thing is that the current Russian regime has problems with legitimacy. It lacks any project for the future and seems to be experiencing difficulties with managing the present. Furthermore, the mechanisms of constitutional legitimacy – through elections – don’t function properly. This leaves the Kremlin with only one option: to focus on achieving historical legitimacy. In Frederick Corney’s words, “Putin was offering a narrative of modern Russian history in which the turbulences of Russia’s past served merely as a backdrop to recent progress, an offer of reconciliation without truth.”42 As its support base consists of a broad coalition comprising heterogeneous social groups, the regime, in its quest for historical legitimacy, seeks to synthesize disparate elements of Russia’s different “pasts” into a kind of eclectic fusion. “It attempts to yoke, if uncomfortably, various idealized aspects of the tsarist, soviet and émigré pasts” and present this concoction as “history without guilt or pain.”43 Ironically, the end result of this historiographical experimentation immediately brings to mind the mocking description of an “ideal Russia” in Vladimir Nabokov’s novel Pnin (1957). Nabokov referred to a “reactionary Sovietophile mix” in the heads of some of his Russian contemporaries, for whom the “ideal Russia consisted of the Red Army, the God’s anointed Sovereign, kolkhozes, anthroposophy, the Orthodox Church, and hydropower stations.”44


    It would appear that the rise of the protest movement has alarmed the Kremlin leadership and prompted it to rethink the importance of the individual components within the new “patriotic synthesis.” Of late, idealized elements of the Soviet past seem to have acquired new prominence and become more salient. Putin’s meeting with his presidential election campaign activists in Moscow on December 10, 2012, illustrates this shift. Addressing the decline of morality in Russian society, Putin explained it by referring not to the disappearance of religious moral norms, but to the decay of the Soviet ones. “After all, what happened after the fall of the Soviet Union and its prevailing ideology? We did not gain anything new in its place,” Putin said. Remarkably, the Russian president appears not to see a big difference between religious and Soviet moral norms. “What was the Communism Supporter Code about?” Putin asked. “It declared the same principles as the Bible or the Koran – do not steal, do not kill, do not covet your neighbor’s wife. It is written in and borrowed from those texts.” Even more curiously, Putin invoked Lenin and the controversial issue of his Red Square Mausoleum.


    Many people argue about the Lenin’s Tomb, saying that it does not follow tradition. What does not follow tradition? Just visit Kiev’s Pechersk Lavra or go to Pskov Monastery, or Mount Athos. You will see hallows of holy people there. Go ahead, you can see it all there. Therefore, the communists continued the tradition even in that respect and did it competently, in accordance with the demands of those times.45


    The Kremlin’s recalibrating has an obvious raison d’être. “Putin has decided,” notes Moscow journalist Konstantin von Eggert, “that his most reliable support base is the former Soviet people who know little about the historic Russia and worship the USSR as the only available image of the past.”46


    The Russian Orthodox Church Confronts the Soviet Past: Three Church Subcultures


    The ROC hierarchy’s reaction to Putin’s latest pronouncements is instructive. The Orthodox bishops pretended they didn’t hear the Russian president’s exegesis in which he boldly compared the leader of the world proletariat’s mummy with relics of Orthodox saints. But make no mistake: thousands of Orthodox faithful were enraged.47 This incident raises a broader question of the ROC’s assessment of the Soviet past, in particular of its most controversial and somber aspects.


    At first glance, the ROC’s position here should be crystal clear: “when the Church attempts to trace its twentieth-century roots, the only story that it can invoke is that of political repression.”48 Indeed, if during the entire imperial period of Russian history the church was under state control, the Bolsheviks’ rise to power in 1917 led to a dramatic qualitative change – a total subjugation of the church to the state under Soviet rule resulting in the near destruction of Russian Orthodoxy. It’s no wonder then that the collapse of communism was welcomed by many Orthodox churchmen, including the ROC’s top leadership. First, the ROC wasted no time to declare its complete administrative independence from the state. Second, it has attempted to claim martyrs of the communist regime for itself. The 2000 Council of Bishops canonized scores of the so-called novomucheniki (the New Martyrs) – individuals who suffered for their faith under the Soviets, and the Synodal Commission for the Canonization of Saints continues its work, combing through police files to identify potential candidates for sainthood.49 “By canonizing victims of the communist regime, the Russian Orthodox Church implicitly condemns the same regime.”50


    And yet, in practice, the ROC’s attitude toward the Soviet past is far from clear-cut: rather, it is very controversial and full of ambiguities. This situation should not, of course, come as big surprise. The Church is a complex social organism – a large community of bishops, clergy and lay believers – that does not speak with one voice. The Moscow Patriarchate represents the ROC’s official position, but the latter doesn’t exhaust the diversity of views among Orthodox faithful. Several recent works devoted to the study of the Russian Orthodox Church attempted to identify various “factions,” “wings” or “subcultures” within the Church. Zoe Knox discussed the “official” and “unofficial church,”51 while Irina Papkova investigated the “conservative,” “fundamentalist,” and “liberal” wings within the ROC.52 Sergei Chapnin has advanced a vision of three relatively independent subcultures that have been evolving within the ROC over the last half century.53


    For the purposes of this paper, Chapnin’s approach is deemed most useful as he distinguished between church subcultures on the basis of their relationship to Soviet legacy. Thus, the first subculture tends to view all things Soviet in a rather positive light, is ready and willing to embrace various elements of Soviet culture, and, in general, holds that “Soviet culture in its content is more Christian than the contemporary pop culture.”54 This is the largest group of the three; it comprises nearly all the neophytes as well as those who were ordained as priests over the last 15 years. Orthodox members of the Communist Party of the Russian Federation – the CPRF claims that they constitute up to 30 percent of party card holders – are also part of this group. It would appear that the prominence of this subculture within the ROC prompted Nikolai Mitrokhin, an author of a comprehensive analysis of the state of the Orthodox Church today, to conclude that “20 years after the collapse of communism, the church that had been the main ‘non-Soviet’ institution turned into the church of Soviet people.”55 To be sure, being part of a broader society, the Church is being affected by socio-political processes that take place within society at large – including those trends studied by the Levada Center and discussed above.


    The generation that attends church now was brought up in the age of television, mass enrolment in the Komsomol (Communist Youth League), and mainly closed-down churches. Successful entrepreneurs and officials under the current administration enjoyed equally successful careers in Soviet times. Therefore, the new generation of Orthodox Christians feels more sympathy and even nostalgia for the Soviet period in the history of the country.56


    The representatives of this “Sovietophile” subculture take active part in crafting a new national mythology at the center of which lies one paramount event – the Great Victory in the Great Patriotic War, which is viewed as the only “sacred” event in Russia’s 20th-century history. In fact, the cult of Victory appears to be evolving into a semblance of civic religion that seeks to foster public attitudes which are likely to be approved by Russia’s powers-that-be and resolutely disapproved by some other Orthodox faithful. (Among these attitudes are: the cultivation of the notion of ubiquitous “enemies of Russia,” the “heroization” of war at the expense of the portrayal of war as a tragedy, and the deployment of the “Victory myth” in order to justify atrocities of the Soviet period.) It is in this sense that Chapnin speaks of the growing rift between the post-Soviet (yet “Sovietophile”) civic religion and Gospel-inspired Russian culture.57


    The second church subculture comprises a segment of Russian Orthodox believers whose worldview can be described in a certain sense as fundamentalist.58 This group hates all things Western – above all the United States, NATO and globalization, and is intent to root out the perceived fifth column within Russia – Jews, Masons, and liberals. Their view of the Patriarchate is largely negative: they consider the ROC’s leadership too ecumenical and too subservient to the post-Soviet secular authorities, who they claim to be anti-Orthodox. At the same time, the group advances an “un-orthodox” interpretation of some highly controversial figures of Russian history, whom they believe are worthy of sainthood. They seek canonization of Tsar Ivan the Terrible, Grigorii Rasputin and Josef Stalin, while some members of the group venerate Vasily Chapayev and Marshal Zhukov as “informal saints.”59 Some analysts argue that, notwithstanding all protestations to the contrary, this subculture in fact reproduces the “Soviet cultural matrix.” They stick with the style of Soviet propaganda, only replacing the “Holy Rus’” for the “Soviet Union” and “Orthodox” for “Communist.”60 Little wonder then that the members of this group – the bearers of sectarian thinking – constitute the bulk of various “Orthodox pickets” and “cross-bearing processions.”


    By contrast, the third church subculture consistently rejects all things Soviet. Historically, this group seeks to maintain continuity with the church underground of the 1930-1950s and with those churchmen (most of whom came of age in pre-revolutionary Russia) who served time in the Gulag. This subculture is largely concentrated in two principal loci: several dozen large parishes in Moscow and St. Petersburg, and the parishes of the Orthodox Church in America as well as those of the Russian Orthodox Church Abroad. While this group positions itself as unambiguously anti-Soviet, it doesn’t harbor any illusions as to how long it might take to overcome Soviet ways, even within the Church itself. Some clerics belonging to this group bemoan the mistrust persisting within the Church and contend that it is a “painful legacy of the Soviet past.”61 Throughout the Soviet times, the group’s members were practicing what might be called a quiet spiritual and moral resistance. Their guiding principle was this: do not let Soviet ways penetrate your Self. They struggled to keep the “state” out of their private lives; in fact they learned to “live without the state,” fostering and cherishing the notion of privacy. It’s only natural that following the Soviet implosion, the representatives of this subculture became very critical of both their fellow Orthodox believers and the ROC’s leadership. They censure their brothers in Christ for their overreliance on the state and willingness to get from it as many benefits, gains, and favors as possible. They are also wary of the Patriarchate’s willingness to reciprocate and “repay” the state’s favors with providing a kind of “ideological cover” for the powers-that-be.62


    It is the clergy and laymen belonging to this church subculture who raise uncomfortable questions pertaining to moral responsibility, the Soviet legacy, and serious defects in church-state relations today. “Vergangenheitsbewaltigung, ‘overcoming’ the totalitarian past, is the task that all nations that had to go through a totalitarian experience, theoretically speaking, have to face,” argued Sergei Sergeevich Averintsev not long before his death in 2004. “But actually not all of them realize the necessity of this process,” he added.63 Historically, Averintsev noted, the very idea of overcoming the past – understood as a comprehensive critique of a whole nation in contrast to the analysis of merely the leaders’ actions – is relatively new. The emergence of this idea is directly connected with the reflections of Karl Jaspers on the “question of German guilt” in his celebrated 1946 essay “Die Schuldfrage.” In this work, Jaspers famously discussed the four categories of guilt. In a legal sense, only he who committed concrete criminal acts is guilty, and this guilt should be proved in the court of law. No collective guilt could exist in such a situation. However, all German citizens who lived under the Nazi regime are politically guilty, even those who considered themselves apolitical or were opponents of Nazism. Since they accepted the political system established by the National Socialists, they bear the collective political responsibility vis-à-vis the community of peoples. In terms of moral guilt, there are huge differences between those Germans who were adults during the Nazi era. The issue of whether one is morally guilty or not is decided individually, on the basis of individual conscience. And finally, Jaspers contends, there is a metaphysical guilt which is a “lack of absolute solidarity with people as people.” The experience of metaphysical guilt can and should change our self-consciousness. But no one can charge another with such an experience – it is only God who can decide in this matter.64


    Some scholars have long argued that human cultures differ in how they approach the issue of collective responsibility for sins and crimes of the past. According to the famous classification introduced by U.S. anthropologist Ruth Benedict, civilizations can belong either to “guilt” (“conscience”) culture or to “shame” culture. A culture of guilt (to which most Western Christian nations belong) puts a special emphasis on the individual’s internal conscience, while a culture of shame – on how one’s moral conduct appears to outsiders. Those nations that have a shame culture (for example Japan and some other eastern civilizations, according to Benedict) hold that under no circumstances can one lose one’s honor: all the family skeletons should be securely kept in the cupboard.65 Averintsev, too, argued that a culture of guilt is “evidently closely related to high appreciation of penitence, which is associated with the Christian tradition.” Ultimately, he contended, “the future of Europe’s freedom tradition will be conditioned by a culture of conscience.”66


    Remarkably, the issue of historical and moral responsibility appears to be becoming an important space of contestation – both between the church and the state in Russia as well as within the Orthodox Church itself. A consensual position of Russia’s governing elites on this issue is neatly reflected in the special “historical” issue of the magazine Ekspert. Its editors assured readers that not even one page of the publication contained calls for Russia to repent and reform itself, because “we are convinced: if world great powers do need to ‘repent’ and ‘reform’, Russia should be the last to do this. In Russian history, the bright spots by far outnumber the dark ones.”67 Vladimir Putin seems to be in full agreement with this thesis as his remarks at the June 21, 2007, meeting with the participants of the All-Russian history teachers’ conference testify. Putin’s main message was twofold: “Past events should be portrayed in a way that fuels national pride” and “We cannot allow anyone to impose a sense of guilt on us.”68 Symptomatically, this view appears to be widely shared within the ROC. “When a nation believes that it has to criminate some part of its past, it is always a sign of its weakness and defeat,” argued the archpriest Maksim Pervozvansky, an editor-in-chief of the Orthodox youth magazine Naslednik. “The process of repentance with regard to certain aspects of national history,” he went on, “is in fact a deeply intimate process for a nation.”69 Speaking in October 2012 at the 16th World Russian People’s Council (tellingly entitled “The Frontiers of History – the Frontiers of Russia”), Patriarch Kirill suggested that today, as never before, “Russian history has to be defended.” According to him, there is more than enough reason to be alarmed, as “we are witnessing purposeful attempts to rewrite the history of Russia, to delete from people’s memory or blacken all its most crucial events.”70


    This rhetoric, common to Russia’s political and church leadership, seems to be strongly influenced by the “culture of shame.” Yet there are indications of the presence within the ROC of the “culture of guilt” as well. While reflecting on the Soviet past, some clerics tend to focus not merely on the martyrdom of the church hierarchy and Orthodox faithful who were persecuted in the course of Soviet anti-religious campaigns, but on how communism became possible in Russia at all. Specifically, they pay particular attention to the role of the Orthodox Church, analyzing its moral failure to prevent millions of believers from falling into sin during the 1917 revolution, civil war and the ensuing years of communist dictatorship. At the center of their critique is the individual responsibility of the clergy. It is important to understand, says the archpriest Georgy Mitrofanov, that many novomucheniki (New Martyrs) who had enough time to reflect on their lives in the Gulag before they were executed, were not inclined to perceive themselves as innocent victims. Rather, argues Mitrofanov, who is a member of the Synodal Commission for the Canonization of Saints and professor of history at St. Petersburg Theological Academy, these clerics “had a clear understanding of how negligent they had been in fulfilling their duty if their flock had done such awful things.”71 While comparing German Nazism and Soviet Communism, Mitrofanov and other like-minded religious thinkers and historians point out that the ability of the Germans to morally overcome their Nazi past is likely related to the fact that Christian culture was more deeply rooted in Germany than it was in Russia. The Russians still haven’t learned how to apply Christian criteria either to their past or to the present. Thus Russia hasn’t seen yet a spiritual rejection of communism that would be motivated by Christian ideals. That’s why in Russia “we still have Orthodox Stalinism,” while such a thing as “Catholic Nazism” is simply unthinkable in Germany.72


    The clerics belonging to the liberal church subculture are perfectly aware of what Papkova calls the “generally problematic nature of the memory of communism in the Russian Federation”73 – the fact that it’s not easy to draw a clear-cut line between executioners and their victims. Both the former and the latter could well happen to be members of one family. Furthermore, in the devilish atmosphere of the Great Terror, social roles could be swapped overnight: today’s executioners would become tomorrow’s victims. Whatever the existing difficulties and ambiguities, the liberal-minded clergy insist that the gravest historical and moral problem in today’s Russia is that perpetrators are still not called by their proper name.


    Every single person judges them individually. Some praise them, some denounce them. Yet so long as the communist regime and the entire communist period of our history have not been condemned, the statements to the effect that certain historical figures of that period are murderers are merely private opinions of individual citizens.74


    The moral imperative, setting forth a “sense of individual responsibility for every word and action”75 as a method of dealing with the “difficult past” and the best antidote against a new totalitarianism, comes into clear conflict with the “patriotic mix” advanced by Russia’s political leadership and the ROC’s hierarchy – an eclectic synthesis offering “history without guilt” and “reconciliation without truth.” The liberal-minded clergy are deeply disturbed watching how the Orthodox Church is morphing into an element of state ideology. In Father Georgy Mitrofanov’s words, “the state is simply using the church: it deploys it as an instrument of its Agitprop, seeking to prop up the regime’s legitimacy with Orthodox paraphernalia.”76 For their part, some representatives of the politically concerned laity contend that it is a “tragedy” that the ROC lacks the will to become a center for the consolidation of those segments of Russian elites who hold it is imperative to condemn the criminal Soviet past.77


    Conclusion


    Seeking to achieve historical legitimacy, the Kremlin leadership (supported by the ROC’s hierarchy) attempts to build social consensus on the single “correct version” of Russian history. The latter is meant to serve as the main source of “national pride” and foster a sense of Russia’s “greatness.” By contrast, Russia’s liberal-minded publics (both laity and clergy) are highly skeptical about the usefulness of a single historical narrative.78 Rather than being a source of pride or shame, history, they believe, is a set of problems that need to be discussed, analyzed and comprehended. If human history is seen as a multiplicity of choices individuals have made in the process of “making history,” then comprehending the “meaning of history” is a process of finding plausible explanations of why certain choices had been made and not others.


    The Kremlin’s recent “rapprochement” with the Orthodox Church, some commentators note, is the regime’s last desperate attempt to legitimate its rule as all other ideological strategies have already been tried and failed.79 Within this context, the notion of the “attack on the sacred” that is now being introduced into the political and legal sphere might well be extended to protect a new historical metanarrative upheld by the authorities. But one should not overestimate the effectiveness of the “unholy alliance” between the state and the church. The thing is that present-day Russia, as I wrote elsewhere, is a “country of simulacra.”80 This characteristic fits the description of relations between Russian society, church and state. In Russia, as numerous polls demonstrate, millions of Russians just pretend as if they were true Orthodox believers, the Orthodox Church behaves as if it were the nation’s paramount moral authority and indisputable spiritual leader, and the Kremlin leadership treats the Church as if the latter were a powerful social institution whose help is instrumental in bringing about societal cohesion.81 In reality, students of the Russian Orthodox Church register a decline of interest in Orthodoxy as a religion: over the last 20 years the Church failed to significantly increase the number of churchgoers.82 For the overwhelming majority of Russians who claim they are Orthodox, the latter is just one of the markers of national and cultural identity. This, in fact, might prompt one to suggest that the Kremlin strategy could be viable after all: by providing state support to the ROC, the Kremlin thus helps foster patriotic sentiment. In this symbiotic relationship, the “Orthodox ideology” acts as a substitute for a defunct communist one, while the Church’s hierarchy enhances its social stature as the overseers of ideological and cultural production.83 Yet such an arrangement is fraught with a serious problem for the ROC’s moral authority. In fact, the Church finds itself in a Catch-22 situation. Its subservience to temporal power erodes the ROC’s credibility – a development that makes the Church, as an ideological instrument, less interesting to the Kremlin.84 For their part, Russia’s governing elites are likely to face a different kind of problem: fostering Russian “national religion” in a multiethnic state cannot fail to escalate interethnic tension.
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