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			Abstract: Political machines are organizations that mobilize electoral support by trading particularistic material benefits to citizens in exchange for their votes. While political machines were characteristic of the political lives of early democracies, most notably the 19th century United States, in recent decades, this model of electoral politics has become associated primarily with competitive authoritarianism. An important aspect of Russia’s contemporary development is the integration of regional political machines, tracing their origins to the 1990s, into the power structures of the nascent authoritarian regime. Thus, the empirical study of machine politics is essential for understanding post-Soviet politics.

			As the chaotic electoral politics of the 1990s have given way to dominating monopolistic “parties of power” in Russia and other post-Soviet countries, the concept of “political machine” is gaining increasing recognition in the ongoing research addressing electoral politics in the region. While the heuristics of the concept are quite appealing and seem to provide keys to solving many research problems that loom in the study of electoral authoritarianism, the apparent utility of the concept is circumscribed by its substantive ambiguity stemming from the fact that the very notion of political machine was not constructed deductively, on the basis of a pre-formulated theory, but rather derived inductively from a fairly limited set of observations and then extended to a much wider universe of phenomena observed in many countries. Under such conditions, the problem of what Giovanni Sartori called “concept stretching” can become endemic, and indeed, in common-day political speech and journalism the term “political machine” is often applied to nearly all known forms of regular political organization.1 A similar tendency is noticeable in some of the scholarly treatments of the subject. Needless to argue at length, the lack of conceptual clarity severely undermines the utility of concepts in any realm of research, and post-Soviet area studies are no exception to this rule.

			The main purpose of this article is to delineate the concepts of political machine and machine politics in a way that allows for avoiding the threat of concept stretching in the study of post-Soviet politics. To achieve this, the first section of the article deals with the concept at a theoretical level by clarifying what political machines are and what they are not, and relating machine politics to several closely interconnected concepts of political science, such as patronage, clientelism, and electoral linkage. In the second section, I provide a brief overview of the historical and contemporary instances of machine politics. In particular, the purpose of this analysis is to establish the relationship between the presence or absence of this phenomenon and the political regime type. The third section relates the concept of political machine to the specific political and societal settings of post-communism and analyzes the available literature on machine politics in the post-communist electoral democracies, mainly in the 1990s. The final section links the results of conceptual analysis and previous research findings to the current stage of post-communist political development. I do not report any original findings stemming from systematic research, mostly relying instead on the available anecdotal evidence from one country, Russia. Thus the aspiration of this article is not so much to make a contribution to substantive research as to delineate and clarify a new agenda for the study of elections, political parties, and political linkages in post-Soviet competitive authoritarian regimes. If used properly, the concepts of political machine and machine politics can add quite significantly to our understanding of this region’s politics.

			What Machine Politics Are, and What They Are Not

			Political machines are political organizations that mobilize electoral support by trading particularistic material benefits to citizens in exchange for their votes.2 This definition, simplistic as it is, provides the basis for distinguishing between political machines and other forms of political organization. The principal feature of a political machine is the specific way in which it builds the linkage between aspiring politicians and the electorate. There are several alternative possibilities. In fact, the traditional normative theories of elections pay little attention to the material incentives to vote, emphasizing instead the programmatic linkage between the voters and their parties or candidates. In the radical formulations of this approach, as exemplified by Anthony Downs, voters support political parties primarily because they share these parties’ ideologies, defined as generalized images of the ideal society.3 True, empirical research on electoral behavior in advanced democracies reduces such motivation to a relatively small faction within the real-life electorates. In fact, as demonstrated by mainstream research on electoral behavior, most voters do expect to improve their material conditions by casting their votes for the parties or candidates of their choice.4 

			This fact alone, however, does not make machine politics. First, parties may design packages of programmatic policies to target specific groups of voters. This kind of linkage is, in practice, almost indistinguishable from purely ideological forms of voting. A traditional mass party, as represented by the prevalent form of west European social democracy from the 1920s through the early 1950s, does advance a policy agenda that specifically targets its working-class constituency. However, this agenda is built into a wider, clearly ideological program of social transformation that presents the fundamental goals of the party as public goods that correspond to the “objective interests” of everyone in society, even if workers are better disposed to embrace these interests. Of course, public goods are not necessarily related to radical programs of social change. More typically, they include such items, commonly found in election manifestos, as promoting economic growth, reducing unemployment, suppressing inflation, ensuring security, combatting government corruption, or cleaning up the environment. While it is common to place public goods into the context of ideologies, the two are not necessarily directly linked. In the appeals of charismatic parties, the personality of the leader emerges as a guarantor of strong leadership and good governance in the common interest, and thereby as a public good in itself irrespective of this leader’s ideological persuasion. Second, parties may target societal constituencies in a more focused way, emphasizing their intention and ability to provide their constituents with goods that are not public in the above sense. Rather, they belong to the category sometimes dubbed “club goods,” benefits for specific groups that only can be provided by imposing costs on other groups.5 The repertoire of club goods offered by political parties in different societies is quite diverse. Parties may appeal to the ethnic, linguistic, or religious identities of the voters. They commonly target territorially concentrated constituencies by offering pork barrel services. The essence of this kind of populist electoral appeal is to promise the redistribution of public resources in favor of previously underprivileged groups. All such appeals, however different in scope or content, are based on the assumption that the basis for the provision of club goods is membership in targeted groups. As Herbert Kitschelt and Steven Wilkinson put it, “citizens external to certain group boundaries can be excluded from the enjoyment of such benefits, but none of those inside the boundary.”6

			Some definitions of political machines do not take such nuances into account. For example, according to the oft-cited definition of Thomas M. Guterbock, a political machine is “a specific type of political party: one which has a tight, hierarchical organization, includes party agents at the grass roots level and systematically distributes patronage among its members.”7 This definition is certainly instrumental in the study of party politics in the United States, where parties at the sub-national level, the Democrats and the Republicans alike, normally lack any kind of mass organization,8 which makes urban political machines an exceptional phenomenon. Yet such definitions are hardly applicable in cross-national research. Indeed, the traditional west European mass party, as described in the classic work of Maurice Duverger,9 was not devoid of all features captured in the definition of Guterbock: it possessed a strong hierarchical organization characterized by deep territorial penetration, and it distributed patronage among its members on a wide scale. Indeed, the ability to provide “selective incentives” to its members in the form of material benefits is a major characteristic of the mass party both theoretically10 and from a variety of empirical perspectives.11 Yet for the majority of substantively important parameters, the archetypal “mass party” of the left is the direct opposite of political machines. The machines’ defining feature is not that they are targeting public goods and club goods, which is characteristic of many types of political parties, but rather that they place major emphasis on particularistic goods. This type of electoral linkage is best described as clientelistic. In its essence, such a clientelistic linkage is literally the exchange of votes for material benefits that are provided on a particularistic basis, in the form of tangible material rewards. A worker who votes for a social democratic party because she believes that social democratic policies will contribute to the improvement of her own living conditions is not involved in clientelistic exchange. Nor is a local resident who votes for her candidate because she believes that this candidate, if successful, will secure better living conditions in the neighborhood. Note that in both cases, the voters do have material considerations in mind. What is lacking is the particularistic nature of these considerations. For clientelistic exchange to take place, the voter should know with a significant degree of confidence that by delivering her vote to a party or a candidate, she becomes entitled to a tangible, personal reward. Thus the simplest (and perhaps archetypal) variety of clientelistic exchange in politics is vote buying. While in itself, vote buying is an insufficient basis for machine politics for the reason identified below, the fundamental logic of clientelistic exchange is closely akin to vote buying.

			Discussion of patron-client relations is increasingly popular within the social sciences, and there is a large body of research on this phenomenon as observed in traditional societies unfamiliar with electoral practices of any kind. Of course, many of these observations have little or no relationship to the more contemporary varieties of electoral clientelism, yet certain general features are important for our understanding of machine politics. First, early anthropological research on clientelism placed special emphasis on what was dubbed “dyadic relationships,” direct face-to-face interaction between patron and client.12 Indeed, if we view clientelism as an exchange of favors, with votes being traded for political benefits, then the structure of the contract, even if implicit, should be transparent for its agents. Second, clientelism is based on the reciprocal and contingent exchange between the patron and the client. Both parties provide benefits to the counteragents only on condition of the delivery of a reciprocal benefit.13 Third, clientelism is a lasting relationship, which is captured by the concept of iteration. As Allen Hicken explained, “clientelism is at its core an iterated interaction, with each side anticipating future interactions as they make decisions about their behavior today.”14 Generally, the one-off benefits provided by politicians to the voters do not create clientelistic exchange, which excludes vote buying on a systematic basis.

			Political machines represent the apex in the development of clientelistic exchange. They often operate in social contexts that are immensely more complex than the village communities observed by the early students of clientelism. Hence the features of clientelism, while remaining in place, appear in political machines in a significantly modified form. The dyadic relationships cannot be excluded from the picture, but in machine politics, direct face-to-face interactions between patrons and clients are likely to be replaced with chains of broker relationships.15 In fact, this is unequivocally implied by the very term “political machine,” the imagery of which points to the existence of transmission belts and other devices connecting the ultimate patrons, party leaders, with the ultimate clients, the voters. Given that the relationships between the ultimate patrons and the brokers, electoral workers in the field, are invariably asymmetrical, a political machine can become a complex hierarchical structure. Yet the basis of this pyramid is still provided by fairly simple dyadic relationships of exchange. The other fundamental feature of clientelism, reciprocity, also occurs in political machines in a modified form. In the contemporary world, the secret ballot is a norm rather than an exception, and it is clear that if this norm is in effective force, the voters can renege on the deal, getting benefits but not delivering votes. Of course, if the voters renege en masse, the whole structure of clientelistic politics breaks down. Political machines can prevent this threat, but only if interactions are repeated over time.16 This situation explains why in machine politics the necessity of iteration is much more salient than in other forms of clientelistic exchange. For machine politics as a model to flourish, clientelistic parties have to be sustainable in the long run, requiring a significant degree of organizational inertia within the party itself and in the broader society.

			Machine Politics Around the Globe, Past and Present

			The archetypal historical cases of machine politics are the political machines that developed in some of the large cities of the United States (most notably, Boston, Chicago, Cleveland, New York, and Philadelphia) in the 19th century.17 In the time of their greatest power, the U.S. urban political machines were complex hierarchical structures, headed by the ‘bosses’ (the ultimate patrons), supported by local business leaders and other notables, and based upon the networks of electoral workers in the field. The main purpose of the machine was to secure enough votes to maintain political control over a city, county, or even a state. While the U.S. political machines were often accused of vote buying, the main material benefit offered by them to the voters came in the form of political jobs, which was quite an attraction given that during the 1870s, it was estimated that one out of every eight voters in New York City had a federal, state, or city job.18 In the 20th century, machine politics in the U.S. gradually declined.19 The scope of machine politics in 19th century Europe was much more limited, even though clientelistic exchange flourished in many countries.20 While historical details are certainly beyond the scope of this analysis, the retrospective comparison of the historical trajectories of electoral politics in the U.S. and Europe allows for identifying the societal, political and institutional conditions that facilitate or suppress the development of machine politics.

			First, unlike in the majority of European countries, the United States enacted relative mass enfranchisement early. The European electorates of the 19th century were fairly limited, as a result of which the role of electoral mobilization among the economically underprivileged by means of patronage was far less prominent than in the U.S. Second, to the extent that the votes of the underprivileged were still in demand, they could be delivered within the framework provided by the traditional relationships between landlords and peasants. While certainly clientelistic in essence, this kind of electoral linkage did not have to be built into complex organizational networks similar to the U.S. political machines. The individual political resources of the landlords were often sufficient for getting the vote. Third, and related to the previous two factors, party organizations in Europe started to develop only after the individual resources of aspiring politicians eroded to the extent that made electoral coordination among them highly desirable.21 The basis of this coordination, however, was provided by programmatic affinities rather than by ability to deliver particularistic goods to the voters. Fourth, massive enfranchisement in Europe went hand in hand with the emergence of programmatic parties claiming to represent the emerging working class constituency. The electoral appeal of the nascent social democracy was based primarily, and overwhelmingly, on the promise of public goods. To be sure, club goods also played a role, and this role was essential for building the system of “organizational encapsulation” inherent in the organizational structure of the traditional mass party.22 Yet the significance of particularistic goods was relatively small.

			In the wide historical retrospective, the political trajectory of Europe was unusual. In 19th century Latin America, the role of electoral politics tended to be relatively small, but to the extent that politically consequential electoral processes did take place, political clientelism not only flourished but, in some cases, led to the emergence of full-scale political machines.23 However, it was only after the second wave of democratization that machine politics started to be registered as a prominent feature of electoral politics outside of the U.S. Indeed, the new electoral regimes of the developing world were similar to the early political settings of the U.S. on several of the parameters identified above. First, enfranchisement was typically early and massive. Second, the individual political resources of the elite did not erode before the formation of national parties, while widespread poverty made the particularistic benefits of electoral clientelism quite attractive for large sections of the electorate. Third, the role of programmatically cohesive parties was much smaller than in Europe. Even parties purposefully targeting working class constituencies, such as the Peronistas in Argentina and the Trabalhistas in Brazil, were not ideologically committed to the left.

			In 1969, James Scott opened a new research perspective by observing that the political life of many countries of what was then the “third world” bore a resemblance to the early machine politics of the U.S.24 Since then, important elements of clientelistic exchange were found in the electoral politics of the Philippines, Malaysia, Singapore, Mexico, Egypt, and many other countries. In the contemporary world, the repertoire of particularistic goods offered by the contemporary political machines is not restricted to political jobs, even though they remain an important attraction.25 Other goods on offer include access to public services such as housing, education, or healthcare; protection; or intervention with the bureaucracy.26 Traditional bags of food are also available among many other consumer items.27 As a norm, voting is officially secret, which formally creates less than permissive environments for clientelistic exchange. In practice, however, the modern-day political machines proved their ability to overcome this difficulty by building vast systems of control and monitoring that deeply penetrate into voters’ social network. Even if the vote is officially secret, it may not be secret effectively, and even if it is, the voters do not necessarily believe it.28 In this sense at least, the contemporary patterns of machine politics are much more complex than in the classic settings. 

			 At the same time, the cross-national evidence accumulated in four decades of intensive research suggests two questions that are quite important for our understanding of political machines and machine politics. The first of these questions concerns the very core of the research agenda under discussion. When we speak of political machines in the U.S., we typically do not mean national political parties, either the Democrats or the Republicans. Rather, we apply the term to sub-national phenomena such as the Tweed machine in 19th century New York or the Dawson machine in 20th century Chicago. Given the definition of political machines provided above, is it possible for a national political party to embody all the necessary features? The cross-national evidence cited above clearly suggests that the answer should be negative. As demonstrated by the main body of empirical research, a national political party cannot be built solely on particularistic electoral exchange. When we speak of different models of party politics at the national level, we assume not the exclusive importance of one of the types of electoral appeal, but rather a specific mix of such types. For example, in the appeal of traditional mass parties, public goods were of paramount importance, club goods played a secondary role, while particularistic goods were peripheral at best. A national political machine is a party that promises primarily club goods while heavily supplementing this appeal with particularistic exchange. This does not mean that particularistic goods are the sole source of its appeal. But this does mean that particularistic exchange takes place as an observable, widespread behavioral pattern. Thus at the systemic level of analysis, a major conceptual distinction should be drawn not between political machines and political parties, but rather between those national political parties within which political machines constitute an important component of their sub-national activities, manifest in a significant number of localities and exerting a visible impact upon national electoral returns, and those national political parties within which such a component is absent or inconsequential. In order to ascribe a real-life party to one of these categories, we have to assess the weight of the machine politics component empirically.

			The second question concerns the relationship between machine politics and political regime type. It is undeniable that machine politics originate from the early phase of modern electoral democracy, and that some elements of clientelistic exchange can be found in many well-established democratic polities. Yet it is equally clear that in none of them is clientelistic exchange central for shaping the electoral appeal of political parties. This raises the question of the extent to which the pattern of machine politics is consistent with the fundamentals of liberal democracy. There is a large stream of empirical research that presents political clientelism as a pre-modern phenomenon, bound to disappear as a result of societal and political modernization.29 More recently, the focus of empirical studies shifted to the causes of persistence of clientelism in contemporary democracies, which is often supplemented with institutionalist perspectives on the phenomenon.30 Despite this divergence of research foci, the normative basis of scholarly reasoning about clientelism and democracy is often shaped by the notion of perverse accountability, defined as a situation “when parties know, or can make good inferences about, what individual voters have done in the voting booth and reward or punish them conditional on these actions.”31 Perverse accountability is generally believed to be bad for democracy for a variety of reasons that include undermining government responsibility, keeping voters from expressing their true policy preferences at the polls, and limiting voter autonomy.32 

			In the contemporary world, however, the rise of democracy was paralleled by the global extension of political regimes that permit certain institutions normally associated with democracy, such as elections and political parties, to exist, while remaining authoritarian in the basic patterns of their power distribution and reproduction.33 This phenomenon is referred to as “electoral authoritarianism” or “competitive authoritarianism.” The available empirical studies of electoral politics in such regimes, including pre-democratization Mexico and pre-revolution Egypt, have revealed the paramount importance of clientelistic exchange.34 Arguably, it is good for electoral authoritarianism exactly for the same reasons why it is bad for democracy. If elections are designed primarily as a means of control, legitimization, and co-optation, then the government does not have to be held responsible for its policies irrespective of the observed efficiency; policy preferences of the voters do not matter; and voter autonomy should be reduced, preferably to the extent that politicians fully control the behavior of voters at the polls. Clientelistic exchange can be instrumental in achieving all these goals. It does allow for holding elections on a competitive basis, yet since electoral competition is reduced to the competition of material resources available to candidates and parties, it creates systematic leverage for those supported by the dictatorial national executive. As demonstrated by the main stream of empirical research on the subject, none of the long-lasting competitive authoritarian regimes relied upon clientelistic exchange as its sole electoral strategy. At the same time, the mix of voter incentives in such regimes was heavily biased in favor of club and particularistic goods at the expense of programmatic goods. Thus, contemporary electoral authoritarianism emerges as a suitable setting for machine politics, with grounds as fertile as those found in archaic 19th century democracies or the “uncommon democracies”35 of the mid-20th century (such as Italy or Japan).  

			Machine Politics and Early Post-Communism

			The wide theoretical perspective offered above suggests that the environments of early post-communism, with extensive franchise and the lack of programmatically cohesive, class-based parties could be conducive to the development of clientelistic electoral exchange. In fact, however, the collapse of communist regimes produced polities and societies that were in many respects alien to the very idea of exchanging votes for material benefits. From the political perspective, the legacies of communist-era elections exerted a powerful influence. While elections were certainly secondary for the functioning of the communist regimes, they did play a role as a mechanism supporting political mobilization and legitimization. In the majority of such regimes, elections were held on a fairly regular basis, commanding massive voter turnouts and almost invariably leading to the success of official candidates.36 While certainly void of competition, these elections still shaped the voters’ thinking about the meaning of political participation. Under communism, this purpose was presented entirely in terms of public goods. The electoral appeal of the ruling communist parties was heavily programmatic, based on the idea that every citizen benefits from the “scientifically-based” policies of the regime. Club goods were secondary, and it was assumed that their delivery was not contingent upon the behavior of individual voters. Voter turnout was sometimes stimulated by the provision of low-cost food at voting stations, yet this practice was not particularistic. With the arrival of competitive elections, which was normally accompanied by the decline of the programmatic appeal of the ruling communist parties, some parties sought to fill the ideological vacuum with references to their candidates’ superior experience leading to a better ability to supply specific groups of voters with a repertoire of club goods. These attempts, however, were largely overlooked by the voters. Their primary motivation in the early “founding elections” was programmatic, based on the idea that the communist regimes were to be dismantled or, for a minority of voters, preserved. Indeed, these elections were often viewed as referenda on the preservation of the communist systems.37

			Within the societal settings of early post-communism, several factors resisted the emergence of clientelistic exchange. First, in contrast to many other new democracies and competitive authoritarian regimes, early post-communism was characterized by the absence of an economically affluent ruling class capable of providing tangible material rewards to voters. Instead, the arenas of “founding elections” were dominated by personalities who built public reputations by media appearances and/or political activism. Second, one of the cornerstones of the communist regimes was the non-political nature of social networks. Unlike the adepts of the “totalitarian school” of Sovietology, the representatives of the “revisionist school” argued, quite convincingly at times, that the communist regimes did involve significant amounts of patronage and clientelistic exchange.38 After the fall of communism, the role of blat in the economies of shortage was illuminated in several important scholarly treatments.39 It is however important to take into account that the blat-based clientelistic networks were tolerated by the authorities only on the condition that they remained absolutely devoid of any political content. In political respects, the communist societies were as atomized as traditionally portrayed by the totalitarian school, with a citizen standing alone vis-à-vis the apparatus of power. Besides, the blat-based networks operated on a fairly limited scale and largely collapsed after the end of the economy of shortage. They contributed little, if anything, to the shaping of electoral politics in the post-communist era. After the fall of communism, the countries of the former Soviet bloc embarked on different routes of political development. In her influential treatment of incumbent state capture in post-authoritarian regimes, Anna Grzymala-Busse identifies several such routes, clientelism representing only one of them.40 Since instances of clientelism became manifest already in 1990s Russia, below I will concentrate on this case at the expense of wider comparative evidence.

			The available body of empirical research shows that Russia’s gradual move to machine politics was greatly facilitated by the constellation of two circumstances: the lack of viable political parties capable of penetrating the vast periphery of the country and the rise of sub-national electoral politics. The first of these components has received quite substantial treatment in the literature.41 For the purposes of this analysis, it is sufficient to emphasize that the lack of viable political parties did not mean the absence of programmatic appeal in national electoral contests. Throughout the 1990s, Russia’s most important elections, legislative and presidential alike, remained structured along ideological lines. This applies, for instance, to the crucially important presidential election of 1996. While Boris Yeltsin did promise an array of club goods to his constituents, the core of his message to the electorate was still programmatic, heavily focused on uprooting the legacies of communism.42 To an even greater extent, this is true about national legislative elections, with television emerging as a primary media of communication between parties and the electorate.43 While the picture of electoral contests in the single-member plurality section of Russia’s electoral system was different,44 the overall results of the elections were largely determined by the distribution of programmatic preferences, including voter perceptions of public goods that could be delivered by parties and candidates. An alternative model of electoral politics started to emerge only in the second half of the 1990s, at the sub-national level.

			In 1995–1997, gubernatorial elections in Russia replaced the system of gubernatorial appointment introduced after the collapse of communism. Yeltsin’s appointees did not fare well in these elections. While the federal authorities did invest significant efforts in their attempts to structure regional contests along the same programmatic lines as in the 1996 presidential races, these attempts were not successful due to a specific constellation of political forces at the regional level.45 Unlike in Russia as a whole, the main dimension of political contestation in the regions was determined by struggles between particularistic factions of regional political elites, often (but not necessarily) represented by factions of Yeltsin appointees and their local challengers who controlled the networks of influential supporters. These networks, while sometimes finding an institutional expression in regional legislative assemblies, were largely informal, based on instrumental personal relationships between faction leaders and local notables.46 Typically, they were not related to political parties, programmatic positions, or even specific policy stances. Rather, they were based on the traditional model of intra-elite patronage. It is therefore not surprising that when confronting each other in the electoral arena, the competing elite factions often reduced their promise of public goods to merely emphasizing the superior experience and other governance capacities of their leaders.47 While downplaying programmatic appeal, they heavily concentrated their electoral message on the provision of club goods to the voters. They also relied on clientelistic electoral exchange, which naturally invites the notion of machine politics.

			It is therefore quite understandable why this notion was brought into the study of Russian politics by several treatments of region-level electoral politics, including the lasting contributions of Henry Hale and Kimitaka Matsuzato.48 The pioneering importance of their work is in that they empirically identified the original hubs of clientelistic electoral exchange in the regions of Russia. One of them, as demonstrated by the statistical analysis of Hale, is the rural hub. In a comparative perspective, this is scarcely a surprising finding. While the U.S. political machines emerged in urban environments, the ongoing research on political clientelism clearly shows that rural constituencies are better disposed towards clientelistic exchange. The factors that facilitate it in rural environments include a greater density of social networks, the significant dependence of the rural population on local bosses, and smaller voting populations. The size of voting population is crucial for clientelistic exchange because it allows for tracing the behavior of individual voters. In the specific context of post-Soviet Russia, the rural bosses’ grasp over the population was greatly reinforced by the massive survival of the residuals of the collective farm system. The second site of clientelistic exchange in Russia, as demonstrated both by the statistical inquiry of Hale and by the in-depth research of Matsuzato, is the ethnic hub, comprising ethnic republics and autonomous districts. Ethnicity-based social networks are particularly dense, and in those conditions when ethnicity becomes politicized, they often provide ample space for clientelistic exchange. Finally, the work of Hale and Matsuzato identifies the third hub of clientelistic exchange as the state administration of social services, especially to pensioners and patients in state-run hospitals. Both categories are, in their own ways, dependent on administrators in the social security and healthcare systems. While in theory, such services are a clear-cut instance of public goods, in practice, the extent to which these services can be provided can be conditional on the behavior of the recipients.

			Thus it is highly likely that already in the early gubernatorial elections of the 1990s, political machines greatly contributed to political outcomes, thus emerging as an important organizational aspect of Russia’s electoral politics. Accordingly, it is important to identify several important peculiarities of early machine politics in Russia. First, as a rule, the gubernatorial political machines were not linked to any political party.49 They were not party machines in any conceivable sense, operating instead as loose informal networks that sometimes reproduced the networks of instrumental friendship inherited from the Soviet period.50 Second, the instances of machine politics in the 1990s were widespread but not omnipresent. The very design of Hale’s research suggests that they were unlikely to be found in the predominantly Russian, mostly urban areas of the country. Third, the levels of electoral competition in many gubernatorial races were rather high, as a result of which programmatic appeals could not be eliminated from the election rhetoric of many important candidates. It is also important to note that the studies of Hale and Matsuzato provided little empirical evidence in support of the massive presence of clientelistic exchange in Russia’s regional politics of that period. What can be viewed as established with certainty is the limited role of programmatic appeal. Yet as follows from the theoretical reasoning above, this suggests two possibilities: either that the contestants in gubernatorial races relied exclusively on the promise of club goods (say, greater support to agricultural firms, ethnic schooling in the republics, or increased pensions for all pensioners), or these appeals to the specific groups of voters were sizably supplemented with the distribution of particularistic goods. The first possibility does not fall under the category of machine politics, while the second certainly does. However, my reading of the available research literature, coupled with non-systematic and anecdotal evidence, suggests that clientelistic exchange was an important aspect of gubernatorial politics already in the 1990s. 

			A Monopolistic Political Machine in the Making? 

			In 1999, regional political machines entered the electoral arena of Russia as an essential part of the national legislative campaign. The competing “parties of power,” Unity and Fatherland–All Russia, both recruited governors in substantial numbers, and this effort paid off in the sense that for Fatherland–All Russia at least, the party list vote in the region heavily depended on the party affiliation of the governor.51 Thus the gubernatorial machines demonstrated their ability to deliver the vote to national political actors. At the same time, the governors enhanced their hold on the electorate, and their incumbency advantage greatly increased. This placed the task of integrating regional political machines into a nation-wide political formation high on the political agenda of the nascent administration of Vladimir Putin. In 2002-2003, the majority of governors were recruited into the new “party of power,” United Russia. The relative success of United Russia in the 2003 national legislative elections was to a large extent a product of the efforts of governors who accepted political responsibility for the party’s performance at the polls. The second decisive step towards the integration of regional political machines into the organizational framework of United Russia was made in December 2004, when direct gubernatorial elections were replaced with a new system that endowed the president of Russia with the exclusive right to nominate governors, subject to approval by regional legislative assembly, which was effectively equivalent to appointment. In 2004-2005, even if officially supporting United Russia, many of the governors were not unequivocally loyal to it, which sometimes resulted in the rather poor electoral performance of the “party of power.” In some of the regions, the governors were able to master loyal legislative majorities that included not only United Russia but also other parties, electoral blocs, and non-party deputies elected in single-member districts. The new system of gubernatorial appointment made such strategies irrelevant, if not suicidal, for the governors, thereby creating a strong linkage between them and United Russia. 

			The integration of regional political machines into United Russia was part of a wider process of Russia’s transition from the imperfect electoral democracy of the 1990s to competitive authoritarianism. There were other important elements of this process, including the authorities’ firm grasp on the media, the gradual circumscription of basic civil liberties, such as the freedom of assembly, and the restrictive regulations of political party activities introduced in 2005.52 Yet all these measures would be insufficient without a reliable mechanism of delivering the vote to the “party of power” in national legislative elections, and to the official candidates in the presidential races. From this perspective, the integration of regional political machines was a core component of the authoritarian turn in Russia. This is underscored by the fact that in many respects, United Russia borrowed its official image and election rhetoric not from the preceding “parties of power” but rather from regional political machines. While the dominant discourse of Russia’s electoral politics of the 1990s was heavily ideological, imbued with references to generalized political values, the rhetoric of United Russia is characterized by explicitly “pragmatic” overtones. The public goods offered by United Russia are economic growth, the elimination of poverty, and the enhanced international standing of Russia, all of which can be achieved primarily due to the supreme leadership qualities of Vladimir Putin. Vagueness in the description of public goods, epitomized by the fact that the substance of “Putin’s Plan,” one of the central campaign slogans of the 2007 legislative elections, was never revealed to the electorate, is compensated by detailed listings of club goods offered to the specific groups of voters. Some of the most targeted groups are those identified by the regional machines of the 1990s: the pensioners, the rural population, and the recipients of social welfare benefits.

			The 2007-2008 national elections were highly successful for Russia’s authorities. Moreover, the superior results of United Russia persisted throughout most of the subsequent electoral cycle.53 Of course, much of this success grew out of the authorities’ ability to plausibly offer an array of public and club goods, as described above. At the same time, the 2007-2011 electoral cycle produced ample – even if mostly anecdotal – evidence of clientelistic exchange, especially in regional legislative elections and municipal races. This evidence found backing in a larger body of field observations that emerged from the national legislative campaign of 2011. 

			Assembling a general picture of the most likely targets of clientelistic exchange in Russia shows that some of the targeted groups are directly inherited from the regional machine politics of the 1990s. First of all, this concerns the pensioners. While it is true that the Putin administration systematically targets this group by gradually increasing the size of their pensions, which is essentially a club good, it seems that these advances are heavily supplemented with a more particularistic approach at the grassroots level. There is ample evidence that the amounts of material support given by the local authorities to the pensioners in the course of election campaigns, mostly in the form of packages of food and/or other consumer goods, are quite substantial.54 The principal brokers in this clientelistic exchange are the state organs, mostly the local departments of social protection and the branches of the Russian Pension Fund, and such public organizations as the local Councils of Veterans of Labor, the Armed Forces, and the Law Enforcement Agencies.55 Apparently, the major aim of these brokers is to increase the turnout of the pensioners on the assumption that once they reach voting stations, they are likely to vote for United Russia and its candidates. At the same time, pensioners are normally eligible for home voting, which greatly increases the feasibility of tracing their vote. Perhaps the best settings for securing the reciprocity of clientelistic exchange are provided by public hospitals.56 The hospitals are entitled to organize their own small-size voting stations, and voters at such stations tend to support United Russia in overwhelming rates. The material rewards come in the form of better treatment, better medication, and – perhaps most importantly for the recipients – the opportunity to stay at the hospital for a longer time. By tradition, the secrecy of the vote is seriously compromised in many rural settings where voting stations tend to be small and home voting is endemic. The rural bosses are also capable of supplying their subjects with an array of material goods, and these goods can be denied in case of “wrong” voting. As described by a local resident in Tomsk Oblast, “They [the voters] all live in this village and understand that if you are not compliant, then your next year’s hay land will be in a very distant place (u cherta na kulichkakh), or they [the bosses] can do other filthy tricks. They can forget to provide you with firewood.”57

			Thus the traditional target groups of machine politics remain in place. The other category of targeted population includes several groups of public sector employees, including the numerous doctors and teachers. Since they have extremely low pay and are heavily dependent on the directors of the schools and clinics where they work, these categories of the population are easy to mobilize. However, their importance for the electoral machines is not only in their own votes, but in their ability to convince large groups of others to participate in the elections, and vote for United Russia. In schools, this campaigning takes place at parent meetings, through personal contacts with the parents, and especially by telephone. The practice of having class leaders systematically and repeatedly call parents on election day, summoning them to vote, has become wide-spread.58 An increasingly common form of machine politics targets hired personnel employed in public and private enterprises. There are numerous well-documented cases when representatives of employers demand that employees vote and the next day present evidence that they turned out and made the “right” choice in the form of a ballot photographed with a mobile phone.59 In other cases, such monitoring methods are not necessary since the turnout is organized by having the workers all go to the polls at the same time. Note that in such cases, the basis of clientelistic exchange is provided not so much by materials rewards but rather by the threat of punishment. This threat, however, has a well-articulated material dimension, because “wrong” behavior may lead to more work for less pay, and sometimes even to the loss of jobs.

			Thus the electoral machines within the organizational framework of United Russia do appear to be relying heavily on clientelistic exchange. This raises the question of electoral fraud that, as the available evidence demonstrates quite convincingly, is widespread in Russia’s authoritarian elections.60 If election results can be fabricated, then what is the rationale for the costly and labor-consuming clientelistic practices? As follows from the description above, the targeted groups comprise a minority of voters. In fair elections, these groups can make a sizeable addition to the overall party vote. Yet this may make little sense in the conditions when comparable amounts of votes can be added just on paper. In my understanding, such questions, however legitimate, are based on a simplified vision of Russia’s electoral politics. The real picture is more complex, with the two forms of manipulation reinforcing rather than replacing each other. Consider a hypothetical precinct with 100 electors, 10 of them voting for United Russia sincerely, and 15 within the framework of clientelistic exchange. The main opposition party gets 25 votes, and other parties, 5 votes. The remaining 45 voters do not turn out. If there were no clientelistic exchange, the number of absentees would reach 60 voters, with United Russia trailing the opposition party. Both circumstances are risky for United Russia because the extremely low turnout would be noticed by the local residents, making them infer that “nobody actually voted at all, and for United Russia in particular,” while the great advantage of the opposition party in the electorate would exert psychological pressure on the vote riggers, making them more likely to defect. Absent such circumstances, the vote counters would have no difficulty in adding 20 fictitious votes to United Russia, which leaves it with 45 votes compared to 25 for the main opposition party.

			The situation described above is hypothetical, yet it was purposefully modeled to represent some features of the 2011 national legislative elections. The main problem of United Russia in these elections was that in the absence of sufficient support, neither electoral fraud nor clientelistic exchange provided it with an overwhelming advantage over the official opposition, which was promptly characterized as a stunning electoral defeat by many observers. This was not the case in the majority of the 2007-2009 regional elections, as well as in the municipal elections of that period. The crucial factor that explains the observed difference is voter turnout. As a rule, regional and municipal elections evoked little interest in the electorate, as a result of which even modest additions to the sincere vote for United Russia were convertible into huge gains by the combination of electoral fraud and clientelistic exchange. In 2011, however, United Russia was able to achieve little more than a simple majority of parliamentary seats, and even this victory was won at the cost of severe reputation loss and subsequent political discontent. However, it is important to note that Russia’s authorities met the new challenges with a set of measures revealing their general confidence in the utility of the machine-based model of electoral politics.61 First and most importantly, the purely proportional electoral system used in the 2007-2011 elections was replaced with a mixed electoral system, with half of the deputies to be elected in single-member districts by plurality rule. Obviously, under the mixed system the role of clientelistic exchange in shaping the overall outcomes of elections will increase. Second, the system of gubernatorial appointment was replaced with a system of limited elections, allowing the voters to express their preferences on the de facto pre-approved candidates for governorship. Arguably, this measure can reinvigorate regional political machines. Third, it is possible that the strong linkage between United Russia and the governors will be relaxed by allowing some of the machines to operate under the auspices of Putin’s new political vehicle, the All-Russian People’s Front. Thus the nation-wide pattern of machine politics developed in the second half of the 2000s is likely to be accommodated to new political environments.

			Conclusion

			The concept of machine politics is important for our understanding of post-communist political developments. While clientelistic exchange hardly constitutes the core of electoral politics in the region, in some of the countries, as the example of Russia demonstrates, it became widespread and significant in terms of its impact upon overall election results. The birth of machine politics in Russia took place at the sub-national level of nascent democratic politics. Yet the formation of a nationwide political machine largely coincides with the rise of competitive authoritarianism. Indeed, the integration of the pre-existing networks of clientelistic exchange into the organizational structure of the monopolistic “party of power” was in itself an important factor of regime transformation in Russia. Therefore, clientelistic exchange and machine politics emerge as important items on the future research agenda. 

				So far, little empirical work has been done to understand machine politics in contemporary Russia. It is difficult even to assess with the necessary degree of precision the scope of clientelistic exchange in the country. Such an assessment, however, is essential not only for the study of political machines per se, but also for our wider understanding of Russia’s authoritarian elections, including the politically loaded problem of electoral fraud. It has to be recognized that the study of machine politics is difficult because of the covert nature of practices that constitute the phenomenon and for important methodological reasons, primarily due to the fact that the empirical distinction between club goods and particularistic goods poses an insurmountable problem for many research techniques that utilize aggregate data. This is not to say that such techniques are useless. In recent years, several scholars performed quantitative analyses aimed at uncovering the sources of United Russia’s superior performance in the 2003-2011 regional legislative elections,62 which resulted in some findings that can be viewed as evidence of the prominence of sub-national political machines in contemporary Russia. In particular, these studies contributed to a better understanding of indirect empirical indicators that can be productively employed for the study of machine politics in the post-Soviet world. Yet in the final analysis, unlike some other aspects of electoral behavior, clientelistic exchange cannot be adequately understood without a large amount of qualitative work in the field. 
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			Abstract: Moldova’s April 2009 mass unrest and the subsequent ouster of Vladimir Voronin’s Communist Party have become widely known as the country’s “Twitter Revolution,” which in turn is often cited as an example of the Internet promoting revolution and democratization in a hybrid regime, a political system combining elements of democracy and authoritarianism. A close analysis of these events, however, shows that social media played a secondary role at best. Instead, Moldova’s revolution is best understood as the product of a succession crisis that happened to hit the regime as the country was entering a sharp economic decline linked to the global financial crisis. The findings emphasize the risk of overestimating the Internet’s effects on regime change if researchers neglect the hard work of carefully tracing the actual processes by which nondemocratic regimes are ousted.

			In 2009, Moldova experienced a dramatic and violent political upheaval that broke the political machine of longtime president and Communist Party leader Vladimir Voronin and replaced it with a coalition known as the Alliance for European Integration. Much remains unclear about what actually happened. Reporters initially focused on the role of social networking websites,2 and the term “Twitter Revolution” gained wide currency as a moniker for this episode in Moldova’s history.3 But for an event that has become a common reference point for arguments about the Internet’s democratizing effects, and more generally for an event that is so dramatic in content and outcome, Moldova’s 2009 revolution is remarkably under-researched. We thus lack clear answers regarding the role of the Internet and, crucially, what lessons this case might hold for how social media might be expected to impact non-democratic regimes.

			Drawing on field work in Moldova both before and after the revolution, including face-to-face elite interviews and an examination of a wide range of media sources, the present article employs the method of process-tracing to construct an account of the chain of events preceding, constituting, and immediately following the April 2009 protests.4 This method reveals that Moldova’s revolution can best be explained not by social-media-driven activism, but instead first and foremost by a succession crisis that happened to hit as the country was just entering a sharp economic decline as a consequence of the global financial crisis. These two crucial factors, which boil down to public opinion and succession politics in the dominant political machine, are shown to have generated both the mass rioting and the subsequent ouster of the Communist Party that are often attributed to social media. The Internet’s effects on these events were marginal at best. This suggests that studies of social media’s impact on revolution5 must not only examine patterns in their use and the activities of their users, but crucially be embedded in rigorous and systematic study of the larger political context in which the Internet operates. Without this, we cannot hope to gain a true understanding of the extent of social media’s effects.

			Moldova’s “Twitter Revolution” and Theories of the Internet’s Effects

			Moldova, a country with a population of under four million citizens sandwiched between Romania and Ukraine, emerged from the USSR in considerable political chaos, including a civil war that resulted in the loss of its Transnistrian region after Russian troops intervened.6 Parliament eventually won a power struggle with the presidency in 2000, eliminating direct elections for president and deciding to choose the president itself in a vote that would require a supermajority of 61 of the body’s 101 members. The parliament deadlocked when it came time to select the next president, calling new parliamentary elections in 2001 to resolve the crisis. The Communist Party of the Republic of Moldova (PCRM) then surprised observers by surging from opposition to win a whopping 71-seat delegation, more than enough to install its own leader, Vladimir Voronin, in the presidency and also to fill the major posts of prime minister and parliamentary speaker. Voronin gradually closed Moldova’s political space, constructing an increasingly strong political machine that featured growing control over mass media (especially television), a tight relationship between power and business, and the reputed use of state force agencies for political purposes.7 But since opposition parties were allowed to exist and compete in the most important elections, including the 2009 parliamentary contest that is at the center of attention here, Moldova remained a classic “hybrid regime,” combining some significant elements of both democracy and authoritarianism.8

			Voronin ultimately lost power through a series of events that began with a sudden and dramatic outbreak of mass street protest against the results of the April 5, 2009, parliamentary election. The fact that many of the initial protesters used social media, especially Twitter, immediately captured the attention of international media and experts on the Internet’s role in politics. By one prominent journalistic account, groups of outraged youth organized a protest via Twitter and other social media, which attracted over ten thousand people “seemingly out of nowhere” into Chisinau’s streets, with the crowd eventually ransacking the building that houses Moldova’s presidency.9 A leading scholar focusing on the Internet’s political effects reported in a blog entry at the time that “Technology is playing an important role in facilitating these protests,” citing “huge mobilization efforts both on Twitter and Facebook” and the role that these played in gaining support from abroad.10 The most prominent scholarly article dedicated to these events provides mostly an overview, though puts Twitter in the article title and concludes that nearly 30,000 people had come out into the streets after “Word had been spreading rapidly via Twitter and other online networking services,” implying a strong mobilizational role for the Internet.11 The article that provides perhaps the most rigorous analysis of the Internet’s role in Moldova’s revolution downplays the focus on the country’s relatively few actual Twitter users but concurs with the general conclusion that various forms of social media were crucial, asserting that there was “no noticeable prior offline organization” that could explain the sudden uprising.12 This study concludes that such media were significant particularly in building a database of contact information for potential protesters, mobilizing the first flashmob that sparked the uprising, and winning support from outside by informing people inside and outside of the country.13

			There are some prima facie reasons to question these interpretations. For one thing, it is curious that the two reports most influential in establishing the term “Twitter Revolution” were written not by people who were on the ground in Moldova at the time, but by observers following the events from afar. And the sources they reported consulting as they posted their early accounts tended to be either from social media or online activists they managed to contact.14 Indeed, more generally one notices that the pieces advocating a major role for social media tend to look primarily at patterns of Internet use, devoting very little in the way of original research to the larger set of events both inside and outside the Voronin regime that may have produced its downfall or made it vulnerable to tweeting masses.15 Moreover, a few accounts exist that call into question either the role of social media or the revolutionary nature of Moldova’s April 2009 events as they unfolded, though mostly consist of commentary or passing references.16 Of course, Moldova sometimes comes up in scholarship on the post-Soviet “color revolutions,” considering whether the 2009 events are part of the series of regime overthrows that typically includes Ukraine’s Orange Revolution and Georgia’s Rose Revolution. But these works generally do not treat the Moldovan events in any depth.17 And finally, we must seriously consider the conclusions of many specialists on the Internet who have concluded that scholars frequently overestimate its political effects.18 The rest of this paper presents an examination of other forces at work in Moldovan politics and uses them to frame a reexamination of the Internet’s role in the 2009 revolution.

			Impending Presidential Succession: A Wrench in Voronin’s Political Machine

			To begin, it is helpful to consider another logic that might also have been working toward generating the kind of mass uprising we saw in Moldova in April 2009. As prior work has demonstrated looking at other countries, political machines centered on the authority of a single patron tend to become more vulnerable as moments of succession near.19 This is because, especially in societies like Moldova’s where informal politics dominates and tends to revolve around competition among rival political networks,20 the patron’s ability to enforce unity in his or her coalition weakens for at least two reasons. First, exiting the top post in the land casts doubt on the patron’s ability to follow through on promises and threats made prior to leaving office. Second, since political machines in such contexts tend to consist of a complex coalition of rival networks that the patron holds together, the prospect of succession tends to unleash competition because each network has incentive to seek the top post for itself and--at least as importantly--to avoid a rival network representative from obtaining it. 

			This prospect creates uncertainty that can lead elite networks either to hedge their bets or to gamble by betting on an opposition strategy, either way weakening the regime. The gambling strategy can consist of backing a network that is out of power at the time or breaking away from the regime and becoming the opposition. All these elite dynamics, in turn, can generate openings in the political opportunity structure and sources of logistical support for mass mobilization and create opportunities for it to impact politics in important ways.21 For this reason, public opinion – and associated struggles to win the hearts and minds of citizens – can become particularly influential in driving the fate of non-democratic machines during moments of succession. Since elite networks do not want to wind up on a losing side of such a struggle, they are more likely to abandon incumbent patrons and their hand-picked successors and to back opposition forces when they think the opposition already has “in hand” a significant resource in the form of public support that can be used to bring masses into the street and make it less credible to falsify elections.22

			Research reveals that many of these dynamics came into play when Voronin, with his 2005 reelection, entered his constitutionally final term as president. While he did not did not plan on leaving politics and hoped to still remain dominant beyond even after leaving the presidency, the fact that he was expected to exit the formal office meant two things. First, someone would need to replace him as president, which elites saw as potentially giving that someone a strong chance to emerge as Moldova’s next patron, especially as Voronin aged (he would turn 68 shortly after the 2009 election). Second, since Voronin had always ruled from the presidency, it was unclear whether he would be able to control the country to the same degree from another post, especially if his successor as president would have ambitions or his or her own.

			This uncertainty, understood by Voronin as well as many of those both inside and outside his administration, started to create several important problems for him and his political machine. For one thing, he and his advisors recognized that his leaving the presidency could open the way for a split between himself and the future president, even if the new president came from within his own party.23 In addition, there was the danger to his authority that such a split within Communist ranks could occur even before the 2009 elections for the parliament that would choose the next president. Should the president announce his preferences too soon, factions in Voronin’s system who were not chosen could try to use the parliamentary elections to stage a revolt. Thus Voronin pointedly refused to announce any choice of presidential successor in advance of the parliamentary election.24 One way he sought to deal with this was to make the formal presidential succession seem to be a minor event, taking pains to emphasize that by leaving the formal post of the presidency, he was not planning to stop being the country’s patron-in-chief. While he did not specify whether he would seek either the formal posts of parliamentary chair or prime minister, he did allow that: “I will remain chair of the party. And whatever my job title will be after the elections, the party will manage the parliamentary delegation, which will work under my leadership... If we win and get the necessary number of mandates, the party, in accordance with constitutional norms, will propose candidates for president and members of the government.”25 The subtext he sought to communicate here is that formal presidential succession would not affect the power of his political machine and thus that elites would be wasting their time breaking rank to compete for the country’s top formal executive posts.

			In the context of the upcoming presidential succession, therefore, the nationwide local elections of 2007 came to be seen as an important test of strength for the Voronin machine and the different forces considering challenging it or at least staking out distinct bargaining positions with it. These elections were hotly contested, and none more so than the race for the office of Chisinau mayor. This post had become vacant when the previous mayor, Serafim Urechean, resigned to lead his party’s new delegation in the parliament in 2005. But four successive elections to replace him had failed due to turnout so low that the elections were invalidated, some of which reflected opposition efforts to protest the way the election was conducted. Indeed, the fact that a hard-core opponent had been mayor for the Communists’ entire first term in power meant that the Communists were in a weak position locally to push through their own candidate, helping give public opinion substantial scope to play an important role there. In the fifth attempt in 2007, however, a Communist candidate was soundly defeated by a candidate who managed to capture the aspirations of anticommunist forces in the capital: Dorin Chirtoaca, a 28-year-old representative of the previously minor Liberal Party led by his uncle, Mihai Ghimpu, a longtime political activist and one of the leaders of the late Soviet-era national independence movement.26 The Liberals, who also won enough votes in the city council election to get Ghimpu elected chairman, attracted supporters of the national independence movement disenchanted with its former flag-bearer, the Christian Democratic People’s Party, which had surprised many of its members, as well as outside observers, by going into alliance with the Communists after the 2005 election.27 The Communists also failed to gain ground in other mayoral and council elections across the country in 2007, coming away with control of just 328 mayor’s offices out of 898 nationwide, down from 368 elected in 2003. The Communists’ main opponents, however, also lost ground as Urechean’s Our Moldova Alliance claimed just 155 mayors in its stable, down from 191 in 2003. The gains in the mayoral races were made by other, smaller parties, like Ghimpu’s Liberals and the Democratic Party.28 The picture was similar for the council races.29 The Communists were found to have deployed administrative resources at their disposal here, including media bias and voter intimidation.30

			The 2007 local elections had two major implications. First, they gave or confirmed various non-communist parties’ hold over some local administrative resources, especially those connected with mayoral offices. Crucially, key cities included Chisinau, where Chirtoaca was now in charge of sanctioning public protests and doling out various capital city funds. They also gained increasing control over local election commissions, which would make it even harder for the Communists to generate fraudulent results in the 2009 parliamentary elections and, in theory, could give some opposition forces the ability to manipulate results themselves.31 Second, the 2007 elections confirmed for most that the Communists were still not invincible despite the increasing repression during Voronin’s second term, and many concluded from the results that Voronin would not likely be able to secure a sufficient supermajority in the parliamentary elections to choose the presidency without needing any allies. This raised the expected gains to networks from challenging the Communists: One could reasonably hope to wind up with a “golden ticket” – the crucial votes needed to elect a president – or perhaps even a chance to force the Communists either out of power or to share at least one major executive post with a rival political network.32

			It is surely no coincidence that it was at this point that the Communists began to suffer a series of defections from their network. The first major figure from the Voronin network to go throughout the entire period of its rule was Prime Minister Vasile Tarlev, who after seven years of loyal service stepped down in March 2008.33 It remains unclear exactly why he resigned, and there is a strong case to be made that he was actually forced to do so by Voronin, who was present at his resignation and actually gave him a state honor.34 Whether or not resigning was his idea, Tarlev did not remain loyal or even quiet, but instead went into opposition and began preparing to challenge the Communists in the April 2009 elections. Asked in late 2008 about the reasons for his resignation, Tarlev volunteered that he came to feel Voronin would not be president for much longer, citing his age, and one way or other there would be a change in political generations. Tarlev, only 45, said he did not consider himself part of the old generation. He averred that he had a great deal to offer the country with his experience in business and government and alluded to what he perceived as broad support for him as a future leader among both ordinary people and elites. Queried as to why he opted to pursue his goals independently of the Communist network, he replied that there were different groupings within it that were bound to explode at some point, adding that Communism was also an idea of the past.35 Indeed, the last “Barometer” public opinion survey taken before Tarlev’s resignation found him to be the second-most trusted politician in Moldova with the faith of 40 percent of the population, behind only Voronin with his 44 percent. While the Communists were still revealed to be leading the parliamentary race among parties, a whopping 42 percent of those intending to vote declared that they had not yet decided which party to support, a situation that would surely look encouraging to someone in Tarlev’s position. And the survey also confirmed that there was vast uncertainty as to who would become the next president, with 66 percent not being able to provide a name, and the most mentions being given to parliamentary chair Marian Lupu (12 percent) and Tarlev (8 percent).36

			Certain big business networks were also reported to be backing opposition candidates as April 2009 approached, as is reflected in the appearance of people linked to major business figures (often called “oligarchs”) on opposition party lists. Least surprising was Chiril Lucinschi, the businessman son of former president Petru Lucinschi and a Voronin rival who had not succumbed to the incumbent political machine. Evidently reflecting a reconciliation between longtime Democratic Party leader and former parliamentary chairman Dumitru Diacov and the family of former president Lucinschi, the latter’s son Chiril wound up as the fifth candidate on the Democratic Party list. Lucinschi’s network could contribute, among other things, assets in mass media, including ownership of the TV 7 television channel that was generally not biased in favor of the Communists and sometimes broadcast reports friendly to the Democrats.37 The Liberal Democratic Party of Moldova was founded by Vlad Filat in 2007, who, as director of privatization under President Lucinschi in the second half of the 1990s, had major connections to big business and by some accounts had accumulated considerable personal wealth during his time in private business in the early 2000s. While Filat declared that his own contributions and party dues were enough to sustain the new party project, it quickly attracted some major business figures: Vice-president of the huge ASCOM corporate conglomerate Iurie Leanca appeared as the number ten candidate on Filat’s party list, and another major businessman, Calin Vieru, the son of a venerated poet, joined in the number seven slot.38 Another ASCOM vice-president, Anatol Salaru, appeared as the number-three man on the list of Ghimpu’s Liberal Party, surging in popularity after its impressive win in the Chisinau mayoral race. This strongly suggests that the ASCOM network of Anatol Stati, regarded by many as the richest business-based network operating in Moldova at the time and previously having made peace with the Communist machine, had moved into opposition to Voronin by backing two of the most potent rising opposition party projects.39 There were some figures who switched from opposition to backing the Communists at this time, such as Eduard Musuc, a former anticommunist Chisinau city council member who joined with the Communists to become city council chair replacing the Liberal Party’s Ghimpu, but these paled in comparison to the scale of defections away from Voronin by Tarlev and the ASCOM Group.40 

			Despite some key components starting to rattle off, Voronin’s machine was put into high gear as the April 5, 2009, parliamentary election neared. One Communist strategy was reportedly to use the opposition’s success in the last local elections against them: The central authorities could deny funds and other support to localities controlled by opponents, and then blame them for the consequent failures.41 As a concrete example, the Justice Ministry froze the accounts of the city of Chisinau, controlled by Liberal Party mayor Chirtoaca, more than once during 2008 and early 2009.42 This put Voronin in good position to make widely publicized tours of other regions, touting all the progress that had been made there in providing natural gas service, infrastructure, school repairs--a central part of his campaign strategy.43 The Central Election Commission ordered two parties to pull television advertisements that criticized the Communists.44 Prosecutors investigated Urechean and Filat during the final months of the campaign. Tarlev, the former prime minister, came in for special harassment: State officials initially let him know that they would not register a new party before the election, and when he responded by becoming formal leader of a preexisting party (the Union of Centrists), the Ministry of Justice found grounds for refusing to recognize him as its leader. First Deputy Prime Minister Igor Dodon also presided over a meeting with major enterprise representatives that removed Tarlev from his other main formal post, chair of the National Association of Producers.45 State and other procommunist media dragooned Tarlev, citing all kinds of reasons why Voronin had to get rid of him as PM,46 lambasted other opposition figures,47 and generally positively reported on the incumbent authorities,48 including trying to create a sense that it was inevitable that the Communists would win.49 Favorite themes included the economic progress of the country since 2001 and a general orientation toward the European Union, though with a dose of suspicion of Romania and a call for better relations with Russia, which was widely understood to have returned to backing Voronin.50 Electronic media that did not fall in line could be themselves accused of bias (as with Lucinschi’s TV751), be warned that their licenses would be revoked and their frequencies put up for bidding later (as with Chisinau’s PRO TV), or actually be shut down (as with the Romanian television channel TVR1).52

			The Liberals, Liberal Democrats, and Our Moldova Alliance campaigned hard against the Communists and, making the centerpiece of their campaigns breaking its monopoly on power and achieving European integration, jointly pledged that they would not vote with the latter under any circumstance.53 Filat’s Liberal Democrats’ central slogan was “vote without fear.”54 Liberal Party leader Ghimpu stressed that ensuring no defections to the Communists would occur required prioritizing loyalty (which some in the party characterized as personal loyalty to him) in composing the party list of candidates.55 Our Moldova Alliance chief Urechean expected a coalition to be the ultimate outcome, however.56 All blasted the Communist regime in their ads and interviews. Former PM Tarlev, dogged by state interference in his organization-building plans, ultimately did get on the ballot as the Centrist Union party list leader, campaigning for closer relations with Russia, multinational tolerance (himself being ethnic Bulgarian), and policies friendly to manufacturing.57 The Christian Democrats circulated negative information on rivals like Filat in an effort to salvage their Romania-oriented electorate and attempted to justify to their former voters why they had aligned with the Communists for the past four years.58

			Overall, as Voronin’s constitutionally final term as president wound to a close, we find significant fissures emerging in his power pyramid. Despite the PCRM’s relatively high public support relative to other parties, Moldova’s parliamentary system made it potentially profitable for major political networks to challenge the dominant one at this point in time. The challenges came because, even if an opposition coalition could not realistically hope to win complete control over Moldova’s parliamentarist system, it could still hope to deny the Communists the three-fifths majority they needed to choose the president without allies. They could thereby hope to force the chief patron into a deal that would cede them at least one of the chief formal executive posts and the opportunities that would entail for strengthening their own networks. What was emerging as the April 5, 2009, parliamentary elections approached, therefore, was a tough political battle. Voronin’s network had significant advantages in popularity and media control despite its second-most-popular figure and the country’s richest corporation moving into opposition, but opposition networks still could attract enough resources to mount significant resistance, aiming at least to deny the Communists the supermajority they needed to fill all three major executive posts. A preelection Barometer poll accordingly found that the Communists were in range of winning the three-fifths majority they sought, but that a great deal of uncertainty remained.59

			From Succession Crisis to Revolution: The Marginality of Social Media

			The ultimate result was in fact a “revolution” in the sense that the incumbent network was ousted at least in part through mass mobilization in the streets, though this revolution had little to do with the popular online social network that was sometimes cited as a central cause. The drama began on election night, when a Barometer exit poll, co-funded by USAID, indicated that the Communists had won 45 percent of the popular vote and thus 55 of the parliament’s 101 seats, enough to elect a prime minister and parliamentary speaker but short of the 61 needed to elect the president unassisted.60 As the Central Election Commission (CEC) processed the results overnight and began announcing preliminary vote totals, however, the Communists’ share was reported to be much higher, very close to 50 percent. As more votes were reported, the Communists total crept upward. With 94 percent of the ballots considered, the CEC reported on April 6 that Voronin’s party had won 49.91 percent and that it was likely to complete the counting by mid-day. When mid-day rolled around, the CEC announced that with almost all of the ballots counted (97.93 percent), the Communists were at 49.96 percent of the vote counted, enough to translate into 61 parliamentary seats--precisely the number that Voronin’s party needed to elect a president unilaterally.61

			What happened next is the subject of different interpretations. The “Twitter Revolution” interpretation has already been described. At best, this version of events leaves out some crucial pieces of the story. For one thing, rather than having appeared out of nowhere, post-election protests had in fact been planned and advertised by the main opposition parties long before the voting, in anticipation of fraud. Moreover, Chisinau city hall – controlled by Liberal Party mayor Chirtoaca – had actually approved it well in advance of election day, officially sanctioning post-election protests for the whole period April 6-20 at the request of the Liberal Democratic Party’s Filat. Many parties had announced their intention to protest then if they found fraud, and by one account protester tents were already being set up in anticipation two days before the voting.62 And this was advertised using “old-fashioned” television, specifically outlets controlled by power networks willing to challenge the Communists. Thus as early as March 26, Chiril Lucinschi’s TV7 network had broadcast opposition intentions to protest after the elections,63 and on election night itself, Filat appeared live on Chisinau-based PRO TV to remind citizens that his party had reserved the capital’s central square for protesting possible election fraud.64 

			Thus when reports emerged the next day that the Communists were suspiciously likely to win the precise number of seats they needed to control all major state posts despite exit polls saying they got fewer, upset voters already knew where to go to register their feelings, knew they would find supporters among at least three major parties, and knew these actions had the approval of city authorities. Overlapping with these initiatives, two youth groups called for a “Day of National Sorrow” and then a flash-mob late in the day on April 6, also in the center of Chisinau and also securing permission from the mayor’s office. One of the organizers of the youth protests, journalist Natalia Morar, avers that the youth organizers ceased to play a central role in events after the flash mob at 8:00 p.m. on April 6. Indeed, Filat appeared before the crowd after the flash mob and reiterated that he had secured permission from the mayor to hold demonstrations for the entire next two weeks, and opposition parties called on protesters to show up the next day (April 7) at 10:00 a.m. for a new round of protests.65 The announcement of the Communists likely winning 61 seats, which many considered an outrageous attempt at election manipulation, thus coincided with longtime protest planning and advertising by both political party organizations and youth groups using both traditional and nontraditional media, pulling thousands into the streets, but most returning home that evening.66

			On April 7, as opposition party leaders had called for, throngs again gathered in central Chisinau, reportedly in even greater numbers, but this time things took an ugly turn. Protesters clashed with police, throwing stones at, storming, and ransacking the buildings housing the presidency and parliament. They heaved computers and office equipment outside, setting them alight in a bonfire as police tried to disperse the crowd with a water cannon. Curiously culminating the event, the Romanian and European Union flags were hoisted atop the presidential building.67 Voronin and his allies lambasted their political opponents for causing the “bacchanalia,” accusing them of plotting with Romanian68 special services to destabilize Moldova.69 The government responded by imposing a visa regime on Romania,70 expelling Romanian journalists and diplomats,71 and arresting (among others) masses of protesters, Morar, and Gabriel Stati, son of the director of the ASCOM Group linked to Filat and Ghimpu in this election.72 Opposition leaders and sympathizers accused the Communists of using agents provocateurs to infiltrate the peaceful protest and instigate the violence to discredit the opposition, rally opinion against Romania, and create an outcry for stability instead of change. They pointed, for example, to video footage where a particular group can be seen appearing to start violent behavior and a videotaped statement by then-parliamentarian in the Communist fraction Vladimir Turcan (a former Interior Minister) that he personally arranged for a group of protesters to make their way through the heavily guarded upper floors of the presidential building to raise the EU flag atop it so as (he said) to create a sense that the event was over and get the crowd to disperse, implying that the protesters violated the agreement by also flying the Romanian flag.73 This did not end the protests, however. By some reports, financial department records housed in the presidential building happened to be burned in the process.74 

			While the true origins of the violence may never be established beyond doubt, the events did reveal that simply having crowds seize the building housing the main institutions of power does not itself constitute a revolution or a turnover in power. Instead, the key is when this causes the political machine itself to disintegrate, which effectively means the defection of elites in the power pyramid who are necessary to carry out a patron’s orders, especially those wielding the means of force. Such disintegration did not happen in Moldova in April 2009, with Voronin still recognized as the most popular and powerful patron in the country. Thus with his power pyramid intact despite the challenge, he was able by April 8 to reclaim the seized government buildings. Voronin announced afterwards, “One cannot declare war on one’s own children! And thus we made the decision to yield to them for one day everything that was for them so longed for: the offices of the president and of the speaker of parliament, the parliamentary meeting hall, and our telephones and computers. We made the decision to yield to them everything that for them exhausts their whole conception of state authority!”75

			The Communists did not claim their projected 61-seat supermajority, however. Despite having reported results with 97.93 percent of the ballots counted on April 6 and having promised – prior to the massive protests – that the few remaining ballots would be counted by lunchtime that same day, it took the Central Election Commission more than two full days, until the evening of April 8, to present results with 100 percent of the precincts accounted for. In the end, the Communists came away with only 60 seats, one short of the magic number 61. The same day, the CEC chair reportedly checked into the hospital with a heart problem.76 One interpretation is that the Communists backtracked on an original plan to manufacture a 61-seat majority under pressure from the protests. Such a concession may not have seemed too painful for Voronin since he had reportedly expressed confidence shortly beforehand that his party could attract or cajole at least one member of the opposition to back the Communist candidate for president if necessary.77 Indeed, the experience of 2005, when Voronin had successfully lured a relative abundance of defectors from the opposition camp, might have made this seem quite a reasonable calculation.

			The official explanation from the CEC for the counting delay and for the slip in the estimated number of Communist seats was that the remaining votes had been absentee ballots from abroad, which took time to count and which wound up going overwhelmingly to Ghimpu’s Liberal Party, enough so to drop the overall Communist seat count from 61 to 60.78 At least one independent analyst thought the official explanation most plausible, calling the slip from 61 to 60 mainly a technical matter of finally having all the ballots in hand and doing the math.79 And unsurprisingly, Communist strategist Tkaciuk, when asked to explain the change, cited the CEC explanation as valid.80 Ghimpu, whose Liberal Party benefited from the Communist loss of a seat, averred that the authorities had tried to claim the 61st seat for the Communists via fraud, but were thwarted not by the protesters but by Liberal Party observers in the foreign precincts.81 While plausible, none of these explanations would appear particularly compelling. The larger picture of events would seem to suggest there is at least a strong circumstantial case to be made that the opposition-organized protests may have in fact been decisive in persuading the incumbent authorities to accept a 60-seat delegation and to use other methods to get the additional vote for their presidential candidate.82

			Confident that he would obtain the 61st vote from one of the other parties’ lists, Voronin now had to decide how to allocate the three key executive posts among the many different factions and individuals in the PCRM network and potentially the defector(s) from the opposition he would need to co-opt. He chose for himself the position of parliamentary chair, which he formally occupied after the new parliament convened (but still keeping the presidency until his successor could be named). The aim of minimizing the chance of a presidential challenge to Voronin was also a chief consideration in his choice for successor as president: Zinaida Greceanii, the longtime Finance Ministry official who had risen through the governmental ranks to become Prime Minister after Tarlev resigned in 2008. The Communists’ chief strategist Mark Tkaciuk confirms that the choice of Greceanii was made in large part to avoid the possibility of a future split between Voronin (as parliamentary speaker) and the next president: This could best be achieved if the president were a non-party technocrat, someone without her own base in parliament that could be used to mount a serious challenge. Greceanii fit this bill perfectly, a respected expert in finance who had never been a PCRM member and was not regarded as a subpatron with her own strong set of personal loyalists or powerful backers other than Voronin’s core network.83 The Communists also hoped that as a technocrat who was not a member of the Communist Party, Greceanii would be seen by the opposition deputies as a compromise candidate worthy of their vote for president.84

			This choice of Greceanii for president meant, however, that Marian Lupu was passed over despite being widely considered a leading contender for the presidency. Lupu was a popular parliamentary speaker during 2005-09 who had become a party member in late 2005 and who was seen as building a strong network of his own within the Voronin pyramid. By some accounts, his growing group of supporters had come to include oligarch Vladimir Plahotniuc, who by some accounts saw Lupu as a likely successor to Voronin in the presidency.85 In opting for Greceanii for president, Voronin reportedly planned for Lupu, seen within the network as having presidential ambitions, to be prime minister instead.86 For the moment, Lupu accepted his pre-assigned fate and loyally voted for Greceanii on May 20 and June 3.

			Perhaps the most remarkable part of Moldova’s revolutionary episode – and one that proved decisive – is that the Communists in the end proved unable to gain a single vote from among the 41 deputies elected on the lists of the Liberal Party, Liberal Democratic Party, and the Our Moldova Alliance. Each of these parties managed to hold rank during two successive parliamentary votes for president, on May 20 and June 3. In each case, Communist candidate Greceanii got just 60 votes, one shy of the needed 61, thereby forcing new parliamentary elections for July. The Liberals and Liberal Democrats had refused to negotiate at all with the Communists leading up to these votes.87 While both parties also had prominent figures from the ASCOM Group high on their party lists, the son of this corporate conglomerate’s president had been arrested in the wake of the post-election protests, giving them special cause to keep the party line firm. Ghimpu explained his party’s lack of defections by his care in composing the party list so as to ensure loyalty.88

			Urechean, leader of the Our Moldova Alliance, similarly explained his party’s solidarity in the face of temptation by his caution in selecting candidates for his party’s 2009 list, inspired by experiencing the defections from his list in 2005 that allowed Voronin to keep the presidency. A key criterion for 2009, he averred, was that he had known each list member personally for a long time and had worked with them – these were core members of his network.89 Urechean admitted that he actually discussed the possibility of a deal with Voronin, but said that the only one he would have considered would have been with an opposition president.90 Communist strategist Tkaciuk asserts that Urechean in fact wanted Voronin to back Urechean for president.91 But the Communists had from the start ruled out any deal that would have given the opposition the presidency.92 The Communists reportedly offered many positions other than president and parliamentary chair to Urechean, and Urechean claims that at least one of his deputies was offered 2 million Euros for his vote while others were offered large apartments in Chisinau and even the post of deputy prime minister.93 But without the presidency, Urechean’s personal network in parliament stuck with the Liberals and Liberal Democrats. Since the voting in parliament was secret ballot, the three opposition parties opted not to actually vote against the Communist candidate, but instead to go so far as to keep their own deputies physically out of the parliamentary hall during the voting to make sure that none of them could covertly slip a vote for the Communists into the urn in return for a payoff. To ensure each kept the deal to stand firm, Ghimpu, Filat, and Urechean met “constantly” to coordinate, a practice they were to maintain for the early elections that ensued in July.94

			Voronin regrouped his forces. He secured Greceanii’s reelection as prime minister so as to keep her in good position for the next presidential election, and kept both the parliamentary speakership and the presidency for himself. Perhaps in an effort to show opposition parties what bargaining with the Communists can yield, he also made Christian Democrat leader Iurie Rosca deputy prime minister in charge of the ministries of defense, interior, and justice as well as potentially lucrative patronage posts.95 Perhaps also hoping to enhance the chances of these allies of his to make it into parliament, the threshold for winning seats was reduced from 6 percent to 5 percent.96 The Communists also unleashed a blistering campaign for the early July elections that Tkaciuk summarized as having one main theme: The Communists are for an independent Moldova while their opponents are enemies of Moldova.97 Media controlled by the authorities and their allies, as well as Voronin himself and official party ads, appeared almost hysterical in portraying dire threats from Romania, organized crime, and revolutionary disorder that the opposition were said or implied to represent, all symbolized by dramatic video images of the April 7 violence in Chisinau that culminated in the flying of the Romanian flag atop Moldova’s presidential building. The Communists depicted themselves as the saving force of stability and order.98 These themes were summarized in a special film called “Attack on Moldova” that was broadcast on the NIT network.99 New Deputy Prime Minister Rosca engaged in a crackdown on campaign finance violations.100 Gabriel Stati, son of the ASCOM Group president and a big businessman in his own right, along with ASCOM’s security director were kept in jail.101 Even the Liberal Party mayor of Chisinau, Dorin Chirtoaca, was detained by police at one point.102 Some foreign election observers identified with “colored revolutions” were sent home, with authorities citing a lack of proper accreditation.103 This time, Voronin boasted, the Communists could get as many as 80 percent of the seats in parliament.104

			But the opposition’s stunning success in denying the Communists a single vote – in a land where many assumed anyone could be bought – arguably dealt the fatal blow to Voronin’s power pyramid, setting in motion a chain of succession-related events that led to its crumbling and the culmination of Moldova’s revolution. Most dramatic was the defection of two more major elites in Voronin’s system, the oligarch Vladimir Plahotniuc and former parliamentary speaker Marian Lupu. Passed over for the presidency by Voronin in favor of Greceanii, Lupu announced just one week after Greceanii’s final defeat that he was leaving the Communist Party.105 Lupu explained in an interview that the Communists no longer had anything to offer him had he stayed in the party, and confirmed that Voronin had calculated correctly by choosing Greceanii in that Lupu would not have been just a symbolic president of the kind Voronin wanted, which would have been a threat to key figures in the Communist Party’s leadership.106 Lupu also emphasized in this interview and publicly that he and Voronin had developed deep differences in worldviews over the years, culminating with what he called the Communists’ “very aggressive” and “nondemocratic” actions following the April 7 events that replaced the pro-European and democratic agenda he had earlier pursued within the party.107 Implicitly recognizing the importance of elite expectations in driving behavior at this pivotal moment, Lupu added in one public statement: “We should not remain victims of rumors about the omnipotence of the Communist Party – it is strong only so long as we are afraid to stand up against it, and it is weak while certain in imagining itself as the only competent fundamental political force in this country. The April events showed that it is very vulnerable, particularly in moments when the scenario goes out of control. It becomes hysterical, incapable of cold-bloodedly and with honor resolving political conflicts.”108 Asked in two separate instances why he did not leave the party earlier, he replied that he had felt a sense of obligation to the party for having given him his political career, and that this duty was fulfilled with his complete support of the election campaign that had just ended.109

			Big businessman Plahotniuc had reportedly backed Lupu within Voronin’s machine to be the president’s successor, and when Voronin passed Lupu over, entered into negotiations with political veteran Dumitru Diacov about joining and reinvigorating Diacov’s Democratic Party – which had gotten just 3 percent of the vote in the April election – together with Lupu. Diacov later confirmed that Plahotniuc played a key role in his recruiting Lupu, who shortly after leaving the Communists indeed joined Diacov’s Democrats in a move that dramatically shook up the political landscape.110 Diacov said that the idea from the start had been to push Lupu for president and that a deal to back Lupu would not have been possible had he remained in the Communist Party.111 Explaining his choice for the Democrats, Lupu said that ideally he could build a new party of his own, but there was no time or money. The Democrats offered not only a developed regional network, but crucially agreed to allow Lupu to really take over the party, not only leading the candidate list but installing other people from his personal network in key party posts so that he could actually take it over as party leader.112 As for others that courted him, Lupu said, Filat’s Liberal Democrats would not cede real control over the party (only backing him as presidential candidate and as top of the candidate list) while others were not consistent with the left-centrist stance he shared with the Democrats.113 While Plahotniuc – who among other things controlled the large Prime TV network – remained deep behind the scenes at this point, the public fusion of Lupu with the Democrats made the Democrats a new center of political gravity expected to win a delegation in the next parliamentary elections and accordingly generated a series of defections of regional elites from other small parties and mid-level technocrats.114 Relatively few Communist elites joined in, however.115 There was some notable wavering among mass media after the April election stalemate, with the state-owned Moldova 1 television network broadcasting much more balanced news programming than previously, though in the final weeks of the campaign its reporting returned to its old form.116

			The Communists, with their political machine at full throttle as more important pieces were spinning off, thus now faced four viable opponents in the party competition, each mounting fierce attacks on the Communists in their political advertisements with significant administrative support (oligarchic groups, some media, some local administrations) in a very uncertain political environment.117 The three party leaders who had held out together in April and May continued their close cooperation, deciding to run separately but as a unified team that would once again refuse to compromise with the Communists.118 While Lupu’s reinvigorated Democrats also pledged not to vote for a Communist president,119 many observers (including the other anticommunist parties) treated them with some suspicion, wondering if Lupu’s defection was not part of an elaborate Communist plot to collect the necessary 61 votes through two parties instead of one, meaning that Lupu would rejoin his Communist colleagues in coalition after the voting.120 

			Meanwhile, the economy continued to deteriorate in the wake of the global financial crisis, and a wave of bad economic news came out as the mid-year point came and went prior to the election.121 So bad was this news that the Communist-controlled government slashed the budgets of state institutions by 20 percent, including to local state administrations, which in turn often cut the salaries of their employees, causing embarrassment for PM Greceanii just a week before the crucial election.122 Surely this must also have reduced incentives for local leaders to carry out any election shenanigans at Communist orders. And this happened despite Voronin’s meeting Russian Prime Minister Vladimir Putin in Moscow and, claiming to have been a victim of an attempted colored revolution, securing a $500 million credit to shore up the economy.123 The Communists nevertheless continued to make social promises, including financial assistance for agriculture.124

			When election day rolled around, the Communists claimed about four percent more of the vote than was reflected in the internationally funded Barometer exit poll,125 but their official share of the ballots nevertheless slipped to 45 percent, which proved enough only for 48 parliamentary seats, three votes shy even of a simple majority. The other parties to win seats now included not only the Liberals (15 percent), Liberal Democrats (17 percent), and the Our Moldova Alliance (7 percent), but also the resurgent Democratic Party (13 percent). Together, these four parties secured 53 seats. Rumors soon flew of Voronin promising large personal payments to Lupu, Diacov, and other Democratic Party deputies in a desperate bid to cling to power, since together their two delegations would have mustered exactly the 61 votes to fill all the country’s major executive posts. By some accounts, the Communists were even ready to cede the presidency so long as Voronin could keep the speakership.126 But Lupu dispelled any doubts that he was a “Voronin project” by sticking with the other opposition parties to reject any Communist offers and instead form a four-party coalition dubbed the “Alliance for European Integration” (AEI). According to the deal, Filat, whose Liberal Democratic Party got the most votes, had his pick of posts and opted for the prime ministership, while Ghimpu was to get the parliamentary speakership, with Urechean accepting a lesser post of first deputy parliamentary speaker due to his party’s weak showing. Lupu became the AEI’s candidate for president. Most importantly for the AEI, even before they could elect their own president, Voronin left that office in September, replaced by new parliamentary speaker Ghimpu as acting president pending what the AEI hoped would be Lupu’s eventual election.127 After another parliamentary election, this one in late 2010, the stage was finally set for Moldova to elect a new president: The AEI induced a small group of deputies to defect from the Communist Party and vote for Nicolae Timofti, widely regarded as a relatively neutral compromise figure, who became president in 2012. 

			Conclusion

			Voronin’s resignation and the installation of Timofti represented the Communists’ ouster and the culmination of Moldova’s 2009 revolution. This was a revolution that had much more to do with elite network coordination and succession politics within the political machine than with Twitter or any other new social media. Voronin’s expected presidential succession had combined with the centrifugal incentives that the parliamentarist constitution gave other networks to undermine his machine. But the public at large also played a role through the mass mobilization of April 7 and their patterns of support that influenced how many parliamentary seats each elite group could claim, enabling the opposition to dramatically stand down the Communists and, by denying them a single parliamentary vote, shake widespread expectations of Voronin’s future dominance and ultimately shatter them in the July 29, 2009, election as the rapid onset of economic crisis took its toll on the incumbent authorities’ support. 

			These findings suggest, at a minimum, that researchers must exercise caution in attributing causal impact to factors that might be highly accessible and exciting to outside observers, such as patterns visible to those looking in online throughout the world in social media. They also underscore the importance of accompanying studies of the Internet’s influence with deep and careful tracing of political processes inside the political machines as well as outside of them, lest such research miss the much harder to see but vitally important intra-regime elite dynamics that can be crucial in supplying the political opportunity structure that can drive outcomes themselves and that often determines when protest (and social media) become visible or influential in the first place.
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			Abstract: This case study looks at the evolution of the political machine built in the Republic of Tatarstan, one of the notable subnational units of the Russian Federation.The study reviews the key features of the republican political system as it was constructed under its first president Mintimer Shaimiev and explores the sources of its durability, explaining the longevity of the system after Shaimiev’s departure.The study highlights the role of center-periphery interaction and the flexible tactics employed by the local elites with the aim of taking advantage of the changing political environment and opportunities arising in the federal center.To ensure the survival of its political machine,  Tatarstan is increasingly relying on federal funds to finance regional and national mega-projects undertaken in the republic.

			Observers have long noted that local politics vary considerably both in nationally democratic and authoritarian settings.2 The greater systematic integration of subnational and multi-level research into comparative politics is a more recent endeavor and today there is a growing body of scholarship that makes use of subnational analysis in Brazil, Argentina, Russia, India, China, and other countries.3 

			The recent literature on subnational political diversity can be roughly categorized into two groups. One set of scholars has treated subnational polities as autonomous political units and, taking inspiration from national-level studies, has focused on internal and external variables responsible for varying regional political dynamics. Scholars working on Russian regions, for example, brought attention to the role of historical legacies,4 formal and informal institutions,5 and foreign aid6 in shaping subnational regimes. The second group has emphasized the peculiarity of subnational politics as something that occurs within the context of a larger national political scene. Scholars of Latin American politics have, for example, been more analytically cognizant of the fact that subnational political units, being part of a national polity, are influenced by their interaction with the federal government.7 Gibson’s theory of “boundary control”8 and Gervasoni’s analysis of the role of fiscal transfers in maintaining subnational authoritarianism9 are representative of the approaches that take into account the centrality of center-periphery dynamics for explaining political variation across regions. 

			The scholars of Russian regions have never denied the influence of the federal center on regional politics, observing that such influence has increased during the 2000s as the Kremlin tried to integrate regional elites under the “power vertical” and noting the unintended consequences of the Kremlin’s cadre policies on regional political regimes.10 No influential generalizations have yet emerged from the studies of the Russian regions that would take into account this peculiar, “nested” character of subnational politics – a system operating within and interacting with a larger system of power.11 The opportunities for cross-regional conversation in the face of theoretical advancements made with the use of empirical data in other regions remain wide open as well. Considering such opportunities, this study makes a small step toward engaging one of the findings on center-periphery dynamics made outside Russia. 

			Of particular interest is Gervasoni’s rentier theory of subnational regimes that highlights the role of fiscal revenues in determining differences in regional political systems in federal states. Regions that receive fiscal rents (for example, in the form of federal transfers), Gervasoni argued, can enjoy the benefits of spending without the political costs of taxing. Thus, he found that in Argentina the smaller and less developed regions benefitted politically from federal transfers that allowed the rulers to build extensive patronage networks, dependent publics and weaken democratic contestation.12 

			Given Russia’s economic growth in the first decade of the 2000s and the expanding federal transfers as the Kremlin initiated a variety of national projects and supported regional ones, it seems plausible to expect that fiscal rents are an important factor shaping regional politics in Russia as well. Based on this intuition, in this study I bring attention to a single case of a notable subnational political machine in the Russian Federation that could be viewed through a “rentier theory” of subnational regimes and that provides the rationale for extending this theory beyond the universe of smaller and less developed regions in the country that provided original data for this theory. I highlight the role of center-periphery interaction and specific tactics employed by local authoritarian incumbents to consolidate the position of the ruling elite. The extraction of federal resources has been an important tactic, I argue, that has allowed for maintaining and stabilizing the operation of the political machine even in the face of important challenges, such as that of political succession in a highly personalized system of power.

			The case explored in this study is the Republic of Tatarstan, one of the subnational units that has long positioned itself as a model-builder in center-periphery relations in the Russian Federation.13 During the last two decades, Tatarstan operated through the use of machine politics, the type of politics that evolved in various other regions of Russia during the 1990s, including Bashkortostan, Oryol, Mordovia, Kalmykia and even the capital city of Moscow. Most of these regional machines, however, were dismantled in the 2000s, while Tatarstan stands out as a relatively unique case, having undergone a leadership transition but able to maintain its political system intact, preserving social, political and economic stability as well as the permanence of property rights in the republic.14 This study tries to uncover the reasons for the relative durability of Tatarstan’s political machine in a period when many other regional machines have crumbled.15

			The article is divided into three parts. In the first part, I define the concept of political machine and review its application in the studies of the post-Soviet region. Then, I review the key features of Tatarstan’s political system as it operated under Mintimer Shaimiev, the first president of the republic, who founded the republican machine and served as its first chief operator. I describe the internal strategies and institutions that ensured political control of elites and the masses as well as external strategies employed by the republican elite vis-à-vis the Kremlin. The third part uses the case of Tatarstan to explore the adaptability and durability of the post-Soviet regional political machine, focusing on the republican elites’ reaction to Putin’s centralization policies and the circumstances of leadership change in Tatarstan. I argue that the longevity of the republican political machine is explained by its political flexibility and clever adaptation to the changing political environment, which allowed it to benefit from opportunities arising in the center. As Russia entered the new millennium with the new discourse of rebuilding and centralizing the state, Tatarstan’s elites adapted successfully by shifting away from the rhetoric of autonomy and sovereignty and promoting the more politically neutral rhetoric that emphasized modernization, innovation, and economic diversification, issues that became especially salient during Dmitry Medvedev’s presidency. Such adaptation and Tatarstan’s continuing reliance on the practice of negotiations with the federal center allowed the regional elites to take advantage of vast federal resources allocated for national and regional “mega-projects.” The resultant inflow of massive federal funds into the republic, in turn, allowed for the upkeep of the political machine that has survived a serious challenge of political succession without visible disruptions. 

			Political Machines: American Experience and Beyond 

			In the most general sense, the concept of “political machine” can be defined as an “organization capable of delivering a vote with mechanical regularity.”16 The early studies of the most famous political machines in American cities, such as Chicago and New York, and such Southern states as Virginia and North Carolina have provided a wealth of data as to the central elements and the “inner logic” of such machines.17 Similar patterns of political operation were later found in many developing nations that revealed machine-like traits of building political loyalties based on material self-interest.18 

			These earlier studies of machine-based politics suggest several key features of such form of politics. First, a political machine represents a political organization that works to generate broad and continuous support for its own regeneration. Second, central to generating such broad and continuing support is patronage, i.e. distribution of spoils from political office to “machine workers” (“honest graft” in the words of George W. Plunkitt, a member of the Tammany Hall machine in New York at the turn of the century). And, third, one of the key mechanisms of getting the vote is a personalized material reward or a threat of punishment.19 

			The post-Soviet region has registered more recently as a place of operation for political machines as analysts noted the ability of particular leaders to deliver votes predictably both during regional and national elections. The concept has illuminated analyses of Kuchma’s Ukraine20 and politics in Russia and its regions.21 These studies discuss in detail the practices and institutions allowing regional governors to maintain political control in the 1990s and thereby provide comparative perspective on political machine operations in various regions at various times.

			In his analysis of the origins of regional political machines in Russia’s regions, Hale resorted to historical institutionalism, arguing for the importance of Soviet legacies and the existence of path-dependence in determining the locations of power and resource concentration. Hale argued that “the USSR created certain “pliable populations” that remained highly dependent on the state and that thus proved to be quite manipulable by regional authorities.”22 Clientelistic ties reflecting the voters’ dependence on the authorities have become especially important in the realms of ethnicity and agriculture, two spheres that underwent the least institutional change in the post-Soviet period.23 These insights are fully supported by Matsuzato’s analysis of Tatarstan’s machine politics that highlights ethnic and rural factors in building the republican political machine, as well as earlier observations made by local political analysts.24 At the same time, these two factors might not be the only ones making a polity conducive for machine politics. More general characteristics of the post-Soviet institutional environment and political culture might be conducive to machine politics, as Brie argues in his study of Moscow’s urban machine.25 In a more detailed study of machine politics operation in Russia, Frye, Reuter and Szakonyi identify workplace as a key site for political mobilization and argue that mobilization is easier and happens more often in “large, financially dependent firms in sectors characterized by asset immobility or slack labor markets whose managers are ‘core’ supporters of the regime.”26 This analysis suggests that besides the rural factor and ethnicity, political machines in such regions as Tatarstan and Bashkortostan were enabled by a particular economic strategy of delayed reforms (the so called “soft entry into the market”) and controlled privatization. Having many industrial enterprises owned by or dependent on the state proved politically expedient for the regional political machines. 

			 All these studies converge on the observation that patronage is the central mechanism underpinning machine politics, including all post-Soviet regional political machines in Russia. Patronage is important in this system of political organization in several ways. First, it underlies all inter-elite exchange. State officials, in exchange for their jobs and all the enrichment opportunities they obtain with their public posts, have to deliver electoral support for the machine. Rounding up votes becomes one of their most important tasks in the system.27 Second, as in the case of Virginia’s Byrd machine in V.O. Key’s brilliant description, to be successful, the machine needs to be allied with the most important business and financial interests of the state. In such situations, “The leading citizens of each community – the banker, the preacher, the lawyer, the doctor, the merchants and often the newspaper owners whose self-interest dictates a deep concern about the way in which the government is fulfilling its responsibilities to the community which they live – surrender their self-interest…”28 In fact, in the post-Soviet cases, because these “leading citizens” owe their positions to the machine and depend on it, whether for contracts or administrative, judicial and legal support, they also work along with state officials on mobilizing electoral support for the machine. As in the case of machine politics in American cities and regions, this system of political organization relies on tight connections between political and economic elites. Such linkages have been studied in the post-Soviet context using concepts of “crony capitalism,”29 “municipal capitalism,”30 and “oligarchy.”31 

			Patronage is also important in the relations between the elites integrated into the political machine and the electorate. Especially in the 1990s, unaccustomed to the harsh realities of the market, Russian voters longed for safety and protection. In the context when the Kremlin initiated and promoted market reforms, regional rulers represented the authorities of the “last resort” who were forced to take upon themselves the task of protecting the population from the exigencies of the market.32 Indeed, those regional authorities who were able to claim more autonomy from the center and could rely on a more solid economic basis, often did promote more socially-oriented programs, devising special programs of privatization and advancing the concept of a ”soft” entry into the market. Such strategies were undertaken in Tatarstan, Bashkortostan and Moscow city - economically strong regions that wielded considerable autonomy from the federal center. Furthermore, in some cases, regional authorities could even extend more particularistic material privileges, such as additions to pensions, salaries of public sector employees and one-time payments to young families for the birth of a child (dubbed as “luzhkovskie” after Mayor Yury Luzhkov) in Moscow or additional privatization vouchers received by residents of Tatarstan as a result of a special republican privatization program, as well as small additions to pensions disbursed in the weeks prior to elections. Regional authorities, of course, used such special “carrots” to appeal to the regional population and build support for the machine. It would be inaccurate to suggest that such particularistic material rewards were directly responsible for the voting results, as was argued in the cases of American political machines that allegedly relied primarily on particularistic goods to gain electoral support.33 A more complex mix of propaganda, Soviet electoral legacies, traditional rural reverence for authority, administrative pressure in the work place and outright fraud were responsible for the voting results in post-Soviet political machines.34 

			With Putin’s arrival to the presidency, the regional autonomy that had been conducive to the creation of regional political machines during the 1990s was deemed a threat to national unity. Under Putin, the Kremlin started extensive federal reforms seeking to harmonize federal and regional legislation, and standardize the federal center’s relations with regions by establishing more homogenous policies and regulations. These centralizing policies indicated the president’s will to control regional governors and construct the infamous “vertical of power” on the national level. In effect, Putin decided to construct a nation-wide political machine making “vote delivery” into the central assessment criteria for gubernatorial replacements.35 It is also clear that Putin himself sought to integrate regional political machines into the national vertical of power rather than destroy them completely. The most notable regional machines, led by powerful regional heavyweights, such as Luzhkov, Shaimiev, Bashkortostan’s Murtaza Rakhimov, Oryol’s Egor Stroev, and Sverdlovsk’s Eduard Rossel, survived Putin’s first presidency as their leaders stayed in power in the first decade of the 2000s. 

			This situation changed under the presidency of Medvedev who initiated a policy of rejuvenating the gubernatorial corpus. It was under Medvedev’s supervision that Kremlin-appointed functionaries replaced most notable regional heavyweights. Rossel and Stroev left their posts in 2009; Rakhimov, Shaimiev, and Luzhkov were forced out in 2010.36 In almost all of these cases, the leaders were replaced by outsiders to the regional political machines. Alexander Kozlov, a deputy minister of agriculture, replaced Oryol’s Stroev; Alexander Misharin, a deputy transport minister, replaced Rossel, Rustam Khamitov, the manager of the state-owned hydroelectric power company RusGydro, replaced Rakhimov. These replacements frequently were accompanied by investigations, which, in the cases of Stroev, Rossel and Rakhimov led to the arrests of the former governors’ team members. Such a systematic approach to these regional machines reveals that the federal center intended not only to rejuvenate regional cadres, but to remake the regional structures of power by destroying local political loyalties and installing new leaders who would be more dependent on, and loyal to, the Kremlin. These actions essentially destroyed most of the regional machines constructed in the 1990s, opening political space for greater competition on the regional and municipal levels in Russia and inadvertently undermining the federal political machine.37  

			The Republic of Tatarstan stands out in this context as a region, where despite the replacement of the regional chief, the regional political machine has survived and appears to be thriving. Shaimiev’s replacement – Rustem Minnikhanov – is the former president’s closest associate who had served as republican prime minister for over ten years, becoming one of the central figures in Tatarstan’s political system. Minnikhanov’s appointment as Tatarstan’s president revealed that the Kazan and Moscow Kremlins reached yet another compromise solution and the republican political regime did not undergo a complete “reset” as most other regional regimes have. The roots of this compromise are to be sought in the past, although understanding the longevity of the machine also requires knowledge of the present strategies of the republican leadership. 

			Tatarstan’s Flexible Political Machine

			The Republic of Tatarstan has produced an example of an effective and successful regional political machine characterized by a high degree of electoral control, relatively high economic and administrative effectiveness, relative social stability, and recognition from the federal center. The machine constructed in the 1990s38 has proved to be quite resilient, as it weathered serious political challenges associated with Putin’s centralizing federal reforms, the two economic crises of 1998 and 2008 and, more recently, the leadership transition. The key to such resilience is the ideological adaptability displayed by the republican elites and their commitment to the practice of negotiating with the federal center in search of compromise solutions. Over the last two decades, the machine’s ideological modus operandi has transformed from a search for greater autonomy and sovereignty to a search for more financial resources to be “repatriated” into the republic from the federal center. By flexibly adapting to the new political environment of the 2000s, Tatarstan was able to align its interests with those of the federal center and reap the financial and political benefits of such alignment that helped to perpetuate the republican political machine. 

			Below I review the main pillars of the republican political machine as it was constructed in the 1990s, noting how each of the pillars comprised either the “intra-elite” or the “elite-mass” components of the machine. In the following section, I explore the nature of changes in Tatarstan’s political machine and a discursive shift in the republic’s engagement with the federal center as the elites abandoned autonomy-seeking rhetoric replacing it with a more politically neutral language and a pragmatic focus on “milking” the center for federal funds.   

			Ideology

			The central ideological basis for constructing an autonomous political machine in Tatarstan was provided by the “parade of sovereignties” that unfolded in the Soviet Union starting in 1988. Spearheaded by the union republics of the USSR, including the Russian Federation’s “declaration of sovereignty” on June 12, 1990, the parade of sovereignties reflected an autonomy drive on the part of the constituent units of the Soviet Union in the context of the liberalizing and decentralizing political environment. The arguments made by Soviet and Russian leaders provided a basis for the sense of entitlement on the part of constituent units of the Russian Federation as well. Tatarstan was one of the most politically active republics (along with Bashkortostan, Tyva and Sakha) that followed the Russian and other Soviet republics’ steps in claiming political and economic autonomy and declaring sovereignty, though stopping short of reaching for outright independence as was attempted by Chechnya. Along with Chechnya, Tatarstan refused to sign the 1992 Federal Treaty, instead demanding a bilateral treaty between Moscow and Kazan. The two sides signed such a treaty in February 1994, laying the groundwork for subsequent treaties between the federal government and other constituent units of the Russian Federation.39

			The arguments underpinning the regional drive for sovereignty combined two foci: national self-determination and democracy. On the subnational level this combination was reflected in the idea that federalism represented a “territorial carcass of democracy.”40 For Russia’s regional governors and republican presidents this was not a newly invented discourse but merely an adaptation of Russia’s own claim in the context of the Soviet Union to Russia’s subnational context. Given the broader context of a political rivalry between the Russian and Soviet state authorities in 1990-1991, Russia’s regions obtained a rather unique opportunity to further their own autonomy claims.41 Tatarstan’s authorities led this process, demonstrating an acute understanding of the opportunities and limits involved in the political situation of the early 1990s, successfully taking advantage of the opportunities, while not pushing over the limits.  

			This ideological basis was made into an important foundation for machine politics as the elites framed an argument about the benefits from republican sovereignty accruing to all residents (sometimes even “citizens”)42 of Tatarstan, thus seeking popular support not only from ethnic Tatars, but also from Russians and other nationality groups residing in the republic. This ideology provided the elites with legitimacy and enabled a strong elite-mass linkage, an important element of Tatarstan’s political machine.

			Institutions 

			Institutions have been important for building the intra-elite aspect of the republican political machine. Thus, in his analysis of Tatarstan’s politics, Matsuzato highlighted the mechanism of intra-elite exchange sustaining the republican political machine. Using the concept of “centralized caciquismo,” he described the role of meso-elites - the local chief executives in the republic’s rayons – as crucial for maintaining the political system. The president controls the local chief executives through the appointment mechanism, but also ensures their electoral mobilization capabilities by requiring them to run in the parliamentary elections on the republican level, as well as supervising local council elections.43 Therefore, the meso-elites have to develop their own “mini-machines,” enabling them to reach out to the electorate and organize voting results, first for themselves and then for their patron, the republican president. Their ability to win public support for themselves reveals their capacity to mobilize votes for their patron. So the meso-elites are also engaged in building their own clientele, which usually consists of the directors of state-controlled and even some private enterprises, as well as the directors of schools, hospitals, farms, and any other organizations that have public employees.44 These officials depend heavily on the good will of rayon chiefs for the well-being of their firms and institutions and frequently even for their positions. In short, the republican-level pyramid of power consists of many “mini-pyramids” built on the rayon level, so the upkeep of the republican level political machine is very much a collective endeavor.45  

			In his analysis of Virginian politics, Key had noted that “[T]he vitality of the machine and its long record of electoral success may rest in part on the hesitancy of the high command to outrage the sensibilities of the rank and file of the machine […] by forcing the nomination of unacceptable persons for state office.”46 Given the importance of the aforementioned “mini-pyramids,” it is not surprising that Tatarstan’s machine has similar features reflected, for example, in the practice of selecting rayon chiefs from among the local elites rather than bringing outsiders in.47 At the same time, as in Virginia, Tatarstan also relies on a “tightly articulated hierarchy of power” about which Shaimiev boasted when commenting on Putin’s reforms and his attempt to build a nation-wide vertical of power.48   

			Both Hale and Matsuzato noted the role of the unreformed agricultural sector in the operations of the republican political machine.49 The domination of rural elites with a particular traditional worldview and more traditional and particularistic social practices has been a long-standing feature of the political regime in Tatarstan.50 The role of the rural electorate – more dependent and manipulable – for getting the voting results desired has also been indispensable.51 Perhaps recognizing that (or out of his own rural background-based beliefs and predispositions), Tatarstan’s first president had consistently promoted protectionist policies in the agricultural sector, arguing for the republic’s need to be self-sufficient in basic products, such as grain.52 Although not all of his policies were successful, as is visible now, Tatarstan’s agricultural sector has stayed afloat even as many other regions in Russia have failed to maintain theirs.53

			Control over the media is another important element of the political machine in Tatarstan that has played an important role in shaping “elite-mass” relations. While on the national level in the 1990s Russia had a very competitive and largely free media, Tatarstan’s authorities controlled the republican media through ownership, personnel decisions and, if all else failed, repression.54 There were a few oppositional newspapers in the republic such as Vechernyaya Kazan (in Russian); but the newspapers popular among the rural publics, for example, in Tatar language, were heavily censored and promoted pro-republican views.55 The republican TV also was not a place for political debates and criticism of the authorities, but rather a mechanism for promoting attitudes deferential to the republic’s leaders. Similar to other post-Soviet machines, media control played an important role for producing electoral results by shaping public opinion long before the elections themselves. Just like Virginia’s “little oligarchy” in the 1920-60s, elites in Tatarstan were very concerned that the republican and local media demonstrate “a sense of honor, an aversion to open venality, a degree of sensitivity to public opinion, a concern for efficiency in administration, and, as long as it does not cost much, a feeling of social responsibility.”56 

			These republican-level institutions – the role of meso-elites in maintaining the regime and control over media – are not the most unique institutional features of Tatarstan’s political machine. Similar institutions are to be found in the neighboring Bashkortostan, especially under its first president.57 What is more unique relative to other regions is the extent to which the republican elites in Tatarstan have been able to institutionalize the informal practice of negotiating with the federal center over thorny issues in search of compromise solutions.58 In this realm, there seem to be no rivals to Tatarstan whose elites have show-cased determination, confidence and an ability to define win-win solutions. This practice developed in the 1990s and was epitomized by the signing of the first bilateral agreement between the federal government and a subnational unit of the Russian Federation. Some analysts (along with republican elites) trace the roots of this practice to the Soviet era, when Tatarstan sought to enhance its status from autonomous republic to union-level republic.59 The practice continued in the 2000s as the republican elites negotiated special relationships with Moscow under pressure from centralization policies and having to retreat from their claims about autonomy and state sovereignty. 

			Economics

			As discussed earlier, political machines normally rely on patronage to ensure political support and machine-like regularity in getting the necessary electoral support. Economic resources represent an important pillar of the patronage system underlying machine politics and are important for both, intra-elite and elite-mass aspects of the machine. Where do these resources come from in Tatarstan and how do they get redistributed? While politically the republican machine relied heavily on the rural elites and voters, it is the oil and petrochemical industry that “fed” the rural elites, as Matsuzato aptly noted.60 During the infamous “parade of sovereignties,” the republic inherited most of the economic assets that were located on the republican territory during the Soviet era. What was earlier Union level or Russian Federation level property, fell under the control of the republican authorities who devised their own ways of privatizing it.61 The resources associated with these assets became the economic basis of the political regime constructed in Tatarstan, allowing the authorities an additional mechanism to keep elites integrated and voters pliable. 

			Moreover, in the 1990s, as a result of the 1994 bilateral treaty with Moscow, Tatarstan enjoyed significant tax breaks and retained a greater proportion of its taxes in the local budget than most other regions.62 This preference caused significant consternation on the part of other Russian regions who criticized Moscow for unfairness and, in some cases, even tried to elevate their status to gain similar perquisites. Sverdlovsk oblast, for example, tried to create a “Urals Republic” to overcome the regional inequality and match the privileges received by Russia’s ethnic republics. Given the dismal economic situation and the difficulties of tax collection in the 1990s, it is hard to make a case that these privileges amounted to much in financial terms. Of greater consequence for constructing a system of patronage in the republic was the autonomy the republican authorities obtained in the process of privatization and control over major economic assets located on the territory of the republic. The local elites deliberately delayed privatization and maintained control over most regional enterprises, deciding on the personnel issues, influencing investment choices and extracting ad hoc financial “contributions” for various republican projects.63 When privatization did eventually happen, individuals in or close to the president’s family monopolized most of the bigger opportunities. Starting in the second half of the 1990s, the business group TAIF, controlled among other people by the president’s son, Airat Shaimiev, rapidly rose in prominence and capitalization, acquiring shares from the most profitable petrochemical enterprises in the republic.64        

			Regional Machines under Attack: Adjusting to the New Era 

			Putin’s federal reforms unleashed in the early 2000s threatened regional elites and their political machines.65 In establishing more direct federal control over the regions, reforms sought to end any preferential taxation treatments that regions might have bargained for themselves earlier, discontinued bilateral treaties and, even more importantly, abolished gubernatorial elections in 2004. Tatarstan lost its tax privileges with the amount of its contributions to the federal budget increasing to about 56 percent of all the taxes collected in the republic.66 The loss of economic privileges was paralleled by the emergence of a new discourse on state rebuilding that revealed the hollowed out nature of republican autonomy.67 The rhetoric of democracy and federalism had lost its previously popular appeal already by the second half of the 1990s. And if the economic growth spurred by growing oil prices helped the republican authorities to compensate for the lost taxes, ideologically, the regional elites lost ground in their ability to make claims vis-a-vis the federal center along with the sense of entitlement they had during the early 1990s. This changing situation placed significant pressure on the regional elites in Tatarstan’s dominant political machine because they needed to find new strategies in their relations with the center and a new raison d’etre for legitimizing their monolithic hold on power locally. 

			It is worth noting that the Kremlin was not interested in decimating machine politics per se. To the contrary, averse to any kind of uncertainty, Putin attempted to build a nation-wide political machine, investing heavily into party building.68 In such a scheme, it made more sense to integrate regional machines into the national one. Putin’s actions vis-à-vis regional elites confirm that he was keenly aware of the importance of regional elites for making the national machine work. Most of his actions focused on signaling to the regional elites “who is the boss” rather than trying to replace even the most outspoken of them. In retrospect Putin seems much more accommodating towards regional governors than his successor, Medvedev. About two thirds of all incumbents were reappointed during Putin’s first two terms in power including, tellingly, most of the regional heavyweights.69 Medvedev’s approach differed in that he was not concerned with the power vertical but advanced a new discourse of modernization.70 Cadre rejuvenation was one of the central pieces of his strategy.71 It is in this realm that he initiated the most drastic changes, replacing the most notable regional heavyweights in 2010-2011, revealing a high degree of confidence in the extent to which the federal center can control politics in the regions. Tatarstan’s president Mintimer Shaimiev (frequently nicknamed babay) also fell under the wave of Medvedev-era gubernatorial replacements. 

			The removal of Shaimiev, a lynchpin of the power pyramid constructed in the republic, was a challenge for Tatarstan’s political machine. In some other regions where long-standing, influential governors were removed, their political machines crumbled and the new governors encountered serious challenges of governability, instability of property rights and elite conflict. Scandals around the new governor Misharin in post-Rossel Sverdlovsk,72 public clashes between new and ex-presidents in Bashkortostan,73 the fate of the Bank of Moscow74 and the perils facing Inteco in post-Luzhkov Moscow75 all reflect the hazards associated with changes in the power structures in the context of crony capitalism.76 The replacement of Shaimiev was also potentially hazardous given the political weight and reputation he had acquired that none within or outside the republic could match and given the importance of Tatarstan–both economically and politically-nationwide. Yet unlike many cases mentioned above, Tatarstan’s political machine survived the leadership change. No major scandals, intra-elite conflicts or splits have spilled into the public sphere since Shaimiev’s departure. There have been no debilitating conflicts over property indicating that the new president intends to change the political-economic system that had formed earlier. The political machine has not only survived the leadership transition but even flourished, supported by the federal center and the republican elites. How did this happen?

			The survival of Tatarstan’s political machine resulted from a confluence of structural and more contingent factors. On the one hand, the republican status and the economic weight of this oil-rich, highly industrialized region were necessary to bring the federal center to the negotiating table in the early 1990s. The republican elites have demonstrated, on the other hand, an enviable political skill reflected in the degree to which they were able to take advantage of the opportunities presented by the political developments in Moscow. The elites appropriated the language of the center when they framed their pursuit of regional autonomy as a struggle for federalism and democracy.77 They toned down and gradually abandoned the language of sovereignty in the 2000s, supporting instead Putin’s vertical of power and stressing more pragmatic issues, such as modernization, innovation and economic diversification in the republic.78 This approach became especially pertinent under the new republican president. Meanwhile the practice of negotiations with Moscow became the centerpiece of a “Tatarstan model.” The skill of finding compromise solutions in relations with the center was perfected in the 1990s, at the height of decentralization, but it was also evident in the reaction elaborated by the republican elites in response to Putin’s centralizing reforms79 and was highlighted by the compromise found with regard to leadership succession in Tatarstan. 

			The essence of the compromise over leadership succession was that Shaimiev agreed to step down (according to Medvedev’s wishes) but the successor picked to replace him was a member of his team, the long-serving prime minister Rustem Minnikhanov. Furthermore, the republican elites found a new mechanism to ensure continuity and maintain Shaimiev’s presence in the public space with the federal center not interfering in this process. The new position of Republic of Tatarstan State Advisor was created specifically for Shaimiev.80 In this new role he maintained his old office in the presidential palace and dedicated himself to issues of symbolic significance that involved, in particular, the historical sites in Sviyazhsk and Bolgar. Shaimiev initiated fundraising activities through the newly created Tatarstan Historical and Cultural Monument Revival Fund (Vozrozhdenie); he also started lobbying UNESCO to include these two historical sites into the World Heritage List.81 Although he eschewed any real economic or political issues and never interfered (at least publicly) in the work of the new president, his presence sent an important signal to the rest of the elites that he was part of the new political arrangement. It is plausible to suggest that his continuing presence played a stabilizing role, although it is worth noting that it required tact and skill on both sides (the old and new presidents) because such an arrangement also made the political situation more complex by “bifurcating” political loyalties.

			Shaimiev’s continuing public presence was helpful to fill the political gap left by his departure. A dynamic technocrat, Minnikhanov never revealed any particular talent for politics per se. To the contrary, an avid car racer, for a long time he avoided public speeches, preferring European rally-cross championships to public appearances and press-conferences. In the new era of national politics, given the technocratic style preferred by Putin and Medvedev, Minnikhanov was a great fit. His successful performance in this new post is revealing of the type of leadership that is in demand in new Russia. Meanwhile, in his new position unburdened with being part of the power vertical, Shaimiev could use his political gravitas to send the kind of signals to the center that would have been neither appropriate nor influential if they came from Minnikhanov. In one such instance, Shaimiev sharply criticized the center and the United Russia ruling party at the conference dedicated to the twenty year-anniversary of Tatarstan’s Constitution, accusing the party of imperial thinking, complaining about religious inequalities and lamenting limitations on national languages in Russia.82

			Mininkhanov has played his “new cards” well and his role in the preservation of Tatarstan’s political machine is worth noting. He should in fact be credited with crystallizing the essence of a new model of relationships with Moscow that developed throughout the 2000s and that could be referred to as the “politics of rentierism.” In the 2000s, as the federal budget swelled with oil revenues, Moscow had a much bigger pie to divide among the regions and even though some of the money was distributed based on a set formula and hard facts, considerable resources were disbursed for specific federal and even regional projects based on the lobbying capacities of the governors.83 In such an environment, Tatarstani elites focused on extracting resources from the federal budget. They first “swallowed” the financial carrot offered by Moscow in exchange for their compliance with the new tax code and other federal initiatives seeking to integrate regions more tightly under the federal vertical of power.84 They then attracted massive federal resources for celebrating Kazan’s 1,000th year anniversary and initiated other regional mega-projects, such as the Universiade discussed below. 

			Being a core member of the republican elite, Minnikhanov was always in the center of such policy-making. Not surprisingly, at the beginning of his presidency he announced that he planned to continue the policies and strategic priorities identified by the republican authorities earlier. Lacking Shaimiev’s political skill and avoiding more delicate cultural and national issues, Minnikhanov focused on the economy, promoting the issues of economic diversification, innovation and modernization and practically continuing the work he was doing as a prime minister, but with the new authority of the president. His dynamic technocratic approach worked very well in his relations with the federal center and his “street-smart” character made him an excellent lobbyist in Moscow when resource opportunities presented themselves in the federal center. Minnikhanov has been so successful in “milking” the federal budget that Tatarstan stands out among the rest of the Russian regions, outcompeted only by Chechnya in terms of federal resources flowing into the republic. Minnikhanov’s role has been central not only in lobbying for that money but, even more importantly, in delivering the project results, thus setting favorable conditions for further lobbying.85 Some commentators have referred to this politics of rentierism as a new “Tatarstan model” that replaced the model developed in the 1990s.86 Furthermore, in a recent interview the ex-president of Bashkortostan, Rakhimov, commended Tatarstan’s authorities exactly for such a strategy, positing it as a model to follow.87 

			The 2005 celebration of Kazan’s 1,000 year anniversary could be seen as the first trial of this model. This project was planned by the republican government inspired by the celebration of Moscow’s 850th year anniversary in 1998. Under the leadership of Rafael Khakimov’s History Institute, republican historians prepared a historical and archeological justification for this date; later, international and Russian scholars were invited to confirm the results of these investigations. President Yeltsin then issued a decree about celebrating Kazan’s 1,000th year anniversary in 2005. The magnitude of the celebration was reflected in the amount of resources spent by the republican and federal authorities and private businesses and enterprises.88 As a result of this celebration, Kazan benefitted from a new underground system of transportation, new roads, reconstructed historical buildings, new hotels, and an overall construction boom.

			  The recent 2013 Universiade in Kazan was another big example of this strategy. Kazan competed twice for the right to host the Summer Universiade,89 losing first to China’s Shenzhen, but then winning its second bid in 2008. The spending on this event was projected to be around 25 billion rubles, but in the end the total increased about ten-fold. Of the 228 billion rubles estimated as the actual amount, the federal center provided 67 billion and the republic around 81 billion.90 The remaining funds came from private investors and federal loans.91 The list of “new goodies” for Kazan is significant and includes a reconstructed airport with a new railline connecting the airport with the city; three new metro stations; new state-of the-art sports arenas, including a 45,000 seat stadium, an aquatic center (one of the largest in Russia), tennis arena, and an entire village for athletes of the Universiade that is supposed to be converted into student dorms. So successful have these projects been in terms of attracting money into the republic that the authorities now seek out new ideas for future events and projects that could be hosted in Tatarstan. Already in spring 2013, Kazan’s mayor Il’sur Metshin sent out a public call for further ideas with regard to creative events and projects to be held in Kazan.92 

			The republican authorities are not only interested in mega-events, but in any projects that are of interest to, and financed by, the federal center. The republican bureaucratic machine is mobilized quickly in response to any financial opportunities announced by the Russian federal authorities. Whenever there is a competition in which the center invites regional proposals and offers federal co-financing of particular projects, Tatarstan is among the first to react.93 Tatarstan has gotten and continues to rely on extensive federal funds dedicated to the reform of utilities and municipal services.94 Recently, the government began discussing plans to construct a high-speed railroad connecting Moscow and Kazan. This capital-intensive project promises to bring another massive inflow of federal funds to Tatarstan.95 

			This new “Tatarstan model” has provided considerable support for the republican political machine. The financing of federally supported projects made it possible to maintain a solid patronage system, ensuring economic dynamism and social stability in the republic. It allowed for elite integration on the republican and, very likely, national levels because of the system of kickbacks employed widely in Russia. It is also a mechanism for elite legitimation vis-à-vis the public in Tatarstan. Widespread corruption practices notwithstanding, the republican elites have enough evidence to revert to when they want to substantiate their claims of public goods provision. There are tangible infrastructure objects and buildings that have transformed Kazan and are benefiting other cities and settlements in Tatarstan. 

			Conclusion

			Center-periphery interaction is a key factor shaping political dynamics in Tatarstan. In the last twenty years the republican elites have been able to construct and maintain an effective political machine by taking advantage of opportunities presented by the politics of the federal center and cleverly adjusting to the changing political environment. The Russian government’s discourse on federalism and democracy appropriated by the republican elites has been central for regional claim-making and the construction of the republican political machine in the early 1990s. Faced with the opportunities associated with the “parade of sovereignties,” Tatarstan became a leader of the “sovereignization” process inside Russia and consistently sought out economic, political and institutional privileges for the republic. As the center’s discourse shifted under Putin, Tatarstan also moved away from the politics of sovereignty towards a more politically neutral language emphasizing the goals of modernization, economic diversification and the politics of rentierism, seeking access to significant development funds disbursed by the federal center. The ruling elites reaped political benefits from federally provided fiscal rents and continue to seek out further opportunities for getting new rents. 

			In essence, this new model reflects more of a continuity of republican elite strategies rather than a break and represents a pragmatic adaptation of the republican political system to a new political environment nationwide. As the national context shifted in the late 1990s favoring political centralization, Tatarstan adjusted smartly to the new situation, expressing support for Putin’s policies in public, while doubting the ultimate effectiveness of centralization in private discussions.96 Rather than resisting the policies of the center, the republican elites focused on “confidence-building” strategies promoting the republic as a focal point for global events, meetings and big celebrations – mega-events that would attract attention and resources to the republic. In an interesting coincidence to Obama’s 2008 campaign, from around 2005-2006 the republican elites have adopted a new slogan “bez buldyrabyz” (Yes, we can!). 

			Tatarstan, of course, is not the only region in Russia where the elites understand the benefits associated with federal money and compete for federal resources. The political stability in other regions of Russia – Chechnya, in particular, has benefitted from massive financial inflows from Moscow, but even such smaller and poorer regions as Mordovia – appears to rest on federal money. At the same time, it is also clear that the inflow of money per se is not a sufficient guarantee that things will get done in Russia. Any big project requires considerable governing capacity and, in the context of rampant corruption, the delivery is not guaranteed unless the regional chief can rely on consolidated administrative resources. Future research should therefore consider whether and how the regional political machine and fiscal rents might work to reinforce each other as the stronger political machines get access to greater fiscal rents, which in turn work to strengthen the political machine.   
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			Abstract:  Three very different forces are contesting social powers in the North Caucasus republics: the ex-nomenklatura from the 1980s reliant on their administrative skills, insider knowledge, and patronage networks; political capitalists or “oligarchs” wielding the weapons of violent entrepreneurship developed in the 1990s; and the social movement of young Islamist zealots rising from the mid- and lower strata in the 2000s. While the fractured elites of ex-nomenklatura and violent entrepreneurs are common results of the Soviet collapse, in the North Caucasus the cultural legacies of Islamic highlanders provided the ideological framing, transnational brokerage, and action repertoire to the third force of antisystemic rebels. The stalemated triangular contention, however, is fraught with state collapse rather than revolution.

			Terrorist violence has become the hallmark of post-Soviet politics in the North Caucasus.1 In April 2013, its effects allegedly reached as far as the finish line of the Boston Marathon, forcing the American public and policy makers to realize that Russia’s internal security threats could become transnational. 

			What causes such destructive energy and ferocity? The prevalent explanations for the political violence raging in the North Caucasus can be grouped under three broad categories: historical legacies and ethnic identities, socioeconomic problems including the “backwardness” of the region, and the political ideology of Islamic jihad, which has spread from the Middle East to supplant the region’s discredited programs of secular nationalism.2 Each of these three broad drivers highlight certain facts, yet they represent rather distant and indiscriminate causal explanations. Our intent here is to explore a more proximate layer of causality informed by state-centered theories of political mobilization and ideological framing.3 

			Our central argument is that the state is paralyzed from the top down in the Muslim-majority republics of the North Caucasus, such as Dagestan, Ingushetia, Kabardino-Balkaria, and Karachai-Cherkessia. Chechnya is a special case of the Russian state center delegating its powers and finances to an ostensibly tame warlord. The semblance of functioning sub-national states in the region is maintained by the flow of federal subsidies and the sheer inertia of Soviet-era institutions that remain deeply ingrained in the structures of everyday life, especially in urban centers. The Russian state, however, lost both the moral authority and infrastructural power to act on anything beyond daily repression and the brazenly inequitable redistribution of rents and subsidies.4 

			What makes the situation in the North Caucasus different from the rest of the Russian Federation is neither particular venality, nor the heavy dependence of local governments on budget transfers. It is rather the presence of an anti-systemic force that gives local politics a peculiarly triangular shape. Social power is contested by three distinct kinds of political elite: the late Soviet era officialdom; rent-seeking political capitalists (a local variety of “oligarchs”) originating in the 1990s; and the Islamist underground, which emerged in the 2000s, putatively as an alternative state and society. None of the forces so far can prevail over the others. The triangular gridlock of three contestants, each with a distinct group culture and action repertoire, thus becomes at the same time both the consequence of state weakening and the cause furthering its collapse. This condition, as we demonstrate through in-depth case study analysis of Kabardino-Balkaria below, represents further stages in the erosion of the Soviet state following its disintegration in 1991.

			Using historical evidence from the twentieth century, we will show that in the internal ethnic fringes of the USSR, state elites were organizing around neo-patrimonial chief-like figures rather than formal rational-bureaucratic institutions. The contentious and criminalized unbundling of the former Soviet state and its industries was conducted by the quarrelsome tandem of two elites, the inescapably politicized rent-seeking officials and the equally rent-seeking political capitalists of different hues and calibers.5 In pursuing their goals, both elites employed violent means through either state agencies or private Mafioso retinues.6 This sort of violence, however, remained non-ideological and largely targeted fellow elite competitors. It is a separate counter-factual question to ask why no revolutionary opposition of any ideological kind could be consolidated in Russia proper, although scholars like Henry Hale and Stephen Hanson suggest important clues.7 Only in the North Caucasus after approximately 1999 (the time of the second war in Chechnya) did a third elite emerge from within local societies: the young Islamist militants. It was a product of ethnic culture and revived religious identity. But what exactly were the social mechanisms generating the destructive revolt and its attendant ideological framings? This question cannot be addressed without a theoretically disciplined excursus into the still more remote history of the nineteenth-century Russian conquest of the Caucasus. 

			The empirical example of this article is the Kabardino-Balkarian Republic (KBR), a unit of the Russian Federation incorporating two distinct titular nationalities, the majority Kabardins (57.2 percent) and the minority Balkars (12.7 percent) with Russians as the second largest population group (22.5 percent).8 The selection of Kabardino-Balkaria is not only motivated by our particular expertise. In this case we can see with particular poignancy how things could go from bad but stable during the 1990s, to much worse and more violent after 2000. In other words, in Kabardino-Balkaria we can trace the processes and actors contributing to the present near-collapse of the state.

			A special note on our oral sources: virtually none of the people we interviewed can be mentioned by their real name for the sake of their job security and/or personal safety. Kabardino-Balkaria today is a place where people often speak about local realities either in half-whispers or obliquely. Yet speak they do, for which we feel very grateful. We wish we could do more to ensure a better future for our interlocutors and their small land.

			Pre-Histories

			In the Caucasus one always hears that present-day conflicts cannot be understood without a deep awareness of traumatic histories, proud ethnic traditions, and enduring memories. Here, in the words of a Russian journalist, a “historian is more than a historian.”9 How much value is there in these popular claims? Let us use the method of retrospective anthropological reconstruction, dwelling on the key events of the past and the social mechanisms that make legacies relevant (or irrelevant) in the present.10 

			The Kabardins are one of the Circassian peoples, and probably as indigenous as it gets anywhere in Eurasia since their ancestral presence in their native land is traceable back to the Bronze Age. The wonderfully complex Circassian languages belong to the North Caucasus linguistic family, standing at the same taxonomical order of classification as the Indo-European or Turkic languages of their neighboring peoples. The formidable Caucasus Mountains, squeezed between the cradles of ancient agrarian civilizations in Mesopotamia to the south and the nomadic Great Steppe to the north, provided refuge to the endemic ethno-linguistic groups that would have been overrun and assimilated long earlier elsewhere. The protective mountainous landscape, however, also put severe limitations on the demographics and social complexity of the region’s native peoples. This is why ethnic diversity in the North Caucasus is so mind boggling, while the traditional political organization of many small communities and clans seems so fractured and rudimentary.11 The localized, segmented organization of traditional societies was, in fact, a robust social adaptation to the land of tall ridges and many isolated valleys, where the paltry agricultural surpluses could not sustain large, fixed, and easily taxable populations. For millennia the mountains remained stateless and proudly anarchic.12 

			This historical situation, producing the enduring narrative of proudly independent highlanders romanticized in the literary masterpieces of Alexander Pushkin, Mikhail Lermontov, and Leo Tolstoy,13 had in fact three major causes, all of them external in origin. The first was the collapse of nomadic hegemony over the Great Steppe after the roving invaders of Tamerlane in the 1390s had wiped out the remnants of the Tatar Golden Horde and then left the region in a geopolitical vacuum.14 As often happens in history, groups later referred to as tribes began as alliances of successful warriors who captured what mattered most in the social reproduction of pre-modern societies: women, livestock, and lands.15 The ancestors of Kabardins were successful warriors whose advantage lay in acquiring excellent battle horses, the world-famous Kabardin steeds, as well as the expensive body armor imported mostly from Persia, but eventually manufactured locally as well.16 These knights soon developed the elaborate cultural mores and dispositions of chivalry17 along with the feudal political economy based on the racketeering extortion of tribute from the farming and pastoralist communities in exchange for protection.18 At the same time, the ancestors of the present-day Balkar people, whose Turkic language descended from the erstwhile Steppe nomads, found themselves defeated and forced into the farther refuge of Alpine meadows. This exile is why the Balkars remained so few in numbers, (known as five mountain communities of Kabarda in the upper canyons) and poorer relative to their neighbors (Musukayev, 1982).19

			The knightly domination, however, was eroded with the introduction of two foreign innovations: American crops and European guns.20 New World crops in general, and the highly productive maize specifically, allowed local societies to feed significantly greater numbers of people. Though demographic data from this time is difficult to obtain, proxies such as the growing size and distribution of villages point to big increases in farming populations during the eighteenth century.21 During this same period of time, guns provided a relatively cheap and easy-to-handle weapon countering the exceedingly expensive and skill-intensive battlefield advantages of knights.22 

			The combination of increased numbers and newly accessible weapons enabled a veritable anti-feudal revolution. In the eighteenth century farming communities descended from the mountains to colonize the fertile Steppe foothills. In the process peasants defended themselves with the new firearms against the extortions of elite horseback warriors. Islam gave peasants both their fighting ideology of justice and the overarching network of Sufi mystics whose spiritual and political influence transcended the confines of traditional communities. As surprising as it might now seem, Islam is historically quite recent in most parts of the North Caucasus,23 though it was introduced almost a millennium ago in the region.24 Before the social turmoil of the eighteenth century, the majority of highlanders remained essentially pagan and abided by the tribal codes, or adat, which were controlled and regulated by the princely elite.25 The demand to abide by the Islamic law thus profoundly challenged the traditional privileges and legitimacy of the knightly elite. At the same time the introduction of Sharia jurisprudence empowered Sufi Islamic teachers (murshid) and their followers (murid), who were predominantly young male commoners ready to fight for a just cause. Firearms, once again, ensured that the rebellious peasants would not be easily subdued. 

			The Russian imperial conquerors then arrived in the midst of social conflicts engulfing the North Caucasus. The class and cultural prejudices of Russian aristocratic officers ensured that they took the side of the local aristocracy against the insubordinate peasants, dubbed “fanatics” and “brigands.”26 The result was the longest and costliest colonial war ever fought by the Russian Empire. The war lasted a century, until the 1860s, when the empire finally overpowered the local rebels with a large military force and the newest weapons supplied by the American Samuel Colt.27 

			What ensued in the aftermath of this past defeat has become a present-day point of highly contested historical memory.28 Does Russian imperial conquest in the North Caucasus conform to the definition of colonial genocide? The historical reality is highly contradictory. Imperial authorities exploited the moment of their victory to order massive punitive resettlements from the depths of the mountains into the much more easily controlled plains.29 Despair among the natives reached the proportions of eschatological panic, leading to a veritable exodus across the Black Sea to the Ottoman lands of fellow Muslims. The tsarist generals in fact opportunistically increased the moral and military pressure on the vanquished rebels, evidently calculating that ridding the new provinces of their untamed populations ensured the results of conquest.30 Even if direct killings played a relatively small role in this tragedy, the huge stress, starvation, disease, and the hardships of unorganized emigration of as many as a million people caused enormous casualties among the North Caucasus muhajirs (Muslim refugees from the infidels). Moreover, entire nations have disappeared from the Black Sea coast of the North Caucasus and even in areas farther inland, the rates of depopulation were truly staggering. At the same time, Russia also incorporated its erstwhile allies among the natives in the local military and civil service and even offered honorable conditions of surrender to some of its previously staunchest foes, starting with Imam Shamil himself, the famous founder of the jihadi state in Dagestan and Chechnya during the 1830s–1850s. Such demonstrative magnanimity was also part of the imperial calculus.31 The long Caucasus war taught St. Petersburg that its rule over problematic territories would necessarily have to be indirect and reliant on the locally prominent intermediaries, either the traditional tribal princes or even the former Islamic warlords, who were handsomely rewarded and honored for their service to the empire.32 

			How relevant is all this history now? In the Soviet 1980s, it did not seem relevant at all. The Kabardins carried into the Soviet version of modernity a certain nobility of manners, a highly gendered sense of social roles within the family, prizing both traditional masculinity and femininity, as well as the marked deference for seniors, which distinguished them from the majority of fellow Soviet citizens. But the old internal divisions along the lines of clan and traditional class, luckily, became almost incomprehensible to the modern North Caucasians. The Kabardins and Balkars in the process of Soviet modernization grew nearly as secular as the Slav majority of Russia.

			Things began to change following the collapse of the Soviet Union to the extent that some observers spoke of a de-modernization. The eminent Russian anthropologist Sergo Arutyunov described this phenomenon with a poignant metaphor: when electricity disappears, people may find useful the oil lamps of their ancestors.33 In a more analytical way, we might say that the disintegration of the Soviet state and central economy severely undermined the once prestigious modern professional occupations, such as engineers and scientists, at the same time making valuable the resilience, toughness, self-reliance, and large patriarchal families typically found at the lower rungs of the social hierarchy among the rural and small-town populations of sub-proletarians.34 Religiosity is another hallmark of lower social status in many contemporary societies. It could be regarded as a sign of “backwardness” and mere lack of education as long as the core of society was firmly in the hands of educated elites. 

			But what happens when the modernist core founders on economic and political upheavals and loses ideological faith in its superior progressive mission? One way professors, artists, and poets might stay relevant to their societies is by asserting the spiritual values of renewed religiosity. Indeed, the first generation of Islamists to emerge in the North Caucasus during the 1990s boasted many highly educated people. Another possibility was nationalism. This idea took hold in the aftermath of Mikhail Gorbachev’s perestroika when prominent Kabardin and Balkar intellectuals began promoting the revival of ethnic cultures and traditions. It is almost an axiom of sociology that nothing can more effectively focus and mobilize a new social movement than a collective grievance against atrocity. For the Balkars a major grievance was the 1944 Stalinist deportation of their people. The Kabardin activists focused rather on the tragic Circassian exodus of the 1860s that turned their people into scattered minorities in the gorgeous mountains that for millennia had been the homeland of their ancestors. 

			The 2014 Winter Olympic Games in Sochi, one of the ancestral Circassian territories with only a tiny relic minority of aboriginals, provided a mighty catalyst to Circassian national sentiment in both Kabardino-Balkaria and the overseas diaspora descendants from the muhajirs of the 1860s. The various Circassian activists, including many Kabardins, passionately debated the political demands they might pursue and the ideal tactics to follow in the wake of an event that would bring the world’s attention to Sochi. In the meantime Moscow has continued to assiduously ignore the whole issue because directly approaching it openly and honorably would require a measure of political will and vision that is scarce in Vladimir Putin’s regime.35 Yet the issue of the Circassian historical trauma is certainly not going to disappear any time soon; all such national grievances, once realized, tend to linger for generations. 

			Formative Period

			The first three decades of Soviet power in Kabardino-Balkaria were as rambunctious and violently disruptive as the next three decades would become placid and (eventually) plainly stagnant. The earlier period was epitomized by Betal Kalmykov (1893–1940), the barely literate Kabardin guerrilla who joined the Bolsheviks in 1918, soon becoming a proud friend and loyalist of Stalin. Kalmykov was more an honorable revolutionary bandit than a bureaucrat, like the equally legendary Caucasus Bolsheviks Nestor Lakoba of Abkhazia or Shahan-girei Khakurate of Adygeia. Isaac Babel, the author of the colorful and brutal Odessa Tales and Red Cavalry, relates two typical stories about Betal Kalmykov.36 In one, Kalmykov, at great risk, negotiates the honorable surrender of an armed enemy. In another story, Kalmykov counters theft from kolkhoz fields by posting roadside signs invoking the traditional norms of hospitality: “Traveler, take a rest and taste our watermelons. You are being hosted by the people of this kolkhoz.” Less romantically, Kalmykov built an extensive network of patronage staffed with an opportunistic assortment of his personal promotions, including the outcasts of traditional society, such as former slaves and divorced women.37 Of course, Kalmykov’s kindness is matched only by his violence; he is also remembered locally for personally dragging his opponents to their executions in the backyard of government offices.38 Ultimately, this burly, tempestuous character himself perished in 1940, after actively participating in the Great Purge of 1937.

			For the rest of the Stalinist period Kabardino-Balkaria was ruled in rapid succession by ethnic Russian outsiders. Purges decimated Kalmykov’s patronage network and destroyed it. Moreover, in 1944, the Balkars were deported wholesale on the pretext of their allegedly having welcomed Nazi forces during World War II.39 As in other such instances of mass repression, Stalin’s actual motives can only be surmised from circumstantial evidence. Local resistance to collectivization during the 1930s was especially ferocious because the highlanders could rely on their traditional solidarities, personal weapons, and the protective mountains. The Kabardin peasants resisted in all possible ways no less than the Balkars or, for that matter, the Chechens and Ingush, but somehow the Kabardins were spared deportation.40 It was probably a matter of logistical and administrative expediency and surely Stalin’s terroristic brand of social engineering. The Balkars were dragged from their native canyons and deported to Central Asia after the threat of German invasion was already gone. Exile destinations probably give a clue to Stalin’s motivation, too. The deported Caucasus peoples were forcibly settled mainly in the virgin lands of Kazakhstan where Moscow needed agricultural labor for the new collective farms that proved impossible to run with the recently nomadic locals. Whatever Stalin’s imperial-revolutionary designs, the human cost of such population transfers reached genocidal proportions.41

			Stalin was losing control over his totalitarian party-state in the war years and their aftermath.42 Bureaucratic managers became irreplaceable in the face of dire external challenges to the Soviet state. The nomenklatura scored their collective revenge following the death of the supreme despot. Locally, this trend in 1956 brought Timbora Malbakhov to the position of First Secretary of Kabardino-Balkaria—an office he would hold for the next thirty years. Malbakhov (1917–1999), an ethnic Kabardin, rose through the ranks in the 1940s from kolkhoz agronomist and Red Army commissar during the war to become a party and state official.43 Malbakhov, an epitome of his own epoch, could not look more different from Betal Kalmykov. He was a grey bureaucrat of Brezhnev’s generation who, in the deferential words of his obituary, “spoke softly but was heard by everyone.”44

			The decades-long tenure of Malbakhov allowed him to install in Kabardino-Balkaria a bureaucratic patronage network that endures to this day. The true formative period of the network was in the 1950s, when Stalinist henchmen in the party and security apparatus were quietly rusticated under the pretexts of their age and lack of formal education. In the meantime, the impressive growth of the Soviet economy offered many additional positions in industry, higher education and science, or urban planning. Moreover, Malbakhov exploited extraordinary advantages provided by nature. Mount Elbrus, the tallest peak in Europe and a popular mountaineering and hunting destination for over a century, is located in Kabardino-Balkaria. Its foothills are rich in mineral waters and famed spas dating back to imperial times. The resorts offered Kabardin leaders not only additional investments from the central Soviet budget, but also the political advantage of personal access to the various Soviet leaders vacationing in the North Caucasus. Politburo members, like Yuri Andropov who suffered from a chronic kidney condition, would prove to be a valuable source of political protection.45 The second-tier Soviet bosses of industries and richer northern provinces could be induced to barter their resources for the allocation of gorgeous landscapes to build hunting lodges and ministerial resorts. All this helped to secure for Malbakhov’s provincial bailiwick its reputation of well-managed stability, prosperity, sophistication and perhaps even coziness. 

			As a good nomenklatura leader, Malbakhov acted, above all, carefully and judiciously.46 In 1957, when Balkars were returned from exile, he avoided the disruptions and violent confrontations of the sort that were flaring up in the neighboring Checheno-Ingushetia and Dagestan. The majority of Balkar were not settled in their impoverished ancestral canyons, but rather in more fertile locations and closer to towns. This policy helped the near-destitute people gain employment and subsistence, even if the majority remained only at the lower ranks of the occupational hierarchy. A few carefully selected Balkars were welcomed into the local nomenklatura, albeit into subordinate positions.47 Malbakhov’s patronage strictly followed the unwritten rules of its own “Lebanese protocol” of appointment by ethnic quota. In any administrative office, institution, or factory the top appointment always went to a Kabardin, the second to an ethnic Russian, and the third to a Balkar. Moreover, replicating Malbakhov’s own example down through the hierarchy, all nomenklatura cadres were expected and helped to establish “working and friendly contact” with their Moscow counterparts at the respective levels and branch ministries.48 

			Malbakhov’s thirty years in power were, in a word, uneventful. Perhaps recognizing that Kabardino-Balkaria could not afford the exorbitant corruption levels of Brezhnev-era Georgia and Azerbaijan, he preached diligence and moderation (one of his bland aphorisms: “Do not stuff your guests with barbecued lamb and drinks, lavish them with attention and respect.”) He certainly did not please everyone, but the local dissidents and complainers were isolated by stolid consensus and could never get Moscow to act against Malbakhov because he was both careful to avoid any scandals and deeply rooted in his small republic.49 

			Perestroika and Survival

			One of Gorbachev’s first moves after coming to power in Moscow in 1985 was to retire Malbakhov. Perhaps it was personal. As first secretary in the neighboring Stavropol, Gorbachev was intimately familiar with the old master of Kabardino-Balkaria. Then again, the move was also part of Gorbachev’s general campaign for the “rejuvenation of cadres.” Indicatively, Moscow did not select a local to replace the veteran incumbent. The new man in Nalchik was a Russian and complete outsider transferred from Siberia. This choice violated all unwritten, and even the written, “Leninist” norms of appointment in national autonomies. Gorbachev was obviously impatient. But he also proved ill-prepared himself, sending his new man into the tight web of Malbakhov’s patronage network with neither a clear mandate nor the carrots and sticks required to make things happen. Like the rest of Gorbachev’s hastily appointed “parachutists” (in nomenklatura jargon, an outsider dropped from above), Malbakhov’s successor was first received with a combination of great fear and hope that soon grew into universal disdain and ridicule. 

			Things, however, did start to change rapidly and unpredictably. Perestroika charged the local intelligentsia with the emotional energy and daring necessary to challenge the placid complacencies of the previous epoch. All sorts of previously suppressed issues emerged in the focus of public attention, from the degradation of the environment to the revival of ethnic cultures and, inevitably, the historical grievances of Balkars and Kabardins. Moreover, Malbakhov’s long incumbency dramatically impeded the career mobility of younger cadres, forcing them to remain either in their homeland and grumble within their inner-circles, or leave for the wider expanses of Russia. The result was a considerable accumulation of junior elites unable to realize their career aspirations and therefore ready to take an unorthodox bypass — what is now established as a classical precondition of political revolutions.50 Such opportunities did appear in the form of new social movements, entrepreneurial market “cooperatives” (small private businesses allowed to exist in the Soviet context), and above all in the partially competitive elections of 1989–1990. 

			Gorbachev and his Politburo faction of reform-oriented Communists designed the new, deliberately complex and bulky procedures for electing legislatures (supreme soviets) at all levels, from the USSR and Russian Federation down to the autonomous national republics, to serve the dual purpose of ousting the conservative patronage networks of Brezhnev’s era, while channeling the vocal intelligentsia into minority opposition.51 The plan worked imperfectly owing to the fact that Gorbachev’s faction did not succeed in creating its own political “machines” at the local level.

			The failure of perestroika was often blamed on Gorbachev’s unwillingness to fully embrace the nascent democratic movements in the USSR. A closer and more sober look at what was actually happening at the time in the national and autonomous republics suggests the opposite. Gorbachev, like Khrushchev before him, grievously mishandled controls over the state pyramid, built by Stalin, and perpetuated by Brezhnev in a more benign form. Both Soviet reformers were enthusiastic believers in techno-scientific progress and the Soviet brand of socialism. Both tended to equate Stalinism with terror alone, ignoring its other component in the careful work of cultivating political clients who would, at critical junctures, supply the votes of support to their patrons in Moscow.

			Gorbachev tried to accelerate the process of constituency formation in support of his reforms first through old-fashioned direct appointments during his “rejuvenation of cadres” campaign. This effort failed to deliver the expected results because, in the absence of a true purge, Gorbachev’s new appointments lacked the tools necessary to break up the tightly knit old networks of local patronage, and therefore ended up being irrelevant. Criticism of local power abuses, or glasnost, coupled with competitive elections potentially could have served as a non-lethal substitute for the cadre purge, but then Gorbachev had few trusted clients to fill the emerging openings in the party and state institutions. Instead of calling Gorbachev insufficiently democratic, an anachronistic accusation because career communist cadres were not democratic politicians, the last General Secretary should be regarded a woefully insufficient patron and careless politician who ignored the capillary metabolism of the state over which he presided.

			The perestroika elections, with their untested rules, at first produced a large unexpected crisis. The Balkar elements of the local nomenklatura and intelligentsia saw their chance to step from the shadow of the Kabardin majority and promote their own issues and careers. In the words of a Balkar activist, “The sense of urgency was tremendous. We had to be heard now.”52 But the Balkars failed to realize their goals because, with at the time less then 10 percent of the KBR’s population, in truly competitive elections they might not win any parliamentary seats at all. This dreadful lesson was delivered by the first round of voting in 1990 and produced two reactions. Balkar radicals organized Balkar People’s Assemblies in November 1991 and demanded their own separate republic. Kabardin nomenklatura swiftly countered by offering to restore the unwritten “Lebanese protocol” of Malbakhov’s times all the way to removing from the running a few Kabardins in favor of Balkar candidates. Such strategic generosity, obliquely praised in official pronouncements as “wisdom for the sake of internationalism and friendship,” immediately achieved three goals. First, it split the nascent bloc of Balkar nomenklatura and intellectuals by re-incorporating some and politically marginalizing others who were subsequently called troublemakers. Balkar separatism would still flare up in the future, but it would remain contained. Secondly, the informal deal revived the network of Malbakhov’s loyalists and showed their collective ability to maintain order in their autonomous republic. Last but not least, the outsiders appointed by Gorbachev were totally discredited, outflanked, and eventually expunged as a result of the same new policies that were intended to undermine the networks of conservative nomenklatura. 

			Valery Kokov (1941–2005) became the leader epitomizing the counter-perestroika restoration in Kabardino-Balkaria. Son of one of Malbakhov’s long-standing allies, Kokov himself had benefited from patronage in the early stages of his career. Kokov had advanced through executive positions in the agro-industrial complex since the age of 23, alternating with stints in graduate school and the party school. Following Malbakhov’s retirement in 1985, Kokov remained the highest-positioned ethnic Kabardin in the republic. His ultimate elevation in early 1990 was certified by the simultaneous election to three key positions: party first secretary, member of the USSR parliament, and chairman of the local legislature. Kokov would remain in charge of what was now called the Kabardino-Balkarian Republic (KBR) for fifteen more years, nearly until his death from natural causes in 2005. But in 1991 he had to fight for his political survival against popular revolution.

			Missing the Chechnya Turn

			During the reactionary coup attempt in August 1991 Kokov had the misfortune of being present in Moscow and endorsing the plotters. Back in Nalchik, he was greeted by a storm of protests of the same extremely emotional kind that rolled over the capitals of Soviet republics precipitating the USSR’s collapse. Kokov found himself on the wrong side of the triumphant Boris Yeltsin and his enthusiastic supporters among the democratic intelligentsia. Yet by January 1992, Kokov was elected president of Kabardino-Balkaria with 88 percent of the vote. Understanding the dynamics of this miraculous revival matter, in fact, much more than Kokov’s personal fortunes. 

			Like all revolutionary situations, the stormy events of 1991–1992 in the KBR had their causation in two meshing planes, the structural foundations of the sociopolitical scene and the more contingent alliances and actions of different contenders. Analytically, the example of Kabardino-Balkaria offers valuable insights into the contrasting outcome of similar revolutionary events in Checheno-Ingushetia, where the rebels had actually succeeded in ousting the old Soviet nomenklatura. Both autonomous republics had two titular nationalities divided by their unequal size and representation in state institutions. Moreover, the subordinate smaller nationalities, the Balkars and Ingush, had strong historical grievances stemming from the Stalinist deportations of the 1940s that could be mobilized in separatist movements and calls for the creation of new mono-ethnic republics. Ingushetia successfully separated in 1991, while the emergence of a separate Balkaria was aborted. This divergence corresponded to the key fact that in September–October 1991, rebellious crowds in Chechnya’s capital of Grozny successfully seized all government buildings, physically ousted their occupants, and proceeded with unilateral declaration of independence from Russia. In Nalchik this course of events was prevented, and the local nomenklatura proved capable of durable counter-revolutionary restoration.

			Structural differences therefore seem more illuminating. Two related facts rendered political power in Checheno-Ingushetia weaker and ultimately unable to repulse a popular rebellion. Grozny was an important center of the Russian oil industry and populated predominantly by the ethnic Russians resettled there during the years of post-war recovery, while Chechens and Ingush lived in exile from their homeland. Although ethnic Chechen and Ingush were granted managerial and party positions, such roles were largely tokenistic; until 1989 no Chechen or Ingush had risen to the top offices in their own autonomous republic.53 Accordingly, Checheno-Ingushetia had no local equivalent to Malbakhov’s deeply entrenched political machine. 

			At the same time the local Russian population of skilled workers and professionals preserved their near-monopoly on the better urban jobs, leaving the majority of Chechens and Ingush in the margins of the official Soviet economy. The traditional patriarchal norms, however, did not permit the native sub-proletarian males to simply become drunks, parasitically exploiting the women of their households. This is certainly one area where culture made a big difference. The North Caucasus males were expected to provide for the symbolic consumption of their extended families by whatever means available. The sub-proletarian predicament,54 coupled with the informal persistence of traditional Caucasian norms,55 goes a long way towards explaining the peculiarities of Checheno-Ingushetia—including the notoriously high rates of economic and “honor” crimes, seasonal labor migrations to the better-paying destinations in Russia and Kazakhstan (often familiar to the Chechens and Ingush since the period of their exile in those locations), the informal solidarities of kinship and religious sect, high birthrates and extended cooperative households, and the commonly observed fact that modern Chechen villages with their conspicuously large brick houses glaringly contradicted the bleak official statistics of rural incomes in Chechen-Ingushetia.56 But the political paralysis of the Soviet economy in the endgame of perestroika suddenly trapped in their republic and without income perhaps as many as forty thousand Chechen and Ingush males of prime age who would otherwise be away every summer as labor migrants.57 The revolutionary “crowds” of Grozny in 1991 were swollen with these disgruntled men who brought into the mobilization their informal networks and tough social skills.58 

			Kabardino-Balkaria arguably had its own marginalized populations of tough and aggrieved sub-proletarian males, both rural Kabardins and especially Balkars, many of them excelling in the martial arts ever popular in the region. Through our observational data of lists of activists who participated in protests between 1991–1992 in Nalchik, the crowds appeared more urban and urbane and considerably less prone to direct action of the sort that took place in Grozny. The Nalchik protests were dominated by intelligentsia who favored symbolic and overtly legalistic means towards achieving their goals of democratization.59 The earliest leaders of the Chechen movement, as anywhere in the Soviet national republics, were poets, historians, journalists, and the moderate technocratic reformers.60 They were, however, rapidly sidelined in the course of revolution by the mercurial General Dzhokhar Dudayev and an opportunistic assortment of criminalized “violent entrepreneurs.”61 In Kabardino-Balkaria, the chief opponent of Kokov remained a progressive technocrat in charge of Nalchik’s municipality and an assortment of poets and locally prominent public speakers. Their main leader and political asset was jurisprudence professor Yuri Kalmykov (no relation of Betal Kalmykov).62 

			Kalmykov, an ethnic Circassian from Russia, had no connection to Kabardino-Balkaria and never mastered the Kabardin dialect. Instead he enjoyed prominence in Moscow politics as a member of the 1989 USSR parliament and close ally of Yeltsin. In the first months after the August 1991 coup attempt, the democratic heavyweight Kalmykov seemed an obvious choice for replacing the discredited Kokov as the new president of the KBR. Two considerations intervened in the run up to the local presidential elections scheduled in January 1992. The first was Moscow’s humiliating loss of control over separatist Chechnya, which in Yeltsin’s circle was taken personally and as a threat to the integrity of the Russian Federation. The second consideration was the tenacity of Kokov and his numerous clients still populating virtually all offices in the republic, with the retired but still vigorous Malbakhov looming in the background as the patriarch of local politics. Breaking through their resistance would require extra-parliamentary mobilization that, as Moscow now feared, could acquire the runaway direction producing another Chechnya. In fact Kokov, still enjoying considerable clout and connections in Moscow, staked his survival on presenting himself as the more credible guarantor of stability. Yeltsin withdrew Kalmykov from Nalchik and gave him a ministerial portfolio in Moscow, which cleared the way for the comeback of Kokov and left his opponents to their own political defenses. Local patronage then delivered a spectacularly massive vote for Kokov. In the meantime, Moscow itself was in dire political disarray as a result of Yeltsin’s confrontations with the Russian parliament. Kokov astutely used his regional connections and influence over the votes of parliamentarians from the KBR, emerging in the end as one of Yeltsin’s critically important supporters (Gel’man, 1999).63 

			The improbable alliance served Kokov splendidly during the second flaring of street protests a year later. In August 1992, Georgian warlords invaded Abkhazia.64 Many Kabardins felt distressed and outraged because the native Abkhaz were regarded as fellow Circassians, in fact the last Circassian people remaining on the Black sea coast after the expulsions of 1864. The initial reaction of both Moscow and Kokov was confused and repressive, but, as internal pressure mounted, a realpolitik solution presented itself. The Kabardin and other North Caucasian volunteers, who demanded arms and free passage to Abkhazia, were dispatched with barely concealed help from the Russian military. Simultaneously, this military engagement released the steam driving protest mobilization and put pressure on the increasingly pro-American Georgia and, thus, a hostile neighbor.65

			Two years later, the victorious, yet decimated and weary, volunteer brigades returned from Abkhazia to discover that in the face of Kokov’s state power they had become completely irrelevant. By 1994, emotional energy66 had almost entirely evaporated from Circassian national mobilization efforts – at least in its perestroika generation. There still remained the Balkar movement, but its leaders were fairly easily intimidated and/or incorporated into various sinecures. The 1994 anti-climax suggested to Moscow that Chechnya, itself, grew ripe for re-incorporation.67 Moscow’s decision to coerce Chechnya back into its fold was a disastrous blunder. Yet it is rarely appreciated that, despite General Dudayev’s bombast and bluster, no pan-Caucasus war happened in the 1990s. The Chechen separatists had to fight their war alone. 

			The New Islamists

			In the end of his life and tenure in 2005, Kokov increasingly looked like an archaic anomaly. His demeanor, pomposity, and paternalism smacked of Brezhnevism, and his official newspaper was still called Kabardino-Balkarskaia Pravda. The shrinking but hardly changed economy of the KBR remained centered on the state budget that was chronically dependent on central subsidies. Kokov and his acolytes defended the persistence of their Soviet-era relic as the only alternative to the example of Chechnya next door. Playing along the same lines, local police in the late 1990s and the early 2000s lobbied Moscow for vastly increased budgets in order to control the spread of Islamic militancy from Chechnya. 

			Young Muslim converts had indeed appeared in the KBR by the late 1990s, but there was hardly any indication of their radicalization until the fall of 2004. In the wake of the horrific Beslan school hostage-taking, the police began waging a campaign of humiliating and indiscriminate intimidation against young Muslims, especially the adherents of new alternative mosques. The campaign was widely perceived as a bureaucratic tactic, intended to report back to Moscow an increased number of operations, and thus lobby for still more funding and promotions for the police. 

			The Russian security services straightforwardly explain the emergence of the Islamist underground in the KBR as a foreign import from the Middle East and spillover from Chechnya. In a bizarre irony, the Islamists themselves essentially agree that they represent a front in global jihad against everything corrupt and Godless, like the Russian state and its local servants in the Caucasus. Curiously, nobody claims continuity with the nineteenth-century holy war of the highlander commoners. In the contemporary historical memory fighters against the Russian imperial conquest retrospectively became national-liberation heroes, rather than religious zealots. Besides, Imam Shamil and his followers adhered to Sufi mysticism, which had since become the official version of Islam in the North Caucasus.68 The new Islamists profess the Salafi brand of Islamic piety, which regards traditional Sufi practices as idolatrous hypocrisy. This dispute is an internal doctrinaire tension between the competing currents of Islam and their various state patrons, from Soviet and Russian authorities to Saudi royalty. Still, theological differences explain nothing about the timing and intensity of terrorist violence that has engulfed the KBR since 2004.

			The early social dynamics of neo-Islamization in the North Caucasus uncannily resemble the conversion of higher-status intelligentsia to Western liberal causes with the assistance of non-governmental organizations (NGOs). The new Islamic centers were also a variety of foreign-supported NGOs, offering to their recruits an ennobling sense of social mission and belonging. The liberal, secular NGOs appealed mostly to the more urbane and middle-class strata, preferably conversant in English. In contrast, religious NGOs held greater appeal among the lower classes, especially the young sub-proletarians from rural towns, where religion survived as popular tradition. In addition, the prospects for social mobility, especially following the collapse of Soviet-era promotional channels, appeared minimal and this state of affairs was experienced as an enormous injustice. The first wave of religious students traveled to Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and Syria, already in the last years of perestroika. Upon their return, they discovered the official Soviet-era mosques too tightly controlled and stale for their tastes, while often brazenly pecuniary and corrupt. With their youthful energies and, yes, some foreign resources (though perhaps nowhere as lavishly generous as claimed by Russian police), the preachers of new piety began building alternative mosques and charities that soon became the nodes of social support networks beyond the scope of official controls. 

			Amidst the hardships and moral vacuum of the post-Soviet 90s, the spiritual solidarity of reinvigorated Muslims spread rapidly. At first it encountered no active opposition from local authorities, who felt disoriented after the sudden collapse of communist ideology. Add to this the waning of national movements in the mid-1990s. Neither ethnic Kabardin nor Balkar activists had much to offer in the face of a collapsing economy, rampant corruption, and social ills. The national movements could no longer bring huge crowds into the streets, and their political influence had collapsed accordingly. Like many declining social movements, the activist core was plagued by factional intrigues. In the meantime, an opportunistic variety of business and political sponsors tried to wield the remnant factions in their own intrigues. In a place as small as the KBR, such manipulation looked too transparent and further contributed to the decline of secular nationalists. Amidst this political and moral disarray, little could compete against a religious movement with a strong ethical message, internal solidarity, and a principled non-ethnic appeal. The Islamic revival movement remained non-violent and mostly above the ground in its first years. Perhaps its activists felt too successful to seek confrontations with the state. 

			Systematic study of the newly reinvigorated Muslims in the KBR was never easy, which we understand from difficult personal experience. After the movement went underground and mutated there into an armed insurgency, directly obtaining scholarly data has become practically impossible. In an inevitably rough estimate derived from “triangulation” of the communiqués issued by Russian counter-terrorism agencies, human-rights advocates and journalists,69 and our own ethnographic observations and interviews, the ranks of Islamic revivalism in the KBR are young, overwhelmingly under the age of 25. The great majority are rural and sub-proletarian, although a few children of intelligentsia and even officials were among the ranks of the first wave of movement participants. The movement encompassed all ethnic groups, including some Russian Muslim converts. Reflecting the situation in sub-proletarian neighborhoods, quite a few young male converts had previously been arrested on criminal charges, mostly street fights and drug possession. These data, however, come from police records, which may well reflect the common police practice of planting drugs on suspects during an arrest, especially when the suspects are lower status youths. We must add that interviews with the neighbors of many killed terrorists are dominated by emotions of sadness and astonishment. Typically, one hears that the boy was of the kind who could help an old granny cross the street. In fact, altruism and social righteousness are the traits commonly cited by terrorism experts.70 

			Soon, the attacks began to escalate. The Islamists, who previously only threatened action or undertook symbolic destruction of property, like the burning of wine shops, launched their first lethal attacks on the police in 2004. Apparently seizing weapons was a major motivation. Then, in the morning hours of October 13, 2005, the previously relaxed and cozy, provincial Nalchik was shocked by the simultaneous attack of 150 rebels on local police precincts, the directorate of prisons, and FSB headquarters. More than a hundred people, including police, civilians, and attackers were dead by the end of that terrible day. Responsibility for organizing the attack was claimed by the notorious Chechen terrorist Shamil Basayev and the local Kabardin Islamist Anzor Astemirov (1976 – 2010). 

			Astemirov, who adopted the Islamic name Saifullah (Allah’s Sword), was in many respects indicative of the movement he helped to create. A scion of a medieval princely family, Astemirov actually grew up in modest circumstances in the Ukrainian industrial town of Kremenchug. He was barely sixteen years old when the Soviet Union collapsed, and his family moved back to the KBR. In the early 1990s Astemirov enrolled in university in Saudi Arabia, where he also worked briefly for the TV channel Al Jazeera. Upon his return to Nalchik in the late 1990s, Astemirov became prominent in local Islamic revivalism, though not its most prominent leader, as he was still young and reputedly not particularly charismatic or eloquent. Yet the “prophylactic” campaign of police intimidation scared away from the movements its weaker adherents, while forcing the stronger ones to close ranks and consider their difficult options. This is when, according to reports, Anzor (Saifullah) Astemirov emerged as the leader of a radical wing, advocating going underground and forging ties with the jihadi groups operating in the Middle East, and above all, neighboring Chechnya. It is widely believed that it was also Astemirov’s project to proclaim the “Caucasus Emirate” (CE), a rebel jihadi state encompassing the whole North Caucasus regardless of ethnicity. The proclamation of the Emirate (or Imarat, in the purist spelling preferred by jihadists) split the Chechen anti-Russian resistance and purged into irrelevance the secular nationalists who were trying to lead from the safety of foreign exile. Astemirov became Kadi (ideological and judicial leader) of the Supreme Sharia Court of the CE and was also widely credited with designing the strategies and organizational structures of the Islamist underground along the classical models of urban guerrilla warfare: combat cells acting independently from each other yet subordinated to central command while fed and protected by communities of civilian supporters. The Imarate developed its own Shariat courts, social services helping mostly the families of its slain fighters, and even a scheme of taxation. Finances were laundered through the bank accounts of businesses and other legal covers, such as (allegedly) the Freestyle Wrestling Federation of Kabardino-Balkaria.71 Large sums of money were regularly extorted for personal protection from local businessmen and, allegedly, many state officials, as well. In numerous rural towns, armed Islamists became de facto “rulers of the night.” In effect, this new development put an end to the ordinary criminality that had preyed on the chaos and privatizations of the 90s. Bandits could not compete against the ideologically inspired, better-organized, and ruthlessly violent Islamists. The surviving criminals in effect faced three choices: flee from the KBR or stay and try to join either the Sharia squads or the state-sanctioned paramilitary “private security.”

			Enter Political Capitalists

			In 2005, Moscow forced the resignation of Kokov, who was already politically undermined by grave health issues. This move was part of the general campaign to replace the old, entrenched barons of Russia’s territorial governments with less prominent younger men, preferably outsiders, who owed their positions personally to the president, Vladimir Putin. Additionally, it was hoped that the energetic business-minded managers of a new generation could stem the inexorable economic decline of backwaters like the KBR.72 In the case of the KBR, there were also high hopes that market-based economic growth and job-creation could act as a brake against the spread of radical Islam.

			The new president of the KBR, Arsen Kanokov, appeared to fit the bill perfectly. Trim and energetic like Putin himself, Kanokov was a self-made businessman from Moscow where he had studied and worked since the age of 17. Kanokov’s humble beginnings as a shop floor supervisor at a wholesale vegetable warehouse provide some insights into his spectacular, if murky, ascendency into the world of Russian business. Yuri Luzhkov, future mayor and master of post-Soviet Moscow, started his ascent from a vegetable warehouse as well.73 This might explain how Kanokov was able to go from founding one of the earliest trade cooperatives in 1987 to owning a sizable chunk of prime real estate as well as several shopping centers and casinos in the city by means as brazenly corrupt and murderous as Moscow itself during the early 1990s. While the patronage of Mayor Luzhkov was the necessary condition for realizing these opportunities, it was not a sufficient condition for staying alive. On this count we may consider another hint suggested by a fellow Kabardin who had visited one of Kanokov’s lieutenants in Moscow. Our informant relates that within Kanokov’s business offices in Moscow, phones rang seemingly off the hook, and Russian was all but a foreign language in conference calls. It was, as Kanokov’s lieutenant admitted with a chuckle, “our own Kabardin mafia!” (In Russian, the word mafia can have the ironic meaning of close circle of friends and relatives.) It is nevertheless a fact that Kanokov’s business empire, called Sindica (another double-entendre, as apparently both the Ancient Greek name for Circassia and “syndicate”), contains its own private security firm Sindica-Shchit (shield). 

			At the time of Kanokov’s appointment as new president of the KBR, hints at his contradictory reputation were, in fact, flouted as promising serious business. The new master was independently wealthy and presumably uninterested in corruption; an effective manager who could attract innovative investments to the region; and not in the least, Kanokov brought along his security firm and various heroic legends. In short, he was to become the latter-day capitalist Betal Kalmykov. Yet Kanokov failed to bring order, let alone law. Contrasts to the Bolshevik chieftain are indeed illuminating. Kalmykov could be very violent, courageous, and astonishingly generous to his supporters and poor peasants. This Bolshevik honorable bandit (abrek) uprooted the traditional feudal hierarchies and replaced them with the new ruling estate of nomenklatura, from the capital of Nalchik all the way down to the smallest villages on the outskirts of the KBR. In effect, the grandchildren of communist nomenklatura are still occupying significant offices in the KBR. 

			Kanokov neither dislodged the cadres dating back in their positions to the reigns of Malbakhov and Kokov nor could he really attack the new Islamists. The Russian siloviki (police and FSB) did not permit Kanokov any autonomy in the use of force of the kind granted, surely in a more grievous situation, to Ramzan Kadyrov in Chechnya. At the same time Kanokov’s early effort to fill the top appointments in the KBR with his own clients collided with the tenacious webs of patronage running all the way to various powerful patrons in Moscow. Here we see rather a cardinal difference between the regimes of Stalin and Putin. In the latter case, the perennial problem of bureaucratic fiefdoms (vedomstvennost or mestnichestvo), more than any democratic resistance to authoritarianism, defeated and made a travesty of Putin’s ambition to build the “power vertical.” We could observe how this happens at the micro-level of Kabardino-Balkaria. Unlike the Soviet-era Communist Party and KGB, today no state agency enjoys undisputed power over the prosecutions, sackings, and appointments. The actors ensconced in the fragmented and venal state defend their positions by building their own local insider networks, independently reaching out to their patrons in Moscow. Money from the state budget and kickbacks from private businesses are what really course through these network connections. Financial flows are divided and zealously guarded against interlopers from other agencies. In effect, no actor possesses the power to reshuffle the architecture of corruption networks wholesale. But localized scuffles occur all the time as competing cliques raid each other’s turf with the private use of the various branches of judiciary, state audit, police or purportedly, even the Islamist underground in paid assassinations. 

			Economic development was the area where Kanokov’s credentials and his mandate from Moscow seemed the strongest. New investments in the KBR were intended to modernize and build on traditional strengths in the production of fresh vegetables, mineral waters, non-ferrous metals, and, above all, tourism and resorts. For a while, developing the Mt. Elbrus area into a world-class skiing destination served as an illustrative showcase of a new business-like approach to solving problems in the North Caucasus. Critics, however, point out that investments were still coming predominantly from the federal budget and state corporations, and were absorbed by the businesses associated with Kanokov’s Sindica conglomerate. The associates of President Kanokov usually argue in defense that the allocation of resources was determined by technical capacity, managerial acumen, and (as admitted more privately) the desire to prevent the investments from falling into the bottomless pits of local corruption. The development of Mt. Elbrus’ western slopes, however, provoked an angry reaction from the Balkar minority who feared that their small businesses catering to tourists on the eastern side would be literally sidelined when new roads and larger, more modern hotels were built. The looming conflict of economic interests, especially the defense of communal land rights, suddenly revived Balkar separatism. 

			On February 18, 2011 a group of mountain skiers from Moscow were stopped and executed on their way to Mt. Elbrus. It is not clear whether this atrocity was intended to sabotage tourism in the KBR. This act could have been part of a surge in violence waged by the terrorist underground in revenge for the slaying of Anzor (Saifullah) Astemirov earlier in 2010. If under Astemirov’s command Islamists waged their war mostly on police, the two years following his elimination by Russian security forces saw dozens of new assassinations targeting secular nationalist activists, businessmen, official Muslim clerics, intellectuals, and even traditional healers accused of propagating paganism. Several new leaders of the Islamist underground emerged in Astemirov’s place, both Balkars and Kabardins, each killed in succession by security forces. Shootings, happening almost weekly, became a grimly familiar part of life in Nalchik. The startled and terrified locals were left wondering where it might happen next and who would be the victims. 

			At the moment of this writing, in September 2013, President Kanokov appears severely weakened and, it is commonly speculated, on his way out of power. A year earlier, in May 2012, special police units flown in from Moscow were used in the spectacular pre-dawn arrests of several of Kanokov’s top aides and close relatives. Formal charges against them were universally considered minor if not laughable. But what could this all mean? That Moscow intended this as only a show of force? But who exactly in Moscow initiated the raid, and why? Could it be Kokov’s old loyalists? The power politics of the KBR remain shrouded in dirty secrets.

			Conclusion: Three Elites in Violent Gridlock

			In terms of contemporary theory of revolutions,74 the present situation in Kabardino-Balkaria appears to be a nasty paradox. There is state breakdown and acute elite factionalism, the key elements of a revolutionary situation. But there is no revolutionary alternative capable of mobilizing on this opportunity structure. The measure of political weakness of the Islamist insurgency is its very adherence to individual terror and sectarianism that in effect exclude broader constituencies.75 The new Islamic converts are revolutionaries in tactic and ideology, not in strategy. Unlike the erstwhile Bolsheviks, they have neither the political nor economic programs necessary to seriously challenge, let alone replace, existing structures. Despite their symbolic use of the Islamic caliphate title (military emirs, juridical qadis, vilayet governors), the terrorists are not state builders. Their violent campaign is mostly punitive and vengeful. The presumably large protection payments that jihadis extort from businesses and local officials go to support the underground and thus impose another parasitical burden on the local economy, atop the destructive and disruptive costs of retaliation by the state security forces. The North Caucasus, for all the “demodernizations” of the last twenty years, is still a post-Soviet society of large urban centers where a successful rural guerrilla movement in the manner of the Afghan Taliban seems very unlikely. Chechnya of the 1990s in fact strengthens the contrast because it was the nationalist and still secular mobilization that had made possible the popular guerrilla resistance to occupation. 

			Still, the state in Kabardino-Balkaria is badly broken. During the deeply transformative twentieth century this republic was ruled by the Soviet nomenklatura bureaucratic estate. Its leaders were romantic and murderously violent in the initial stages; in the later decades their successor became the placid and uninspiring bureaucrats. The Soviet-made cadres still occupy the majority of positions in the local government and economy. Yet, as Ken Jowitt wryly noted, Catholic priests without a Catholic church cannot be Catholic; a communist nomenklatura without the Communist party cannot be communists.76 The post-nomenklatura still hold the majority of appointments, but the method of appointment and the criteria of performance in office have changed dramatically with the introduction of capitalism in Russia. The post-nomenklatura essentially became venal office holders more akin to the erstwhile elites of absolutist states.77

			Businessmen in the early 2000s held great promise for many Russians, especially by contrast to the corrupt and ineffective state officials. But the record of Russian businessmen who did join or were recruited into politics and state positions was mixed at best. Kanokov’s tenure as president of Kabardino-Balkaria demonstrated that business acumen and methods would not suffice in the face of the monumental problems of the post-Soviet period. The state is not merely a bankrupt enterprise in need of external management. It is the machine of social power populated by specifically adapted elites who possess many micro-opportunities to sabotage and resist unwanted changes from the outside. The surprisingly mediocre record of Kanokov’s presidency in Kabardino-Balkaria shows that even a beheaded and dysfunctional bureaucracy can still have staying power against a rich upstart.

			The frustrating experience of Khazret Sovmen, the president of neighboring Adygeya during 2002-2007, provides striking parallels to Kanokov’s presidency.Sovmen, another businessman outsider with close connections to Yuri Luzhkov, stormed into the politics of his small native republic and in a surprising electoral gambit defeatedits ex-nomenklatura leader Aslan Djarimov. By contrast to his long-serving predecessor, who carried the air of Brezhnev’s times, Sovmen styled himself as a crisis manager and market reformer. The new presidency started with spectacular reshufflings, appointing in short succession seven prime-ministers and six ministers of agriculture (a key economic sector in Adygeya). Attracting private investment was proclaimed the paramount goal and started when Sovmen’s personal capital poured into new business ventures and charities. In the end, however, President Sovmen proved as powerless against the entrenched networks of local bureaucrats and their federal patrons as the Generals Rutskoi, Lebed, Shamanov, and Gromov who became governors of Russian provinces on the reputation of military heroes. These examples suggest that the troubles of Kanokov are part of a more general pattern observed across post-communist Russia.78

			In sum, we see a triangular gridlock in the power field of the KBR and a potential revolutionary situation without any revolutionary outcome. The sides of the triangle are the three forces of different formation, each with its own social habitus and repertoire of strategies. These are the nomenklatura of the late Soviet 1980s, the businessmen (or perhaps better called violent entrepreneurs) of the 1990s, and the Islamic insurgents of the 2000s. They represent not only different social classes but also different epochs in recent history, which makes the prospect of any negotiated settlement highly improbable. Hence the ongoing warfare by death squads, official or not. In another nasty paradox, all three forces are too weak and isolated politically to afford competing by less lethal means. None of the contenders can hope to safely inscribe their political gains and bargains in a sufficiently strong and durable structure due to the dearth of such structures in a paralyzed state.79 The condition thus becomes self-perpetuating.80 Such a structure presumably could be imposed by an outside force possessing sufficient commitment and resources to see the North Caucasus rebound from the crumbling fringes of the world-system. Moscow is, of course, the nearest most interested party. Putin’s Moscow is rich in traditional despotic power and, at the moment, energy export earnings. But does it have the modern infrastructural power81 to prevent its own periphery from sliding into the troubles of the post-colonial world? The experience of independent Africa82 and increasingly also the Middle East shows that states hollowed by decades of clientilism, corruption, and infighting can disintegrate suddenly and disastrously, giving way to warlords. These are really the two prospects in our murky times when revolutions, even if they happen, tend to founder instead of creating new stronger states.
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			Abstract: Political party membership is generally considered to be a declining phenomenon in western democracies, and is expected to remain low in central and east Europe.1 The explanation for this state of affairs has centred on the legacy of communism, and the availability of mass media and state funding from the early days of democratization. Yet in some post-communist party systems, membership has risen since 2000. In this article, the reasons for this counterintuitive finding are examined in the case of Estonia. Using elite surveys and interviews, I argue that electoral institutions have influenced the value of members to political parties. Estonia’s small district open-list electoral system and small municipal districts create a demand for members as candidates, grassroots campaigners and “ambassadors in the community.” Furthermore, state subsidies are insufficient to fund expensive modern campaigns. Thus, members play an important role in Estonian political parties.

			Since the 1960s, scholars have noted the declining role of members in political parties.2 In the modern world of mass media communications and state subsidies, it is often argued that the role of party members has been reduced to a “vestigial function,”3 with their drawbacks outweighing any advantages that they might bring. Members may expect parties to provide “purposive incentives” in exchange for their involvement, often including a role in the policy-making process.4 This type of exchange risks imposing vote-losing commitments on parties,5 and reduces the ability of political elites to respond quickly to the demands of the modern mass media.6 It is not thought to be in parties’ interests to make these concessions to members, or spend time and effort on recruitment and retention, since members have little to offer modern political parties. 

			In the late 1980s, Angelo Panebianco noted that campaigns were increasingly run by electoral-professionals,7 paid employees or contractors who used modern communications techniques to “sell” the party to the electorate, much like a business sells to consumers. By the 1990s, Katz and Mair argued that parties had become increasingly detached from society, and had turned to the state in search of resources.8 Obtaining financial subsidies from the state and communicating with voters primarily through the mass media, Katz and Mair’s “cartel parties” would value members for their “legitimising function” only, making the role of members largely decorative.9

			With the role of members already downgraded in Western Europe, political parties in the new democracies of central and east Europe were expected to follow “electoral professional” modes of organization, using communications specialists to “market” the party to voters. 10 Ingrid van Biezen suggested that low levels of party membership were likely to persist in the new democracies of central and east Europe for three reasons. First, the sequencing of organisational development meant that parties acquired parliamentary representation immediately after their creation and, as such, were “internally created.” The emphasis on institution building in the early stages of transition would further encourage an orientation towards the state.11 Second, the lack of social differentiation after decades of communism would push parties further towards the “electoral” model, with the communist past a “thwarting experience for the structural consolidation of both political and civil society.”12 Third, van Biezen argued that the availability of state funding created an institutional disincentive for political parties to invest in membership recruitment, a point that was later developed by Petr Kopecký.13

			More recently, however, case studies from central and east Europe have questioned the “end of membership” thesis. In Bulgaria, Maria Spirova found that party elites believed that members were essential for long-term electoral success in turbulent party systems.14 Raimondas Ibenskas found that party membership was an important predictor of “electoral persistence” in Lithuanian political parties.15 Using quantitative data from the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, and Poland, Margit Tavits found that strong organisations helped parties to improve their vote share over time.16 Taken together, these studies indicate that members may still have something to offer, even in these modern times, and even in new democracies.

			One new democracy where the rate of membership recruitment has been particularly noteworthy is Estonia. In 2003, Allan Sikk reported that Estonian parties engaged in a public battle to recruit the most members. Since then, the upwards trend in membership levels of the four main parliamentary parties has been constant (Table 1).17 Therefore, Estonia provides an interesting case through which to explore the circumstances in which parties recruit members in a new democracy, and the tasks that members perform in modern times. 



			Table 1: Party Membership in Estonia
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			Source: Membership data provided by political party central offices.



			

			This article is exploratory in nature, examining how two parties in Estonia view the importance of party membership, and the role of party members. It examines the possibility that Estonia’s institutional design (small electoral districts and restrictive party funding regulations) creates an important role for members in party life. In doing so, it tests the following potential explanations for membership recruitment in Estonia.

			

			
					1.	Estonia’s small national electoral districts, where candidates compete against their own co-partisans, will mean that members are valued as “ambassadors in the community.”

					2.	Estonia’s tiny municipal districts, which are increasingly partisan battlegrounds, will create considerable demand for candidates.

					3.	Small electoral districts at both the national and local levels will encourage parties to make contact with voters as individuals via grassroots campaigning, rather than relying entirely on the electoral professional model.

					4.	The ban on business funding, in conjunction with ever tighter enforcement, will encourage parties to look to members as a source of free labor and, potentially, additional funds.

			

			

			This article concludes that a combination of small electoral districts (at both the municipal and national levels) and strictly enforced business funding regulations creates an environment where membership recruitment is a practical choice for Estonian political parties. The proximity between parties and voters means that members are useful as “ambassadors in the community” and grassroots campaigners. Furthermore, parties must invest in building links in communities nationwide if they are to be competitive in municipal elections. This article also sheds light on important variations at the party level, finding that Estonian parties’ attitudes towards the functions of members are also shaped by strategic factors. Members can be used to overcome relative disadvantages, for example communicating directly with voters where the media is hostile, and raising money or providing free labor where a party suffers from a financial disadvantage. 

			Institutional Design and Party Membership

			Although dominant theories of party organization have emphasized the relative decline of membership since the days of the “mass party,” dissenting voices have long argued that party members continue to play a role in party life in western democracies, albeit in smaller numbers.18 Karina Pedersen found that, far from using members as window dressing, Danish parties had upgraded the benefits that they offered to members in the hope of increasing their grassroots base.19 Susan Scarrow’s detailed investigation of British and German parties found that members continued to carry out a number of functions: they acted as “ambassadors within the community;” they provided a socializing mechanism for future elites, offering a pool from which candidates can be selected; they participated in apolitical grass-roots activities, building links between their party and society; they provided a source of loyal and reliable voters; they offered parties “legitimacy benefits” since voters find the image of elite-based parties unattractive; they provided useful additional income; and they made positive contributions to policy-making processes.20

			It is notable that Scarrow’s research compared two countries with small electoral districts. Britain elects its parliamentarians through an entirely majoritarian system, while Germany’s electoral system is mixed. A significant body of research has since asserted that electoral systems influence how parties communicate with voters, and therefore how they use their members. While proportional electoral systems incentivize party-driven, centralized campaign strategies,21 single member district electoral systems encourage local campaigning, often with a heavy concentration of resources in marginal constituencies.22 Scholars of electoral behavior in the United Kingdom find that constituency campaigns are, by and large, effective in their aim of increasing the vote shares of political parties. German parties (operating in a mixed electoral system) combine “electoral-professional” strategies (communication through the mass media, political advertisements and large-scale rallies) with campaigning at the local level through stalls on market squares, social events and knocking on voters’ front doors.23 In mixed electoral systems, candidates in single-member districts are more likely than their list colleagues to adopt localized face-to-face approaches.24

			Small multi-member constituencies (as found in Estonia) encourage individual candidates to invest in face-to-face communication in order to avoid public conflict with their own co-partisans.25 Conversely, under large district proportional systems members play less of a role in party campaigning. When parties must communicate with millions of voters simultaneously, they are much more reliant on the mass media (and, more recently, social media) to spread their message. Any face-to-face contact occurs through organized interest groups, since attempts to contact individual voters are not efficient.

			Although there is little comparative research on the effects of electoral systems on party organization in central and east Europe, case studies suggest that extant theories from western Europe might also have some application to the central and east European context. In Slovakia, Marek Rybař posited that declining membership numbers and levels of activity from the late 1990s onwards could be attributed, at least partially, to the adoption of a purely proportional electoral system.26 After the electoral system changed, the number and activity levels of local branches declined sharply. In Lithuania, where the electoral system is mixed, a statistical analysis by Raimondas Ibenskas found that grassroots activists were just as important for electoral success as money.27 Thus, it is quite possible that the practical role of members is influenced in central and east Europe by the national electoral system.

			Municipal elections are often neglected in analyses of the roles of party members in modern democracies. Steven Wolinetz argued that a “classic Downsian” vote seeking party would be organized to compete to win office at “all or almost all levels (local, regional or provincial, national) but is likely to maintain only the minimum degree of organization required to do so.”28 This task is likely to be more challenging than Wolinetz suggests. Scarrow pointed out that, even in the days of mass parties, British and German political parties had to make active efforts to recruit and socialize municipal candidates.29 In the post-communist context, Hermann Smith-Sivertsen argued that one of the reasons why Lithuanian parties had many more members than Latvian parties was the enforced politicization of local government,30 which creates a requirement for candidates and activists at the local level. If Estonian parties take municipal elections seriously, they must nominate lists of electorally attractive candidates, who should ideally have at least a minimal degree of partisan loyalty, in 227 municipalities. Establishing a nationwide organization capable of achieving this aim is a significant undertaking.

			Therefore, Estonia’s electoral institutions could create a significant demand for party members. Although independent candidates are legally permitted to participate, the only new party to gain representation in the last decade, Res Publica, was a well-established debating club before it emerged as a formal political force.31 This suggests that parties without members struggle to compete in Estonia. Every four years, 101 members are elected to the parliament (Riigikogu). Mandates are distributed using an open-list proportional representation system. The country is divided into twelve electoral districts, each allocating between seven and thirteen seats. Electoral districts are small, and candidates must compete against their own co-partisans, making members potentially valuable as “ambassadors in the community.” 

			There are 227 municipalities in Estonia, and these are divided into two types, urban (linnad) and rural (vallad). Two-thirds of Estonia’s municipalities have a population of less than 3,000 people. In the early years of democratization, the major parties focussed primarily on national elections. However, in 2002 a proposal to ban civic electoral alliances from local elections was debated. Although the law ultimately remained unchanged after the Supreme Court ruled that it was unconstitutional to ban independent candidates, the influence of civic lists had weakened by the 2005 local election. Over time, the main parliamentary parties have significantly increased their penetration in the regions, potentially creating a considerable additional demand for candidates.

			Based on extant theories about the effects of electoral systems, Estonia’s electoral institutions may expose the limitations of modern electoral professional strategies. At the national level, small multi-member constituencies will encourage candidates to invest in face-to-face communications, rather than fighting their own co-partisans via the mass media. It is difficult to imagine how an organizationally lean, highly centralised party could communicate localized messages across twelve parliamentary districts and 227 municipalities. Furthermore, partisan competition for local government creates a large demand for candidates. The argument that state funding removes the need for members (made primarily by Ingrid van Biezen and Petr Kopecký) is not entirely convincing, since, the constant upwards pressure on campaign budgets, combined with restrictive fundraising rules and the desire to avoid scandals, could make members a valuable source of voluntary labor, if not hard cash. We might instead find that Michael Pinto-Duschinsky’s prediction is more accurate: that parties look for money from every available source.32

			Data

			This exploratory analysis of party membership in Estonia is based on three types of data: an electronic survey distributed amongst branch chairs; interviews conducted amongst the same groups; and party rules, as set out in parties’ official statutes. The surveys and interviews were carried out in April, May, and June 2012, with the focus on the Reform Party (Eesti Reformierakond, ER, a classical liberal party that has governed for all but three years since it was founded in 1994) and the Social Democrats (Sotsiaaldemokraatlik Erakond, SDE), traditionally Estonia’s fourth party, but riding high in recent opinion polls. Both SDE and ER have high degrees of programmatic coherence and ideological consistency. The main party of the center-left and the main party of the center-right in Estonia were selected because traditional scholarship suggests that center-right parties tend to be more elite-based, while center-left parties more likely to see party members membership as normatively desirable.33 

			The surveys, which asked ten questions about the role of party members, were translated into Estonian and sent by email to all of the local branch chairs from both the SDE and ER. The questions, which were adapted from Scarrow’s analysis of the role of party members in Britain and Germany,34 are included in the main body of this article, along with the response categories and results for each question. The response was healthy by internet survey standards (SDE 38 respondents from 110 surveys sent, 34.5%; ER 42 responses from 160 surveys sent, 26.3%). In order to assuage respondents’ reservations about participating in the survey, the responses to the online survey were anonymous. Unfortunately, this means that the precise demographics of survey respondents are unknown. Since the potential for selection bias is unavoidable, the data are interpreted with care, in conjunction with interviews, press reports and party statutes. 

			Interviews took place in Tallinn in April and May 2012. Interviewees were recruited using snowball sampling: the subgroups of potential interviewees were defined (MPs, councilors, party staff, party activists), and potential participants were referred through networking. In a closed environment like a political party, where trust of outsiders is low, participants are not accessible through any other sampling strategy. This represents a further methodological constraint, since the sample is again skewed towards those who are inclined to cooperate. Interviews were recorded, and informed consent was obtained in advance. All interviews were given on the basis of anonymity, which meant that interviewees were able to be frank about sensitive issues, including party financing.

			From the Reform Party, one MP, one council candidate and one “electoral professional” were interviewed. From SDE, one MP, one councilor, two party staff and an activist participated in the research. For background, interviews were also conducted with members of the other two main parties, Isamaa ja Res Publica Liit (IRL) and the Center Party (Eesti Keskerakond - K), in order to gain a rounded picture of the role of party members in Estonian political parties. Interviewees were asked a number of open, semi-structured questions about party organization and the role of members. Again, these were based on the roles of members identified by Scarrow. The results of the surveys and interviews, combined with information from party statutes, are used to explore the impact of institutional structure on party membership in Estonia.35

			The Role of Party Members in Estonia

			Ambassadors in the Community: With Estonia’s relatively small electoral districts, and multi-member constituencies, the extant literature suggests that individualized, face-to-face campaigning might be an effective means of political communication. Estonia is one of Europe’s smallest countries. Its communities are tight-knit, particularly in rural areas. One ER MP remarked that the help of members is essential because, “Estonia is small, but not so small that you can meet everybody. You can’t go everywhere yourself.”36 



			

			Table 2:  What is the most effective way of spreading your party’s message (percent)?
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			Source: Author Survey



			

			Survey respondents from both parties believe that discussions with friends, family, and neighbors are the most effective way of spreading their party’s message (Table 2). Almost four-fifths of respondents from both parties thought that word of mouth was a “very effective” means of spreading the party’s message, and most of the rest thought that it was at least a “moderately effective” means of communication. 

			Neither party, however, was entirely convinced of the effectiveness of traditional mass media or new social media. More than half of all ER respondents categorized communication through television and radio as only “somewhat effective” or “not effective.” This response points to a significant limitation of the “electoral professional” approach. While neither party would ever consider dispensing with “spin doctors” and other electoral professionals, the mass media can be problematic for parties if it is critical. The Reform Party’s political capital, already waning after a long period in government and a series of minor scandals, plummeted after Prime Minister Andrus Ansip vocally supported the Anti-Counterfeiting Trade Agreement in February 2012.37 Political opponents and the media seized on this position as evidence that the Reform Party was out of touch with public opinion. Subsequently, the negative headlines were relentless. SDE, on the other hand, was riding a wave of popularity, and were much more comfortable with the mass media as a result. Both parties, however, were evenly matched in valuing members as “ambassadors in the community.”

			As expected, parliamentary candidates also used party members to boost their own personal profile without publicly confronting their co-partisans. A Reform Party MP explained how he organized a “network campaign,” asking members in his constituency to contact their neighbors on his behalf.38 The purpose of these calls was to introduce the candidate, explain his values and policies, offer a personalized invitation to a meeting, and pass on the candidate’s cell phone number if they had any questions. The MP explained that, “My team member can reach his parents better than I can, and if the parents have any additional questions, I can meet them.” He estimated that through these party members, he had made contact with 900 people in total, a significant number in an electoral district of 5,000 voters. This is a classic example of how candidates standing in an open-list electoral system use members as ambassadors, both to promote their party’s platform, and to distinguish themselves from their co-partisans. 

			Estonians are proud of their high-tech economy. All of the MPs, councilors and candidates interviewed used social media. Many also maintained blogs. Interviewees agreed that even elderly Estonians use Facebook and Twitter, with one Reform Party municipal candidate commenting that, “In Estonia, using the internet is the same as eating bread.”39 It is therefore notable that parties were reluctant to rely on this new media. As shown in Table 2, only 18.1 percent of ER respondents and 25 percent of SDE respondents thought it was a “very effective” means of communication. 

			Exploring these results through interviews, it emerged that internet communication was viewed as suffering from the same deficiency of trust as traditional mass media. Furthermore, there was a perception that voters switch off if they are bombarded via social media at election time. One ER MP, an assiduous blogger, pointed out that blogging was only effective if maintained between elections, building up a loyal following over time. “If we have elections and seventy people start writing at once,” he said, “people don’t pay attention anymore.”40 In addition, some interviewees were wary of the power of social media, since bad news can spread as quickly as good news. A Reform Party campaign manager pointed out that, “A negative message can be spread to thousands in seconds.” 41 

			Naturally, both parties employ professional staff. The Reform Party, the wealthier of the two, even hired Estonia’s top marketing agency to work on its branding. Central office staff members are unapologetically fastidious about insisting that activists use the yellow and blue background colors and the party’s distinctive squirrel logo.42 Their glossy members’ magazine would not look out of place on a commercial newsstand. However, parties were wary of the limitations of “electoral-professional” campaigns. Where trust in politicians and political parties is low, parties may find that it is beneficial to increase their face-to-face interaction with society. This approach is most practical where electoral districts are small and campaigns are decentralized. In small electoral districts, candidates and activists campaign in close proximity to voters. Furthermore, decentralization gives individual candidates an incentive to build up the party’s membership base. In multi-member districts, local members double as a personal network for individual candidates, vouching for their integrity and helping them to stand out from a crowded field of co-partisans.

			

			A Recruiting Pool for Candidates: Estonia’s small local government districts, where competition increasingly takes place between established political parties (rather than independent candidates), potentially generates a significant demand for council candidates. In a country with 227 municipalities, each requiring between 7 and 63 candidates, even the largest parties struggle to find enough good candidates for all local government districts. Interviewees from both parties often joked that any party member who showed more than a passing interest in policy-making would instantly be invited to stand for the local council. One of the Social Democrats’ primary aims for the October 2013 municipal election was to field at least one candidate in each municipality, a task that required considerable recruitment efforts.43 

			Both parties were likely to consider nominating good candidates for local government even if they were not a party member, but were much less likely to extend the same flexibility to the national list (Table 3). This suggests that parties do not yet have the luxury of restricting local nominations to candidates already socialized into the party’s values. There was a notable difference between the Social Democratic Party and the Reform Party in terms of their willingness to nominate non-members to party lists. As Table 3 demonstrates, the vast majority (87.5) of SDE respondents believed that local government candidates need not be party members at all, while only half of the Reform Party respondents would accept local candidates who were not members. At the national level, Reform Party respondents were far more likely than their SDE counterparts to insist that prospective candidates should have been party members for a year or more. 



			

			Table 3: How long do potential candidates need to be members before standing for election on your party’s list (percent)?
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			Source: Author survey



			

			E. Spencer Wellhofer posited that there are three stages of organizational development and elite socialization in political parties. During the first stage, the boundary between supporters and members is typically blurred. At stage two, prior affiliation is required for elite positions. As stage three, parties begin to extend the required period of prior affiliation, increasing loyalty to the organization.44 SDE is clearly still at the first stage, although developing rapidly, while ER is moving towards the second stage. It is likely that the higher level of elite socialization found in ER than SDE is the consequence of the organizational history of the two parties. Although both parties were founded in the early 1990s, left-wing ideas struggled to find an audience in Estonia until recently. As a result, the Social Democrats remain Estonia’s smallest parliamentary party, although they are now expanding quickly. 

			In order to take advantage of their recent surge in the opinion polls, SDE now seeks to compete in the municipal elections nationwide, but this is a big step up and they struggle to find sufficient candidates. In 2011, they launched a membership recruitment campaign with the express intention of increasing their regional penetration. As one party organizer said:

			“When we started the members campaign last year, we had 4,500 people. The other parties have three times more, so we felt we had to make it bigger. Of course, we had to develop policies, but we also had to develop our membership. 	In many places, we didn’t have anybody to bring our ideas.”45

			Having taken the decision to invest significantly in expanding their membership a decade earlier than SDE, ER has much wider regional penetration, and therefore is more likely to have the opportunity to nominate municipal candidates who are already party members. Particularly at the Riigikogu level, ER is able to place a much higher premium on length of membership and ideological loyalty (Table 4). While there was agreement across both parties that name-recognition was a crucial attribute for a parliamentary candidate, and that ability to contribute financially was not very important, the Reform Party also prioritized hard work at the local level and loyalty. This, again, is likely to be a result of the current relative resources of the two parties. With a much larger membership base, the Reform Party can juggle multiple priorities simultaneously.

			The importance attached to name recognition has become problematic in local government elections, particularly in elections for Tallinn City Council, where well-known personalities (often musicians or sports personalities in the case of the Center Party, government ministers in the case of the Reform Party, and senior MPs in the case of SDE) top party lists even though they have no intention of taking seats on the Council. One Social Democrat MP acknowledged that the use of “vote magnets” (as 

			they are described in Estonia) “creates some problems in terms of voters’ trust in politicians,” but expressed frustration that, “I don’t see a way out of it either.”46 



			

			Table 4: What qualities are important in choosing candidates for the Riigikogu (percent)?
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			Source: Author survey. 



			

			Both parties view their youth wings as recruiting grounds, not just for members but also for the next generation of Estonian politicians. The Reform Party’s Youth website explicitly states that “the aim of the Youth Council is to guarantee the emergence of new exemplary members and politicians of the Reform Party.”47 However, the emergence of the next generation is not always wholly without problems for the current elite, who may resent competition for prized spots on the national list. Some also expressed dismay at the growing dominance of “career politicians.” One SDE veteran of the transition noted that being a politician:

			“...is now a career which one can start in youth organizations and continue at the municipality, then in the government or parliament if you are clever enough. I am representing a generation that says if you want success in politics then you have to show you can be successful in another part of life. You must gain something before you become a ‘broiler’ in the political system.”48

			In summary, Estonia’s small, decentralized municipalities encourage parties to expand their regional penetration, and this involves membership recruitment. While neither party is yet in a position to demand a long period of prior affiliation from their municipal candidates, they are working towards fielding a full slate of candidates in municipal elections, and slowly nurturing a recruiting pool. Selecting candidates from a membership pool improves loyalty and reduces the possibility of embarrassing public disagreements, but is a long-term undertaking for political parties in new democracies. As the more organizationally advanced party, ER is now taking formal steps to nurture the next generation of its elite. SDE, with its smaller membership, invests significant resources in expanding its base, which it hopes will lead to a good result in the October 2013 local elections. 

			The difference between SDE and ER’s current priorities for municipal candidates, taking into account the latter party’s much larger membership, suggest that, as the supply of members increases over time, party loyalty will become a bigger consideration for candidate selection for the SDE in the future. In light of theories about the expected dominance of “electoral professional” parties in central and east European politics, it is interesting to note that SDE does not take its recent strong opinion poll results, or sympathetic media coverage, for granted. Rather, it is taking advantage of the current favorable environment to recruit members with a view to improving its regional penetration.

			

			Members as a Grassroots Campaigning Resource: Ingrid van Biezen predicted that “internally created” political parties would rely on the “electoral model,” eschewing the arduous and time-consuming business of electoral mobilization.49 The Reform Party is a classic “internally created” party, having been formed from within the government. It has led coalitions for all but three years since it was founded. However, both the ER and the SDE have invested in grassroots-style campaigning to a surprising degree.

			Surveys and interviews indicate that both parties utilize old-fashioned pavement politics: distributing handbills, going door-to-door, setting up street stalls and organizing meetings and attending rallies. Activity between elections takes the form of apolitical campaigns about local issues, for example moving a bus stop, opening a local kindergarten or fixing potholes. One council candidate told of a long-standing and successful campaign against a new golf course in Tallinn.50 Open political competition breaks out in the months immediately prior to elections.



			

			Table 5: Participation of members in grassroots activities (local elections) (percent)
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							Participate in rallies and events

						
							
							65.6

						
							
							56.3
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							0
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							Persuade friends, family and neighbors to vote for the party

						
							
							78.1

						
							
							65.6

						
							
							18.8

						
							
							28.1

						
							
							3.1

						
							
							3.1
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							0

						
					

				
			

			

			Source: Author survey.



			

			Tables 5 and 6 summarize the frequency with which parties engage in grassroots activities. Perhaps surprisingly, the “internally created” ER makes more use of direct voter contacting than the “externally created” SDE, most likely because they have the resources to do so. Three quarters of ER respondents indicated that activists “often” or “sometimes” contacted voters by telephone or going door-to-door during national election campaigns, while this figure was less than half for SDE respondents. Both parties used activists to distribute handbills on the street, to organize or attend meetings, and to participate in rallies. Anecdotal evidence suggests that members also engage in arguably less ethical (though not currently illegal) activities like “helping” elderly people to vote using the internet.



			

			Table 6: Participation of members in grassroots activities (national elections) (percent)

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							

						
							
							Often

						
							
							Sometimes

						
							
							Rarely

						
							
							Never
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							ER

						
							
							SDE
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							SDE

						
					

					
							
							Contact voters by telephone

						
							
							25
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							25
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							53.1
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							15.6

						
					

					
							
							Contact voters door-to-door

						
							
							15.6

						
							
							6.2

						
							
							43.8

						
							
							37.5

						
							
							28.1

						
							
							28.1

						
							
							12.5
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							Distribute handbills door-to-door

						
							
							21.2
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							46.9
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							attend meetings

						
							
							43.8

						
							
							46.9

						
							
							43.8

						
							
							50

						
							
							12.5

						
							
							3.1

						
							
							0

						
							
							0

						
					

					
							
							Participate in rallies and events
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							77.4
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							34.8

						
							
							3.2

						
							
							6.2

						
							
							0

						
							
							0

						
					

				
			

			

			Source: Author survey. 



			

			There were subtle differences in tactics between national elections (Table 6) and local elections (Table 5). Both parties were more likely to ask members to contact voters in their own homes (by telephone and door-to-door) during local campaigns than national campaigns. Members were also more likely to attend or organize rallies and meetings during local campaigns than national campaigns. This suggests that parties are slightly more likely to use individual voter contacting in local campaigns than national campaigns, supporting the theory that grassroots campaigning is more effective where electoral districts are small. 

			Grassroots tactics are used in national campaigns for several reasons. First, as discussed below, all parties find it difficult to raise sufficient funds to cover the high cost of parliamentary campaigns. SDE is the smallest and poorest of Estonia’s parliamentary parties, and interviewees spoke of using volunteer labor to reduce the cost of campaigns. “If you have the members,” said one SDE Tallinn councilor, “then you can use them in the course of the campaign, distributing materials and organizing or doing technical works.” 51 

			Second, as discussed above, Estonian members of parliament are elected using an open list system. This means that candidates must establish a “unique personal reputation to stand out in a crowded field of co-partisans,” in addition to competing against other parties’ candidates.52 Therefore, most Estonian parliamentary candidates run their own local campaign in parallel to the party’s main election campaign. Relatively unknown newcomers must rely on grassroots campaigns to win votes on the regional list, while well-established figures (for example, government ministers) are better able to attract votes on the back of their name recognition, often standing on the central list. In small electoral districts, the best way to gain votes while avoiding conflict with co-partisans is to contact voters individually.

			Third, as already demonstrated by Table 2, party elites are dubious about the efficacy of mass media campaigns. Interviews suggest that parties seek to maximize their chances of success by simultaneously engaging in both a “ground war” and an “air war.” A Social Democrat MP summed up the general consensus:

			“There are basically two different strategies that are nearly universal. One is presence in the media and the other is face-to-face contact. I don’t know which one of them is more efficient. I’ve had mixed results from that, so usually everyone does both of them.”53 

			Members and Money: It is often argued that the provision of state funding deters parties from investing in membership.54 It is therefore worth exploring the relationship between members and money. Although Estonian electoral law places few limitations on how money can be spent, the laws on how money can be raised are strict. Business donations are banned. Political parties currently receive an annual payment of €1,000 from the state for each mandate they received in the Riigikogu. They are also allocated free airtime through public broadcasting prior to elections. Both parties agreed that does not begin to cover the costs of campaigns.55. Attempts by political parties to circumvent the ban on business donations have led to frequent funding scandals in recent years. For example, in May 2012, both the Reform Party and the Center Party were accused of “funneling” money of undeclared origin into their parties’ budgets. 56

			However, parties were concerned that asking members for money might be an unacceptable imposition, and appeared to be more comfortable with the idea of using members as voluntary labor. Neither party holds small-scale fundraisers, nor do they ask their members for money at congresses, meetings or social events. They prefer to keep these events exclusively for party business or socializing. Indeed, interviewees expressed some distaste for what they perceived as American-style fundraising, described by one Reform Party organizer as “holding dinners where they pump people for money.”57

			Interviewees from both parties spoke of the difficulty of funding election campaigns, expressing views like “democracy is expensive.” It is commonplace for candidates from both parties to make significant financial contributions to their own campaigns. The SDE requires parliamentarians to donate a portion of their salary to the party. ER makes no such demand formally, but parliamentarians must usually raise money for their own regional election campaigns.58 Business donations are technically illegal, but in kind donations are common: for example, a supportive business might pay the bill for printing a leaflet. A 2009 investigation by the Äripäev newspaper accused three Reform Party politicians of allowing businessmen to pick up the tab for campaign expenses.59 Some interviewees couched discussions of business funding in terms of “donations from friends who are entrepreneurs,” but others acknowledged that, “Each party has a few companies that have their back.”60

			Although membership fees make up only a small portion of overall party funding in Estonia, both parties allocate the money raised to local branches, where it is used to cover the cost of meetings and social events. Thus, membership fees play an important role in sustaining the local branch network. The SDE central office also gives one extra euro to local organizations for every euro that is raised from membership fees. Local organizations therefore have an incentive to recruit more members, and to ensure that members pay their fees.61 

			However, both parties were ultimately more comfortable asking rank-and-file members for their time than their money. As the poorest of the main four parties, SDE interviewees talked of their reliance on members as a source of voluntary labor. A central office campaign manager said:

			“A lot of people in the party work for free. We are thinking very strongly about how to hold these people. We are open to them. We are next to them. We want them to feel good here. We want to thank them always that they have this mission to be a Social Democrat.”62 

			The SDE was preparing to ask members to make a greater financial contribution, but interviewees expressed uncertainty about how this would be received, since such a request was without precedent in Estonian political culture. One SDE MP wondered aloud if members would be “willing to chip in when it comes to financing all the activities that are necessary for the party to be successful.”63 

			In summary, there is no evidence that state subsidies discourage investment in party-building in Estonia. The sums involved are insufficient. The proportion of party funding contributed by unreported business donations (which are illegal) is likely to be considerable. It is also relevant to consider the different choices made by individual parties when considering matters of members and money. Katz and Mair’s “cartel party” theory assumes that smaller parties will accept their position in the party system’s pecking order, even though they will always receive a lower share of state funding than their rivals. However, the SDE has bigger ambitions. In the words of one SDE councilor, “Campaigns need a lot of money. Now, to make it a little bit cheaper, if you have the members you can use them in the course of the campaign.”64 

			Discussion

			This article adds to a growing number of case studies suggesting that some central and east European parties recruit members because they believe that members help them to win elections. There is no doubt that membership recruitment, retention and organization is a time-consuming and arduous process. Yet Estonian party elites are prepared to make this effort. One Reform Party MP described how he and his fellow activists organize street stalls, and are happy with their day’s work if three in every fifty conversations yields a potential member.65 

			In Estonia, members are particularly valued as “ambassadors in the community.” This finding is consistent with the extant literature on campaigning tactics in small district multi-member wards. One ER MP spoke of the “network campaign” that he organized with the help of party members, which yielded nine hundred positive contacts, a pivotal number in an electoral district of five thousand voters. Such campaigns allow candidates to compete against their own co-partisans through private individual voter contact, as previously described by Matthew S. Shugart.66 A centralized “electoral-professional” campaign would be ill suited to this specific task.

			Estonia’s 227 municipal districts, which became increasingly politicized in the last decade, also need candidates. Given the option, parties usually prefer to nominate candidates from a recruiting pool already socialized into their values. However, neither ER nor the SDE had a recruiting pool large enough to nominate a full slate of candidates in all regions. SDE is eager to catch up with the other major parties in terms of local government coverage. Therefore, it is investing significant energies into meeting its target of nominating candidates in every municipality for the October 2013 election.

			As previously described in small electoral districts in western democracies, parties attempt to contact voters individually through street stalls and door-to-door campaigning. While seemingly old-fashioned, parties believe that this is an effective means of campaigning that complements the “electoral professional” approach. Parties perceive that communication through mass media alone is unlikely to achieve electoral success in Estonia. In such a small country, further divided into tiny municipalities and parliamentary electoral districts, voters expect a degree of personal contact.

			No evidence was found that the availability of state funding influenced Estonian political parties attitudes towards members. State funding covers only the most basic costs. In the past, business funding dominated, but this source of funds has become progressively harder to access, as laws became both tighter and more strictly enforced. Although “under the table” funding undoubtedly still exists, Estonia’s rules on business funding are now among the strictest in Europe, and this drives parties to become more creative about legitimate fundraising. Parties were reluctant to ask members for money, since such requests are not an established practice in Estonia. However, both parties utilize members as a source of free labor, and the poorer of the two parties, the SDE, also hopes to raise money from members in the future.

			While the role of members within the SDE and ER was influenced in observable ways by a pragmatic adaptation to electoral rules, the precise function of members within individual parties was calibrated to the specific circumstances of each party. ER is wealthier than SDE, but suffered from negative media coverage over the period of this research (2012-13). Therefore, while SDE sees grassroots campaigning as a means of stretching limited finances a bit further, ER sees the potential to circumvent negative media coverage by communicating directly with voters. These different concerns raise two questions about the literature positing the prominence of state funded “electoral” parties in central and east Europe. The electoral-professional approach to political communications is no panacea for parties, especially those that find themselves out of favor with the mass media. Furthermore, theories that parties will be comfortable relying on state funding assume that smaller parties will accept being at a permanent financial disadvantage, and that parties will not seek to outmaneuver each other by any means possible. Neither of those assumptions holds in the Estonian case.

			Therefore, Estonia’s failure to conform, as a new democracy, to expectations of low party membership appears to be explained at least partially by the extant literature on electoral system effects. However, the precise role that members play within each party is also influenced by competitive dynamics, as party elites will seek to make the most efficient possible use of their own party’s resources. Context is also important: SDE is less organizationally advanced than ER primarily because Estonian politics was dominated by free-market liberal ideologies in the first two decades after democratization. This article focused on the Estonian case, and comparative research is now required to establish whether electoral institutions have a systematic effect on membership recruitment.
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