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			Abstract: This article examines Russian television coverage of Russo-Japanese relations and the Kuril Islands territorial dispute between October 2010 and February 2014. The article has three aims: to further understanding of Russian government influence over television; to illuminate Russian priorities in bilateral relations with Japan; and to assess the prospect of current territorial talks resulting in a compromise. While there are good economic and security incentives for both sides to agree to a settlement, nationalist framing of the territorial dispute on Russian television presents an obstacle to resolution. A territorial compromise would contradict television’s nationalist framing of the dispute and undermine Russian leaders’ credibility as defenders of territorial integrity. Findings suggest that public opinion as well as government influence shapes the content of Russian television reporting on the Kurils and relations with Japan.

			A marked improvement in Russian-Japanese relations began in 2012. Since 1945, conflict over the sovereignty of four islands that Russia calls the Southern Kurils and that Japan refers to as the Northern Territories had inhibited ties. Stalin occupied the four islands, situated between the Japanese island of Hokkaido and Russia’s Kamchatka Peninsula, during the closing phase of World War II.1 For the nearly 70 years since then, the dispute has prevented Russia and Japan from signing a formal peace treaty. 

			This article examines coverage of the changing diplomatic dynamics between Moscow and Tokyo on Russian television news. Specifically, it asks whether improving political and economic ties between Russia and Japan since 2012 are reflected in reporting on the Kurils dispute and/or coverage of bilateral relations on Russian state-controlled television. In answering this question, the article seeks to further understanding of government influence over television content in Putin’s Russia.

			Vladimir Putin’s return to the Russian presidency in May 2012 began a remarkable turnaround in bilateral relations with Japan. Over the previous eighteen months, already cool relations had plunged to subzero temperatures when on November 1, 2010, President Dmitry Medvedev became the first serving Russian (or Soviet) head of state to land on Kunashir, the second largest of the four disputed islands.2 Following in Medvedev’s footsteps, several senior Russian officials—including Deputy Prime Minister Igor Shuvalov and Defense Minister Anatoly Serdyukov—also visited the disputed islands in 2010 and 2011, drawing diplomatic protests from Tokyo.3 To the surprise of commentators and diplomats in both countries, in an interview with foreign journalists just prior to his re-election in March 2012, Putin offered to restart peace treaty negotiations with Japan. Using a term employed by judo referees to begin a match, Putin announced that if he became president, “we would give the order ‘Hajime’” on negotiations. Sparking optimism for a settlement in Japan, Putin stated, “We don’t need victory, rather we need to reach an acceptable compromise, something like a tie.”4

			Putin’s Japanese counterpart at the time, Prime Minister Yoshihiko Noda, responded to the Russian president’s conciliatory overtures in kind, by dropping his government’s aggressive rhetoric towards Russia and agreeing to new cooperation on travel and fishing in the disputed territories. In recognition of Russian aid to Japan following the Great Tohoku Earthquake in March 2011, and as a symbol of warming relations, in July 2012 Tokyo gave the dog-loving Putin an Akita puppy, which Putin named ‘Yume’ (dream in Japanese).5 Noda’s successor, Shinzo Abe is continuing to build on positive developments in bilateral relations. Since Abe’s return to office in December 2012, both he and Putin have devoted considerable time and energy to deepening cooperation and trust between their nations as a precursor to resuming territorial negotiations.6 In April 2013, Abe visited Moscow—the first trip to the Russian capital by a Japanese prime minister in a decade. At the end of his visit, Abe and Putin released a joint statement announcing the resumption of negotiations over the Southern Kurils. 7 Demonstrating their personal commitment to finding a solution to the dispute, Abe and Putin met to discuss bilateral relations on four other occasions in the ten months following their first meeting in Moscow.8 The leaders’ efforts have already paid dividends. Preliminary territorial discussions began at the vice-ministerial level in Moscow in August 2013. A second round of territorial talks was held in Tokyo on January 31, 2014.9 In November 2013, Russia and Japan held their first ever 2+2 talks between defense and foreign ministers, aimed at boosting military cooperation. Abe has been careful to limit the damage to restored relations emanating from Russia’s annexation of Crimea in March 2014. Under pressure from Washington, along with the rest of the G7, Japan has imposed sanctions on Russia following its incursions in Ukraine. But Abe has kept his comments on the Ukraine crisis to a minimum and, as of May 2014, a scheduled visit to Japan by Putin in fall 2014 had not been canceled. Despite sanctions against Russia, in May 2014, Japan announced it would accept a planned visit by Chairman of the State Duma, Sergey Naryashkin, a close aide of Putin.10 

			The purpose of this article is to analyze the framing of the Kuril Islands dispute on Russian television. National television is the most commonly used source of information in Russia, with 85 percent of Russians regularly tuning in to TV news programs.11 This number rises to 90 percent among viewers of Channel 1.12 In contrast, only 24 percent of Russians regularly visit news sites on the Internet, and just 20 percent get information from newspapers and print journals.13 Russian audiences are avid consumers of television news. As shown in Table 1, of all the programs broadcast on national television, audiences are most interested in the news.

			Channel 1 was chosen for this project for two reasons. Firstly, it is the channel with the widest audience reach in Russia. Its signal is received by 99.8 percent of Russian households.14 Channel 1 also has the largest daily audience share of any Russian television broadcaster, receiving an average share of 19.2 percent, compared to 16.6 percent for second-placed Rossiya.15 Channel 1’s flagship news broadcasts—Novosti and Vremya—are routinely watched by more Russians than news programs shown on rival channels. Although approximately 25 percent of Russian households subscribe to satellite television, international news programs receive a relatively small audience share in Russia.16 Euronews, the most popular international news broadcaster in Russia, receives an average daily audience share of just 0.7 percent.17

			Table 1. Audience Interest in Television Programs
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Source: Public Opinion Foundation, June 201318

			

Secondly, although only part owned by the state, Channel 1 has reverted to its traditional role as the mouthpiece of the government under President Putin.19 Previous studies of news coverage on Channel 1 have found political reporting heavily biased in favor of the Kremlin.20 This article therefore anticipates that news framing on Channel 1 of the Kuril Islands dispute—and of wider Russo-Japanese relations—will reflect Russian government policy. The article’s argument hypothesizes that improving bilateral relations and the resumption of territorial negotiations will correspond to a shift in narrative on Channel 1 news. 

			Content analysis is a seldom-used tool in Russian media studies for understanding how government policy shapes television content.21 This study aims to begin filling that methodological gap. Furthermore, the study’s analysis of reporting on the Kurils dispute by Channel 1 may provide international policymakers with insights into Russian government priorities in bilateral relations with Japan. It may also shed light on the Kremlin’s willingness/ability to agree to a territorial compromise with Japan, and the tactics that the Russian government employs to achieve its diplomatic and strategic ends.

			This project analyzed all news reports on the Kuril Islands dispute and/or bilateral Japanese-Russian relations broadcast between October 1, 2010 and February 28, 2014. The following programs were monitored:

			
					Novosti (News), 12pm, 3pm and 6pm

					Vremya (Time), 9pm 

					Odnako (However), with Mikhail Leontiev, broadcast irregularly

			

			Reports on domestic events in Japanese were excluded from analysis unless there was a specific reference to bilateral relations with Russia, or to the Southern Kurils (this exclusion extends to the majority of reporting on the March 2011 earthquake, tsunami and nuclear disaster, which occurred in North Eastern Japan during the monitoring period). Coverage of sporting and cultural contact between the two states was also excluded. In total, approximately 50 news segments were analyzed. As many reports were less than two-minutes in length, it was possible for analysis to be conducted by a single researcher. Drawing on media discourse theory, reports were analyzed qualitatively for changes in framing (emphasizing or excluding specific facts and values to promote particular definitions and interpretations)22, narrative, rhetorical strategy, lexicon and visual imagery.23 Quantitative methods were deliberately eschewed, as data-driven analysis would not adequately capture changes in lexicon, rhetoric and other linguistic evidence of a shift in discourse on the Kurils and relations with Japan.24  

			The hypothesis that news reporting on Channel 1 would reflect changes in government policy on the Kurils dispute was only partially proven. Reporting on Japanese-Russian relations in general—and on the Kurils dispute in particular—did not significantly change following the thaw in Russian-Japanese relations from early- to mid-2012, or after the agreement to resume peace treaty and territorial negotiations in April 2013. 

			On Channel 1 news, framing of the territorial dispute and/or bilateral relations with Japan was presented through four main lenses:

			
					Security (military defense and territorial integrity)

					Living standards and economic development (infrastructure and investment)

					Diplomacy and summitry (bilateral, regional and international)

					Patriotism and nationalism (Russian and Japanese)

			

			Media theory suggests that the prevalence and framing of an issue in the media affects audience perceptions regarding its significance.25 Studies by Elmer Schattschneider and Bernard Cohen conclude that although the media does not affect what people think, it influences what they think about.26 Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw term this phenomenon the “agenda-setting function of the mass media.”27 What agenda is set by Channel 1’s framing of the Kuril Islands dispute and of Russo-Japanese relations through the four thematic lenses identified above? In order to answer this question, news reports will be analyzed in the context of both the domestic and international strategic political needs of the Russian government. Although the state owns a majority stake in Channel 1, the over-saturation of the Russian television market, coupled with high production costs, means executives at the channel must consider the commercial appeal of news programing.28 Analysis of news content on Channel 1 will therefore also consider the need to attract, entertain, and retain audiences as a factor influencing the framing of reporting on relations with Japan and of the Kurils dispute. The study asks to what extent, and under what circumstances, do media professionals at Channel 1 balance the preferences of their political paymasters in the Russian government against public opinion when the two do not coincide.

			Security

			Perhaps unsurprisingly, as the Southern Kurils have strategic significance, the islands dispute is frequently framed through the prism of security. Located at the southern gateway to the Sea of Okhotsk, the narrow passageway between Kunishir and Iturup has provided a secure route in and out of the Pacific for Soviet/Russian nuclear submarines in the Pacific Fleet since 1978 (Figure 1). Russian military planners argue that the loss of this deep-water channel would reduce the effectiveness of the Pacific Fleet and endanger Russian security in the region. 29 The strategic importance of the Pacific Fleet is amplified by current Russian suspicions regarding China’s strengthened naval presence in the Arctic and Far East. On July 2, 2012, a Chinese icebreaking vessel—the Snow Dragon—became the first non-Russian ship to pass along the Northern Sea Route from Asia to Europe, close to the North Pole. On its way north, the Snow Dragon passed into the Sea of Okhotsk though the Soya Strait (also known as the La Pérouse Strait) that separates Sakhalin and Hokkaido. Frequent entry by Chinese ships into the Sea of Okhotsk—regarded as their exclusive preserve by the Russian military—is causing growing concern in Moscow.30



			Figure 1: Location of the Southern Kuril Islands/ Northern Territories
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			Source:  International Kuril Island Project, Washington University.



			A report broadcast in July 2013 on Channel 1 is a typical example of security framing of the Kurils dispute.31 The report follows President Putin’s visit to Sakhalin, the administrative district that includes the Southern Kurils. In addition to meeting with officials charged with overseeing infrastructure and economic development projects in the region, Putin oversaw Russia’s largest ever war games in the Far East. In the Channel 1 report, Putin is seen carrying out spot checks on the military readiness of the Eastern Military District. Viewers are told that the president personally gave the order to begin firing. The report was accompanied by film of troops conducting exercises on land, and shots of Russian warships at sea. Commenting on the “impressive” (vpechatlyayuchchiy) scale of the military games, Channel 1’s presenter informed viewers that 160,000 personnel, 130 aircraft and 70 ships were involved in “the first exercises of this magnitude carried out in the country in 20 years.”

			On Channel 1, defense of the Kuril Islands is coopted into a broader narrative designed to present Putin as the champion of national security and national pride.

			Research suggests that citizens respond emotionally to security threats, leading to enthusiastic public support for deployment of defenses to vulnerable regions.32 When territory is threatened, it is easy for leaders to mobilize domestic support using nationalist rhetoric. In the face of danger, real or perceived, citizens “rally around the flag.”33 It was partly by draping himself in the Russian flag that Vladimir Putin first won the Russian presidency in March 2000. Aided by the state-controlled media, Putin cast himself as the defender of Russian security in the face of Chechen terrorism and oligarchic looting. Russian voters responded enthusiastically to Putin’s promise to restore Russian unity, stability, and pride.34 Association with past and present military achievements continues to play a central role in Putin’s public persona.35 Putin rarely misses an opportunity to remind Russians of his own past military service. Previous PR stunts include the president jumping into the cockpit of a fighter jet to extinguish wildfires, or flying to campaign stops during an election.36 For journalists working to tight deadlines, and who must vie for viewers with an increasing number of competitors, the photo opportunities provided by Putin’s spin-doctors provide quick and easy copy.37 

			Reporting on the Kurils dispute on Channel 1 frequently references Russia’s past military successes, in particular its defeat of Japan in WWII. The Great Patriotic War was perhaps the only moment of true national unity in the history of the Soviet Union.38 As a result, the legacy of WWII retains a potent hold on the Russian national psyche as a symbol of national strength in the face of adversity. Recalling past victories can help reinforce the power and legitimacy of current governments.39 The historical significance of WWII makes myths about the conflict a useful tool for President Putin in his quest to restore Russia’s domestic and international pride. In a country as vast and culturally diverse as Russia, where the majority of citizens will never meet, the commemoration of past national achievements can help create shared memories that bind the “imagined community.”40 

			Official ceremonies to mark national military holidays and anniversaries have become major television events in Russia since Putin became president in 2000.41 On February 23 each year, Russians celebrate Defender of the Fatherland Day, a national holiday to commemorate those serving, or who have served their country, in the military. On February 23, 2012, Novosti reported from the Kremlin, where President Dmitry Medvedev officiated the annual Defender of the Fatherland Day ceremony. The pageant began with the president conferring the title of “City of Military Glory” on four Russian settlements, including Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky in Russia’s Far East.42 Novosti’s reporter explained to viewers that soldiers from Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky had “formed part of the troops that defeated the superior Japanese forces on the Kuril Islands” in 1945.43 

			To counteract the distancing effects of public ceremonies, Channel 1 also focuses on stories of personal heroism by individual members of the armed services. These stories inject a human element into reporting on security matters, and are featured in both news and entertainment programing. To mark Victory Day—the national holiday commemorating the end of WWII in Europe—in May 2012, Channel 1 ran a series entitled “Heirs of Victory” (Nasledniki Pobedy), which profiled currently enlisted service personnel with a family history in the military.44 The episode broadcast on May 5, 2012, told the story of Hero of Russia awardee Air Force Major Ivan Nechaev, who miraculously survived when his plane was shot down during the Russian-Georgian war in August 2008.45 Wearing his uniform and standing in front of a SU-25, similar to the one he flew in Georgia, Nechaev tells anecdotes about his grandfather, who fought against the Japanese on the Kuril Islands in WWII. Nechaev explains:

			My grandpa was 13 when he left to be a cabin boy in the Pacific Fleet. When his ship was hit and sinking, he was scared to jump into the sea that was about six to seven floors below. There were no other ships nearby, but somehow, he survived.

			By conflating past and present conflicts, Channel 1 lends the Russian-Georgian war some of the patriotic fervor inspired by WWII. Nechaev’s words encourage this conflation when he says, “I am convinced our people today are as strong and brave as before.” Patriotic programming bolsters the Russian government’s efforts to foster national unity and pride. It also serves to remind younger viewers of the sacrifices made by previous generations. Viewers are led to conclude that giving up the Southern Kurils to Japan would be disrespectful of the sacrifice made by Nechaev’s grandfather and others.

			As well as highlighting the sacrifice of past generations of soldiers, Channel 1 news also follows the fortunes of military personnel currently serving on the Kuril Islands. On February 26, 2012, a few days after Defense of the Fatherland Day, Novosti featured a report on the deployment of high-tech mobile medical stations to military units on the Kurils. The reporter at the scene explained that:

			In remote areas it isn’t always possible to provide a full hospital staff. In the past, soldiers had to pay to get x-rays at civilian clinics, a process that was expensive and inconvenient.46 

			In the footage accompanying the report, shirtless soldiers are shown waiting outside the medical trucks in an orderly queue. The report ends with the news that, “with the advent of mobile medical stations, the number of soldiers with lung disease, especially in the winter, has been significantly reduced.” This report is just one example among many on Channel 1 reinforcing the government’s commitment to improving the lives of soldiers and civilians living on the Kurils. 

			In the 1990s, living standards in the Russian Far East fell behind the rest of the country. Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, President Boris Yeltsin failed to formulate a coherent Eastern policy, marginalizing the Far East from the rest of Russia. Putin has given more attention to Russia’s far-flung regions, warning that neglect of the Russian Far East would lead to its loss.47 Appearing on Channel 1 news in July 2012, Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev warned that allowing the infrastructure on the Kurils to fall into disrepair risked “the unraveling of the fabric of the state.”48 Putin has spoken on many occasions of the military as the key to modernizing Pacific Russia. From 2011, the Russian government has invested heavily in modernizing its defenses on the two larger islands, Kunashir and Iturup.49 Following a strategy successfully developed during the Soviet period, the current Russian leadership hopes that increased military spending will lead to innovation and economic development on the Kurils and across the Russian Far East. 

			Living Standards and Economic Development

			Reporting on the living standards of the islanders and on efforts to improve infrastructure on the Kurils follows a similar pattern to coverage of security matters. Again, Putin, Medvedev, and a number of other federal government ministers are shown taking a personal interest in the development of the islands. In the numerous reports devoted to Medvedev’s visit to Kunashir on November 1, 2010, the then-president is seen inspecting new power plants, hospitals, and schools.50 Medvedev is shown visiting the newly constructed home of a local family. After listening to the family’s concerns over a cup of tea, Medvedev promises to “invest more money [in Kunashir] because it is an important part of our land.” He further pledges to ensure that, “living standards here are the same as in the rest of Russia.” A voiceover explains that: 

			For more than 20 years, no new homes were built on the Kuril Islands. But three years ago, a program was implemented to build social housing. Apartments in one of the new buildings are totally free for teachers and health workers. 

			To demonstrate the success of federal investment in the islands, Channel 1’s reporter tells viewers that, “over the last two years, the birthrate on the Kuril Islands has begun to increase for the first time [since the 1994 earthquake].” Further demonstrating the Russian government’s commitment to the Kurils, Channel 1 reports that funding for development of the islands was “one of the few federal programs not cut during the financial crisis.”51

			In contrast to the federal government’s concern for living standards on the islands, another recurring theme on Channel 1 news is the lackadaisical attitude and inactivity of local officials in executing projects to develop the Kurils funded by Moscow. In 2007, the Russian federal government allocated approximately US$630 million for infrastructure and economic projects on the islands.52 In several reports on Channel 1, Putin and Medvedev are seen berating local officials for failing to meet federal development targets. Visiting Kunashir in July 2012, Medvedev said, “It is a disgrace that [federal] money is not being spent.”53 Similarly, in a report on Putin’s visit to the Russian Far East in July 2013, the president complained that, “the quality of management in the Eastern regions leaves much to be desired.”54 The report also informed viewers that in the past year, local officials had failed to implement more than half of all orders given by the federal government in relation to social and infrastructure projects in the Russian Far East. 

			The benevolent Tsar dressing down the inept regional bureaucrat is a commonly used device on Russian state-controlled television.55 The purpose is to transfer responsibility for failing to deliver public services from the federal government to local authorities. The poor quality of social services and infrastructure problems are consistently among the top concerns of Russian citizens.56 The federal government and their supporters in the media, however, cannot simply pretend that these problems do not exist. Citizens have firsthand experience of the weaknesses of public services, and would not believe unwaveringly upbeat television coverage on this topic. The current Russian government have learnt from the propaganda failures of the Soviet era, when “the experienced viewer, comparing the paradise on the screen with what he saw himself, drew his own conclusions.”57  

			The close personal association of both Putin and Medvedev with the security and comfort of Russian residents living on the Southern Kurils presents a potential problem should Russia reach a territorial compromise with Tokyo. A settlement with Japan, which would require Russia to cede at least part of the disputed territories, could undermine Putin’s reputation as defender of national security and territorial integrity. President Putin’s sensitivity to his reputation on these issues was demonstrated by Russia’s military intervention in the Crimea, in the name of supporting Ukraine’s ethnic Russians, in March 2014. The economic dislocation and loss of international status that accompanied the collapse of the USSR ensures a significant role for nationalism in post-Soviet Russian politics. Left-wing nationalist parties have been the main rivals of all three post-Soviet Russian presidents. Putin’s enduring popularity with Russian voters is predicated on his media-constructed image as defender of Russian interests—including defending Russia’s borders and its overseas diaspora.58 However, his decision to return to the presidency for a third term in 2012—coupled with fraudulent parliamentary elections in 2011—has cost Putin support among cosmopolitan, urban voters. In his third term, Putin is more reliant on support from provincial Russia, the Russia that fears territorial disintegration.59

			A report by the Public Opinion Foundation in September 2013 found that 57 percent of Russian citizens believe their country is at risk of territorial encroachment.60 In the current political climate, it is unlikely that Putin will risk further alienating public opinion by conceding to Japan more than the two uninhabited islands (Habomai and Shikotan). The continuing association of Putin with the defense and development of the Kurils on Russian television suggests that the president is aware of his political predicament and will not agree to a significant territorial transfer to Tokyo. After investing large sums of money in improving social infrastructure and military defenses on Kunishir and Iturup, it is unlikely that the Russian government will agree to cede any part of these two islands to Japan. 

			On previous occasions when Putin has settled border disputes by conceding territory to Russia’s neighbors, he has circumnavigated potential public protestations by simply keeping news of the agreement off the television screens. In 2008, Channel 1 stayed silent when Russia transferred several disputed islands to China.61 News of a territorial settlement with Japan would not be so easy to ignore for three main reasons. Firstly, unlike other territorial disputes, control of the Kuril Islands is bound up with the emotional legacy of WWII. Secondly, the islands ceded to China were largely uninhabited, while the Southern Kurils have a population of approximately 19,000.62 Thirdly, after stoking popular interest in the fate of the Kuril islanders, Channel 1 could not drop its coverage of this topic without public notice and comment. For eighteen-months beginning in mid-2010, aided and abetted by state-controlled television, the Kremlin employed the Kurils dispute to stir up patriotic sentiment ahead of parliamentary elections in December 2011. Yet by enflaming anti-Japanese sentiments, as well as fears of territorial encroachment, the Kremlin has limited its future negotiating options on the Kurils. A victim of its own success, having used nationalistic television coverage of the Kurils to harden public opinion against a compromise with Japan, the Kremlin may find it difficult to shift public attitudes in the opposite direction should it choose to make a territorial deal with Tokyo.

			Diplomacy and Summitry 

			In reference to international summitry, reporting on bilateral relations between Russia and Japan on Channel 1 shows some signs of reflecting the rapprochement that has taken place since mid-2012. Hostilities between Russia and Japan were the focus of an extended Vremya report on the APEC summit held in Yokohama in November 2010.63 The report highlighted the frosty reception received by President Medvedev from Japanese Prime Minster Naoto Kan. In the report, Japan is accused of “never having come to terms with the outcome of the Second World War.” The report also criticizes Japan for “stubbornly (upryamo) calling the Kurils their islands.”

			Reports on President Putin’s five meetings with Prime Minster Abe between April 2013 and February 2014 take a more positive tone. There are no references to WWII or negative rhetoric directed at Japan. Instead, these reports focus on the growing economic cooperation between the two countries. From 2005 until the 2008 global financial crisis, bilateral trade grew rapidly, peaking at US$29 billion in 2008.64  Following a dip in 2009 and 2010, by 2012, bilateral trade had climbed to US$32 billion.65 Japanese investment in Russia has also surged in recent years, expanding from US$567 million in 2006 to over US$8 billion in 2009.66 In 2003, the Japanese government abandoned its strategy of limiting economic ties with Russia in an attempt to pressure Moscow into making concessions on the Northern Territories. Recognizing Russia’s economic resurgence, Japanese Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi signed an agreement with President Putin to set aside the islands dispute and promote greater economic cooperation.67 As a result of the deal signed by Putin and Koizumi, since 2007, Japanese car manufactures Toyota, Nissan and Suzuki have all opened new plants in Russia. In May 2009, Russia and Japan concluded a nuclear technology agreement potentially worth billions of dollars.68 As a consequence of growing bilateral energy ties following the March 2011 Fukushima nuclear disaster, 2011 became the first year in which bilateral trade exceeded US$30 billion.69 Between 2011 and 2012 Japanese imports from Russia grew by 9 percent.70 In March 2014, the Abe government did not allow its deepening economic ties with Russia to be derailed by the crisis in Ukraine. Japan did not go as far as the U.S. and Europe in criticizing the movement of Russian forces into Crimea.71 

			Decoupling economic relations with Japan from the territorial dispute has long been a key aim of the Russian government. Reporting on Channel 1 has echoed the Russian government’s call for a separation of economic and political relations with Japan. The benefits of growing economic ties with Japan were the central theme of Channel 1’s coverage of Prime Minister Abe’s visit to Moscow in April 2013. In one report, a newscaster commented that, “it is all the more strange (stranno)” that political relations between the two nations are bad when “over the past 10 years economic cooperation has grown.”72 Viewers are informed that, “compared to 2003, twice as many Japanese companies are today working in Russia,” and that bilateral trade has increased eight fold in the past decade.73 The report featured footage of Putin’s meeting with Abe, during which the Russian president said that, “although Russia and Japan have reached a record level of turnover, it is still too small.” Plans for Japan to build a cancer treatment facility in Russia, and for joint projects in the gas industry, were also discussed in the report.

			Reporting on Putin’s welcome to Abe at the opening ceremony of the Sochi Winter Olympic Games in February 2014 also highlighted the technological benefits to Russia of improved economic connections with Japan. Channel 1’s reporter at the scene explained to viewers that over 12,000 Japanese video and audio devices could be found in the Olympic stadiums, and that most of the scoreboards for the event had also been produced in Japan. The reporter noted that this was significant because Tokyo’s last-minute decision to boycott the 1980 Moscow Olympics had left the Soviet Union without vital equipment that had been contracted from Japan, including the Olympic torch.74

			Showing the economic benefits of better relations with Japan is perhaps a means of convincing Russian viewers to accept growing political ties. This may be necessary, as the number of Russians who see Japan as friendly towards Russia is in decline. In 2001, 56 percent of Russians thought Japan was a friendly country, but by 2011 this had dropped to 33 percent. Over the same period, the number of Russians perceiving relations with Japan as “good” had also dropped by half, from 62 percent in 2001 to 31 percent in 2011.75 It is difficult to verify whether this decline in public attitudes is due to negative television coverage of Japan in relation to the Kurils dispute. However, as the main source of information for Russian audiences, it is likely that television played some role in changing public opinion. The emphasis on economics in Channel 1’s reporting on bilateral relations may also be aimed at a Japanese audience. In meetings with Japanese leaders, President Putin has repeatedly asserted his belief that growing economic integration is the key to solving the territorial dispute.76 News reporting on Channel 1 reiterates this message.

			Nationalism and Patriotism

			Nationalist undertones ran through many of the reports on the Kurils dispute on Channel 1. But only in a small number of reports were nationalist activities the primary focus of the story. A slew of such reports were broadcast in response to Japan’s annual Northern Territories Day activities on February 7, 2011.77 Speaking at the 2011 Northern Territories Day rally in Tokyo, Prime Minister Naoto Kan termed Dmitry Medvedev’s visit to Kunashir the previous November as an “unforgiveable affront” (nepozvolitel’nym oskorbleniyem). Kan’s speech was repeatedly featured in Channel 1 news programs broadcast on February 7, 9 and 11, 2011.78 Channel 1 also gave prominence to the strongly worded response to Kan from Russian government officials. Vremya on February 9, for example, carried a speech by President Medvedev who stressed that, “These islands are the territory of the Russian Federation, and are completely covered by our sovereignty.” The president further promised that, “We will take all necessary steps to strengthen our presence on the Kurils.”79

			Perhaps encouraged by the rhetoric of mainstream politicians, on Northern Territories Day in 2011, two Japanese extremist groups desecrated a Russian flag outside the Russian Embassy in Tokyo. News of the burning of a Russian flag “in front of on-looking Japanese police” was repeated on Channel 1 for several days.80 Again, news programs gave significant airtime to the Russian government’s response to events in Japan. On Vremya on February 7, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov accused the Japanese government of encouraging extremist behavior by “not only financing NGOs [supporting the return of the Kurils] but also this year increasing their funding.” On the February 11, Lavrov was shown complaining that it was “futile” (besperspektivno) trying to conduct conversations with Japanese about the Kurils while their government continued to take “radical and divisive approaches.”81 Tit-for-tat exchanges over the Kurils were frequent news on Channel 1 for the next month, but came to an abrupt end when Japan was struck by a devastating earthquake and tsunami on March 11, 2011.

			Channel 1’s reporting on the undiplomatic verbal exchanges between Moscow and Tokyo in February 2011 made little attempt to explain the Kurils dispute in historical or political context. This lack of context likely owes more to the nature of televisual communication than to deliberate attempts at distortion.82 Unlike the serious print media, which demands consideration of the causes and consequences of events described, communication scholars postulate that television works on the level of entertainment, turning political reality into “political spectacle.”83 Manuel Castells, for example, writes:

			The television mode of communication has become a radically new means of transmitting information, whose characteristics can be defined as follows: attractiveness; the sensual simulation of reality; and ease of perception, requiring a minimum of psychological effort.84 

			On television, politics becomes dramatized, transforming political actors into heroes and villains. In Channel 1’s reporting on the Kurils dispute, it is clear that Putin, Medvedev, and their fellow ministers are the heroes, and the Japanese the villains. As Murray Edelman contends, a visible enemy is important in politics because it creates the illusion of conflict and musters public support for established leaders and the interests they represent. Without the spectacle of conflict, leaders cannot expect to mobilize public support.85 Furthermore, by focusing on leadership as an explanation for political developments, television news—consciously or unconsciously—reinforces the assumption that political leaders are crucial to the course of national and international events.86 Television’s portrayal of Putin as central to all political developments, however, may have unintended consequences. Putin’s omnipresence on Russian TV screens raises huge expectations of the president and makes it difficult for him to escape responsibility for unpopular policies and negative events. It is for this reason that anti-government protests since March 2010 have gathered under the banner of “Russia Without Putin” (Rossiya bez Putina).87 

			One of the few discussions of the historical roots of the Kurils dispute on Channel 1 appeared on Odnako, the analytical political show presented by Mikhail Leontiev. In a polemic filled with nationalist rhetoric, Leontiev accused the United States of creating the current Kurils impasse by encouraging Japan to claim the Southern Kurils at the San Francisco Peace Conference in 1951.88 Leontiev further criticized the United States for not carrying out a “German-style denazification in Japan” during its occupation. As a result of this failure, Leontiev argues that the Kurils issue has become an outlet for Japan’s “humiliated samurai spirit (unizhennogo samurayskogo dukha).” To remind viewers of the historical origins of the dispute, Leontiev’s speech was accompanied by footage of fighting between Russian and Japanese forces from WWII.

			Findings Overview and Conclusions

			Although the lenses through which the islands dispute was interpreted on Channel 1 remained largely the same throughout the monitoring period, following improvements in bilateral relations from mid-2012 and the start of new peace treaty negotiations in August 2013, there was a significant change in rhetoric and lexicon. Specifically, there was a noticeable reduction in the use of overt nationalist rhetoric. Negative references (spoken and visual) to WWII in connection with Japan also declined. When reporting on the death of Hiro Onoda—a Japanese Imperial Army officer who did not surrender in 1945, but continued to hide in the Philippines’ jungle until 1974—Channel 1 praised his fighting spirit. Onoda’s death was not used to remind viewers of the war between Russia and Japan over the Kurils in 1945 nor of Japanese aggression again its Asian neighbors in WWII. In contradiction of Leontiev’s description of Japan’s “humiliated samurai spirit,” Channel 1’s presenter praised Onoda as a “legendary personality” (legendarnoy lichnosti), “a warrior” (voin) and as “the last samurai” (poslednim samurayem).89 

			Nationalist references, however, did not disappear from Channel 1 altogether after Putin’s return to the presidency and the thawing in Russo-Japanese relations from mid-2012. During his annual televised press conference in December 2012, for example, President Putin was asked whether one of the Kuril Islands should be renamed “Putin Island” (Ostrov Putina).90 Politely suggesting Pushkin or Tolstoy as more suitable names, Putin told viewers that the newly elected Japanese government had indicated their “willingness to conclude a peace treaty” and that he looks forward to a “constructive dialogue on this issue.” By December 2012, although nationalist framing of the Kurils issue continued on Channel 1, the harsh rhetoric of 2010 and 2011 had been replaced with more conciliatory language.

			Prime Minister Abe’s fifth one-on-one meeting with Putin in Sochi on February 8, 2014, came just 24 hours after the Japanese leader had attended the annual Northern Territories Day rally in Tokyo. In its report on the leaders’ meeting, Channel 1 made no reference to Abe’s speech at the rally. In sharp contrast to 2011, when Prime Minister Kan’s Northern Territories Day speech sparked a diplomatic war of words with Russia that was covered in detail on Russian television, Japan’s 2014 Northern Territory Day commemorations went unnoted by Channel 1. Rather, the channel’s report on Abe’s talks with Putin emphasized Japan’s gratitude for Russian support after the Tohoku earthquake, the establishment of new bilateral mechanisms for political cooperation, and expanding economic ties.91 On February 7, the day Abe attended the controversial rally, Channel 1’s only report from Japan featured a group of Japanese fans devoted to Russian ice-skating duo Tatiana Volosozhar and Maxim Trankov. Channel 1’s decision to ignore Japan’s Northern Territories Day commemorations, and its generally positive coverage of Abe’s meeting with Putin at Sochi, suggests the channel has been coopted by the Kremlin to support its current policy of building better relations with Japan. 

			Abe’s presence at the Sochi Olympics opening ceremony featured in several Channel 1 news reports.92 The Japanese prime minister’s attendance at the ceremony points to his commitment to improving bilateral trust and cooperation with Russia. Following the controversial passage of anti-homosexual legislation by the Russian parliament in June 2013, the leaders of many major democracies stayed away from Sochi, including U.S. President Barak Obama, German Chancellor Angela Merkel, and British Prime Minister David Cameron.93 Channel 1’s focus on Abe was not, therefore, exclusively in aid of Russo-Japanese relations. As the leader of a key democratic state, Abe’s presence at Sochi gave diplomatic cover to Putin.  Furthermore, attending the Olympic ceremony required Abe to leave Japan during a parliamentary session. By convention, Japanese prime ministers are present in parliament far more than their international counterparts. Japanese leaders only travel aboard when parliament is sitting in exceptional circumstances (for example, to attend a G8 summit).94 Abe’s decision to travel to Russia during a parliamentary session further demonstrates his commitment to improving relations with Moscow. 

			Along with a reduction in nationalist rhetoric in reference to the Kurils on Channel 1 from mid-2012, another important finding of this study was the exclusion of reporting on Russia’s diplomatic overtures and concessions to Japan. For example, Putin’s offer to restart territorial talks—made prior to his re-election as president in March 2012—was not covered on Channel 1. Nor did the channel mention Russia’s current negotiating position—namely that Putin’s government is willing to cede the two smaller disputed islands—Habomai and Shikotan—in exchange for a peace treaty and Japan abandoning its claim to the larger two. In March 2012, when the Japanese government dropped the term “illegal occupation” (nezakonnaya okkupatsiya) regarding Russia’s control of the Southern Kurils, replacing it with the less confrontational occupied “without legal mandate” (ne imeyet yuridicheskikh osnovaniy), this news was given just 24 seconds on Vremya.95 

			Japan’s conciliatory gesture did not fit with Channel 1’s previous discourse accusing the Japanese of deliberately escalating tensions with its aggressive posturing over the Kurils. Part of the explanation of why Russia’s rapprochement with Japan has not fully extended to coverage on Channel 1 lies in Channel 1’s dual role in Russian society. On the one hand, since Putin returned to power, it has been the channel’s role to communicate and promote “official” policies and positions on domestic and international events. On the other hand, there is a need for the channel to respond to, and accommodate, popular grassroots voices, not only in terms of ratings, but also to retain credibility. Public opinion in Russia is firmly against territorial concessions to Japan. According to a survey by the Levada Center in February 2011, 90 percent of Russians oppose handing over any of the Kuril Islands to Japan.96 Only four percent are ready to return one or more of the islands. Furthermore, Russian opposition to a handover is hardening. In 1991 only 67 percent of Russians were against it. Appearing to take a soft line on a territorial compromise with Japan would put the Russian authorities and their supporters in the media on the wrong side of public opinion. 

			Being seen to support a territorial compromise with Japan would undermine Putin’s credibility as defender of the national interest. Having deployed a nationalistic framing of the Kurils dispute, Russia’s leaders have encouraged the public to see retaining the islands as a matter of national pride. In so doing, they have limited their maneuverability with regard to negotiating a settlement with Japan. Furthermore, sensationalist media reporting of assertive Japanese claims to the Kurils have played into public fears over the security of territorial integrity. 

			The framing of news reports on the Kurils disputes suggests that the Russian authorities may also be attempting to use Channel 1 to send a message to Japan. Reiterations, by Russian politicians appearing on Channel 1, of Russia’s continuing commitment to retaining the Southern Kurils may be a warning aimed at the Japanese, as well as a reassurance to Russian citizens. As recently as February 2014, in response to a question from a Japanese correspondent, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov stated that Russia did not regard the Kurils dispute with Japan as a territorial issue, as Russian control of the islands was recognized under the 1945 UN Charter.97 

			The continued focus on the Kurils on Channel 1, and the association of the territorial dispute with patriotic themes, suggests the Russian government is not preparing audiences for anything more than a minimal territorial concession to Japan at best. Both Putin and Medvedev have publically stated their commitment to maintaining Russian sovereignty over the islands, and to the improvement of infrastructure and living standards on the Kurils. 

			In light of Russia’s growing security concerns about China, since Prime Minister Abe’s return to power in December 2012, the Japanese media have become tentatively optimistic about a favorable territorial deal with Moscow.98 Yet the ongoing nationalist framing of the Kurils dispute on Russian television suggests there is little reason for optimism. Despite powerful economic and security incentives to conclude a peace treaty on both sides, Russian public hostility to territorial concessions—in part created by television coverage of the Kurils issue—makes it unlikely that Putin will offer Japan a better deal than the two islands he put back on the table in 2001.
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    Abstract: President Vladimir Putin’s domination of Russia’s politics, coupled with the apparent stability of the regime, have contributed to the relative neglect of domestic politics in explaining Russia’s foreign policy. This article seeks to overcome this lapse and argues that the evolving distribution of political and economic power under the surface of Putin’s leadership has been influencing the process and content of Russia’s foreign policy-making to a significant extent. The concentration of material resources by a number of domestic actors limited Putin’s room for maneuver and his flexibility in the area of foreign policy. The changes in the size and internal composition of Putin’s winning coalition have been reflected in shifting patterns in Russia’s international behavior. Domestic power struggles led to foreign policy outcomes inconsistent with the Kremlin’s strategic designs. These effects are unpacked by investigating the case of Russia’s policy toward Asia and its two most outstanding features: the rise of Sinocentrism and the failure to diversify energy exports to the Asian market.


    The link between domestic politics and how foreign policy aims are prioritized and put into operation is crucial, but it is perhaps the most difficult factor in the equation to analyze.1


    The current Russian regime has been in place for nearly fifteen years, having survived occasional challenges at the ballot box, in the streets, and even a temporary succession in the presidential seat. President Vladimir Putin has secured his domination over the political scene by enforcing a “power vertical,” curtailing the autonomy of state institutions, and imposing the “virtualization” of public politics. This concentration of domestic power was initially acclaimed as leading to a centralization of foreign policy-making, which replaced the turmoil characteristic of Boris Yeltsin’s period in power. Initially, it was Putin who effectively shaped Russia’s international behavior.2


    Putin’s dominance has not, however, removed pluralism and competition from Russian politics. Following Putin’s first term, a process of contestation governed by informal rules re-emerged in the factional arena, which has prevailed over public politics.3 Constant bargaining among domestic actors over political influence, economic assets, and control over the means of violence has become a durable feature of the Putin era. Although these power struggles have not jeopardized either the system as a whole, or the position of Putin as the leader, they have limited the scope of Putin’s authority and the coherence of state policies.4


    There has been little consensus among scholars regarding the extent to which domestic politics have influenced Russia’s foreign policy. Some see Moscow’s international behavior as isolated from the intensity of domestic political struggles. Others view foreign policy in utter disarray because of the nature of the political system in which it has been embedded. Interpretations located in-between these two positions have attributed a certain degree of influence to interest groups, bureaucratic structures and informal coalitions, such as the siloviki (a Russian term for politicians from the security and military services), but in general the key role of the Kremlin and the autonomy of Putin in foreign affairs have been acknowledged.


    This article proposes to reconstruct the evolution of Russian politics by focusing on domestic power relations: shifting coalitions, changes in Putin’s entourage, and struggles for political influence and economic assets. Russia’s advance toward a non-democratic political system has marginalized the role of both general elections and autonomous institutions. Domestic power relations have emerged as the most intrinsic feature of internal arrangements. Such an approach allows for tracing the role of domestic politics in Russia’s foreign policy in a systematic way.


    This article argues – by analyzing how domestic politics influenced Russia’s policy towards Asia – that the evolution of domestic power relations has influenced changing patterns of Russia’s international behavior. The growth of Putin’s winning coalition has broadened the scope of Russia’s international preferences. The domestic balance of power and power struggles within Putin’s regime have shaped the implementation process, as a result of which the outcomes have significantly differed from the Kremlin’s objectives. This approach enables us to relate political dynamics under the surface of Putin’s leadership to the formation, content, and evolution of Russia’s foreign policy.


    In order to explain the role of domestic power relations in Russia’s foreign policy, it is important to place this factor against the backdrop of developments taking place in the international system. The role of American primacy and the unipolar balance of power should not be disregarded. Russia’s foreign policy is situated within this context. External power shifts force Russia to respond and to adjust. Russian policy is in many instances a direct and explicit response to the particular policy moves of other actors, the U.S., the EU and China in particular.


    The article begins by discussing the existing domestic political explanations of Russia’s foreign policy. The next section introduces the concept of domestic power relations and reconstructs the evolution of selected aspects of Russian domestic politics during the period of Putin’s rule. Subsequently, I analyze the influence of domestic politics on Russia’s foreign policy in Asia against the backdrop of external factors. The final section discusses the role of domestic politics in Russia’s international behavior and addresses wider implications of the research.


    What Place for Domestic Politics in Russia’s Foreign Policy?


    Domestic factors constituted an important element in the explanations of Soviet foreign policy.5 The influence of domestic politics on the Russian Federation’s foreign policy in the 1990s was also widely acknowledged. Analysts, in particular, underscored Yeltsin’s bargaining with the parliament and political opponents as well as struggles for power inside his “court.” These various conflicts blocked efforts to articulate a coherent vision of Russia’s national interests and translate them into an effective policy.6 As a consequence, in the 1990s domestic politics was simultaneously a source of Russia’s international behavior and a constraint on it.


    Following Putin’s ascendance to power, the place of domestic politics in the landscape of Russia’s foreign policy-making changed substantially. During his first term, Putin managed to gain effective control over foreign policy. This change grew out of two parallel processes: the strengthening of the Russian state and its autonomy in relation to other domestic actors, and the centralization of political power in the Kremlin. Analysts saw Putin as successful in isolating foreign policy from domestic politics. The dominant interpretation of that period is best illustrated by the following quotation:


    Moscow’s conduct of external affairs is more centralized, coordinated and professional than at any time in the recent past (...) the Russian government speaks with one voice (...) the apparent logical inconsistencies (...) are the product of deliberate policy rather than of bureaucratic chaos and infighting.7


    Another interpretation downplaying the role of domestic politics in Russia’s international behavior focused on long-term domestic and international structural changes, visible already in the 1990s. According to this approach, the consensus on Russia’s international objectives – the preservation of its status as a global, independent power and the maintenance of the post-Soviet sphere of influence – had emerged even before Putin’s arrival. From this perspective, domestic politics played a minor role. The following quotation represents this strand of thinking:


    The frequently assertive, narrowly self-interested foreign policy that has characterized Russia during the Putin-Medvedev years is the culmination of a process that began over a decade earlier, during the presidency of Boris Yeltsin, at a moment when the bulk of the Russian elite came to recognize that integration with the West and its institutions was neither possible nor desirable, at least in the short-to-medium term.8


    Developments, taking place in Russia’s political system since the mid-2000s, have reinvigorated the debate on the role of domestic politics in foreign policy and several major interpretations have emerged. According to proponents of the view that Putin wields a great deal of autonomy in the realm of foreign policy, the Russian leader has managed to insulate foreign policy from internal political conflict and to balance the contradictory interests of the particular factions that make up the regime.9 The 2014 annexation of Crimea and the “silent intervention” in Ukraine seemed to confirm Putin’s leadership in the formation of Russia’s foreign policy.


    An alternative view emphasized the growing potential of interest groups to promote their parochial preferences. The merger of political and economic power – captured by the notion of the “Kremlin, Inc.” – has made the pursuit of profit one of the key drivers of Russia’s foreign policy. Foreign policy goals have become more diversified and often driven by the economic interests of the ruling elite, according to this perspective. Groups and individuals fighting for power within the Kremlin gained the potential to influence the foreign policy-making process.10 These actors included big business, the energy sector, state-owned enterprises, the military and the security services. Their preferences were relatively well-defined and even with the increase in state control, they managed to retain the ability to act as powerful veto players, keeping their parochial interests intact. One of the most conspicuous examples was the lobbying activity of the uncompetitive state behemoths, which preferred to block Russia’s economic integration with the rest of the world and opposed World Trade Organization (WTO) membership. Overall, they rejected the key rules of the Western-led liberal international order.


    Another current in the literature explored divisions within the Russian elite. It suggested that changes among informal coalitions with competing foreign policy orientations resulted in the shifting patterns of Russia’s international behavior.11 The siloviki, who became more influential in Putin’s second term, played the most prominent role, gaining dominance over other factions and prompting Russia to adopt a more anti-Western and assertive foreign policy.12 Although their efforts concentrated on particularistic competition for wealth and power, they shared an anti-Western and Eurasianist mentality. During Medvedev’s presidency, factions of liberals and modernizers balanced the influence of the siloviki, thus making foreign policy more benign and cooperative, according to this perspective.


    Observers who approached Putin’s Russia from a “network state” perspective interpreted foreign policy as almost entirely determined by domestic politics. From this point of view, public (state) and private interests were enmeshed, leading to a contradictory and reactive foreign policy, rather than a coherent grand strategy.13 Kononenko provides an illustrative summary of this perspective:


    Russia’s internal politics is realized through establishing the ‘state-private partnership’ ventures and state corporations (...) Such policy-making advances the interests of domestic power groups and networks, both at home and abroad, while adhering to the rhetoric of ‘national interest’ and a ‘strong state.’14


    Finally, part of the literature honed in on changes in the domestic system to explain an evolving foreign policy. Moscow’s growing international assertiveness, often referred to as revisionism and neo-imperialism, reflected the evolution of Russia’s political system toward authoritarianism and a rent-based economy.15 The need to protect the regime from any challengers led to an increase of anti-Westernism in foreign policy and the application of “counter-revolutionary” tactics in the post-Soviet space. Foreign policy served Vladimir Putin as a way to prevent elite defection and provided a focal point for elite unity. Since the mid-2000s, the Kremlin regularly evoked images of Russia as a “besieged fortress” with the goal of extending the ruling elite’s domestic powers. Thus, increased assertiveness and great-power positioning became the major legitimizing practice of Putin regime.16


    As this cursory literature review demonstrates, observers drew disparate conclusions largely due to their selective engagement with different elements of domestic politics. What remained missing is the overall picture of the role played by domestic politics in driving Russia’s international behavior and the implementation of its foreign policy. To fill this gap, it is necessary to start with the reconstruction of Russian domestic politics and its evolution.


    Re-constructing Domestic Politics in Putin’s Russia: Domestic Power Relations


    The Russian Federation’s political system since the mid-1990s has been of a dualistic nature. There existed two arenas with two different sets of rules: a public one, governed by formal institutions and fundamental constitutional laws, and a factional one, controlled by informal rules and the “administrative regime.”17 Upon taking office, Vladimir Putin attempted to transcend this duality by establishing his personal authority and control in the form of a power vertical (vertikal vlasti). This phrase encapsulated the top-down nature of the political process, the “rebuilding” of the Russian state, and the concentration of power in the Kremlin.


    Putin’s political construction turned out to be relatively stable, surviving generally intact for more than a decade, throughout the presidential succession, the period of the Putin-Medvedev tandem, and the subsequent “job-swap” that returned Putin to the Kremlin. The regime proved to be resilient to the opposition during a few rounds of competitive (though neither free nor fair) elections and two rounds of mass-scale political protests (in 2005-2006 and 2011-2012). State institutions, deprived of their autonomy, were successfully subordinated to the regime. The political system achieved a sort of equilibrium located at an indeterminate point between democracy and authoritarianism.18


    On the other hand, the very existence of the power vertical and the range of Putin’s authority were widely questioned by scholars and commentators.19 The so-called strengthening of the Russian state was said to be accompanied by its simultaneous weakening. The state disaggregated into numerous “verticals,” turning into a conglomerate of actors directly or indirectly using state power to advance their parochial goals.20 Domestic power became divided among particular actors, who competed for political influence and economic assets.21


    As a result, Putin did not manage to retain his monopoly on power nor did a dominant party regime emerge. Russian domestic politics metamorphosed into a pluralist arrangement. Importantly, however, this pluralism remains limited to actors with concentrated political and economic resources, and thus can be termed the “pluralism of the powerful.”


    The Centrality of Domestic Power Relations


    To explain the workings of Russian politics under Putin, scholars have come up with a number of interpretations – the administrative regime, Politburo 2.0, the clan system, the network state, sistema, the neo-feudal state – which focus exclusively on domestic politics and their direct application to the study of Russia’s foreign policy proves to be difficult. To bridge the gap between the domestic and international realms, this article proposes to reconstruct Russian politics through the lens of domestic power relations. Such a focus makes it possible to account for the pluralist distribution of power among the multiplicity of domestic actors and for the polymorphous nature of the Russian polity, in which neither the state nor society are autonomous and cohesive entities. This analytical entry point allows for embracing the complexity of domestic politics and for tracing its role in Russia’s international behavior.


    The first challenge is to distinguish relevant domestic actors participating in domestic power struggles. These actors – hereafter termed “power-holders” – are individuals and corporate entities endowed with material resources, which give them some level of control over the state’s means of violence as well as the political, administrative, and economic spheres. Individuals include both those controlling resources due to their position within Putin’s regime (e.g., Igor Sechin, Sergei Ivanov), and those owning resources in the private sector (Oleg Deripaska, Gennady Timchenko). The category of corporate entities covers political parties (United Russia), state institutions (Investigative Committee, FSB, armed forces), state-owned enterprises (Gazprom, Rosatom), and private big business (RusAl, LUKoil). Power-holders are assumed to be, on average, rational in the pursuit of political influence and control over economic assets. Consequently, their specific interests and preferences are defined first and foremost by the material resources at their disposal rather than by their particular identities.


    The second challenge concerns the arrangements among power-holders. The most important criterion is considered to be their relationship to the leader. From this perspective power-holders are divided into four groups: the inner circle, the winning coalition, veto players, and the opposition.


    The inner circle is a specific group, as it is composed only of individuals whose access to resources depends exclusively on the leader. These power-holders directly shape state policies. Their spheres of influence (“turfs”) are determined not by official positions, but by specific privileges, such as: control over personnel, nominations, and financial flows, access to economic rents, control over institutions, and access to the leader. The turfs constitute the object of constant in-fighting and bargaining among the members of this group.


    The three remaining groups are composed of power-holders whose resources do not depend directly on the leader and who, as a consequence, retain greater autonomy in their behavior on the domestic scene. The winning coalition gathers the supporters of Putin and the ruling regime. These power-holders remain subordinated to the regime and their interests are promoted in return. Veto players are neutral towards the regime. They have, however, enough power to block policies which would directly affect their narrowly defined interests. As a consequence these interests are respected by the regime. The opposition is composed of those power-holders who strive to overthrow the regime. Thus, the regime either neglects their interests or acts against them.


    The third challenge relates to the evolution of domestic power relations. The circle of power-holders is prone to changes. New actors can be empowered, while the existing power-holders can be deprived of resources. Power-holders may change their attitude toward the leader, moving from one group to another. The relative balance among power-holders forming a particular group evolves along the lines of competition for political and economic resources. Finally, interactions between the inner circle and the winning coalition shift. Table 1 summarizes the theoretical concept of domestic power relations.


    The Evolution of Domestic Power Relations in Putin’s Russia


    Having been chosen as Yeltsin’s successor, Putin faced a highly disadvantageous domestic distribution of power, which Archie Brown characterized as “a weak president, powerful interests.”22 The winning coalition was small and deeply divided, veto players dominated and the opposition stood a real chance of gaining power. At that time Putin had no inner circle, since virtually no power-holders were dependent on him.


    



    Table 1: Domestic Power Relations
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    During his first term, President Putin effectively re-shaped domestic power relations. He reduced the number of power-holders, broadened the winning coalition, and created an inner circle.


    Selected oligarchs, governors, regional political and economic actors, opposition political parties, and the media lost access to the resources they had once controlled.23 Putin established the United Russia party to serve as the main tool of control over key political institutions. The leader paid attention to power-holders with political, administrative and security-related resources and offered them economic incentives to support him. The winning coalition comprised the state bureaucracy, security services and law-enforcement agencies, and the military and the military-industrial complex.24 Power-holders with economic resources were left beyond the winning coalition, Gazprom and Rosoboronexport being the exceptions.25 Putin laid the foundation for his inner circle, empowering selected individuals with the supervision of particular state policies; the most prominent of these individuals were: Igor Sechin, Dmitri Medvedev, Sergei Ivanov, and Vladislav Surkov. The oligarchs were warned not to engage in politics, which in practice relegated them to the position of veto players.26 The outright opposition was represented by the right-wing political parties Yabloko and the Union of Right Forces (SPS), and by Mikhail Khodorkovsky, the owner of Yukos. The attack against Khodorkovsky, launched towards the end of Putin’s first term, marked a new phase in the evolution of domestic power relations, which is summarized in Table 2.27


    



    Table 2. Domestic Power Relations, End of Putin’s First Term (2003)
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The most important developments after 2003 encompassed the increase in the number of new power-holders, the broad inclusion of economic power-holders into the winning coalition and the strengthening of the inner circle.


    Economic power-holders joined the winning coalition in different ways. Coalitional power-holders were strengthened to the detriment of the veto players or the opposition. The most illustrative were the cases of Rosneft’ taking over Yuganskneftegaz, Yukos’s main asset, and Gazprom taking over the oil concern Sibneft.28 New corporate entities were created and empowered with economic resources under the aegis of the need to strengthen the Russian state. The creation of seven state corporations (goskorporatsii) was the most extreme example of this trend.29 Another way was the de facto privatization of state assets by handing them over to non-state power-holders, usually people closely associated with Putin. Simultaneously, Putin’s inner circle gained strength with the empowerment of old members, such as Finance Minister Alexei Kudrin, and new individuals, such as Defense Minister Anatolii Serdyukov. These power-holders obtained control of state policies as well as the state’s economic assets.30 Some of the inner circle members had broad but imprecisely defined spheres of influence which led to competition among them.31 Others were given “sectoral” responsibilities.32 The control over specific assets resulted in closer ties between members of the inner circle and particular corporate power-holders composing the winning coalition.33




    Table 3. Domestic Power Relations at the End of Putin’s Second Term (2008)
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Towards the end of Putin’s second term, power struggles within the winning coalition and the inner circle became the center of gravity for Russian domestic politics.34 The composition of the winning coalition became more complex as power-holders with political, administrative and security-related resources were balanced by those with economic resources. The role of the inner circle grew as its members increased their political influence and control over particular sectors of the Russian economy. Veto players, meanwhile, ceased to exert any meaningful influence, having been

    either disempowered or coerced into the winning coalition. The opposition lacked power-holders and remained in disarray.35 Table 3 illustrates the trends and changes in domestic power relations towards the end of Putin’s second presidential term.


    The subsequent period of the “tandem” – which started in 2008 with Dmitri Medvedev’s presidency and Putin’s prime-ministership – was characterized by contradictory trends in the evolution of domestic politics. On the one hand, Medvedev promoted political and economic steps aimed at weakening certain power-holders in order to limit the “pluralism of the powerful” and to broaden the leadership’s room for maneuver. The apparent liberalization of the political system,36 coupled with the modernization and privatization agenda, were to reduce the number of political, administrative and economic power-holders. On the other hand, the struggles over economic assets within the winning coalition and the inner circle intensified. Certain members of the winning coalition (e.g. oligarchs Gennady Timchenko, the Rotenberg brothers and the Kovalchuk brothers), were significantly strengthened at the expense of other coalition members, such as Gazprom, or by transferring state property to them.37 The rise of Putin’s close personal allies suggests that the regime was pursuing a kind of “insurance policy,” in case the “old” power-holders decided to switch sides and leave the winning coalition. Conversely, the economic crisis reinforced the state power-holders with respect to their counterparts in the private sector because private businesses weakened by the crisis depended on state loans to survive.38 The inner circle became even more internally divided. Sechin, who aspired to control the energy sector, and Sergei Chemezov who supervised the Rostekhnologii state corporation, were among the most aggressive in expanding their turfs. Power struggles focused on battles within the winning coalition and the inner circle. The internal balance of power in both groups evolved but their composition remained basically unchanged. Neither veto players nor the opposition managed to capitalize on Medvedev’s agenda in any durable way. Table 4 illustrates the configuration of domestic power relations at the end of the “tandem” period.




    Table 4. Domestic Power Relations, End of the Tandem Period (2011)
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Putin’s third term, which de facto started with the September 2011 announcement that he would return to the presidency, has so far led to two key developments: the serious weakening of the inner circle and the strengthening of selected members of the winning coalition.


    Putin re-arranged his entourage, disempowering over the course of two years several key power-holders: Kudrin, Serdyukov and Surkov. Despite being nominated prime minister, Medvedev also was seriously weakened. These moves broadened Putin’s autonomy and diminished the overall importance of the inner circle. At the same time, Sechin rose to the position of key power-holder within this group. Concerning the winning coalition, the internal balance of power also shifted. Rosneft, having taken over TNK-BP, removed one of the last veto players with economic resources and grew into the single most powerful economic power-holder. Its links with Sechin turned out to be key to Rosneft’s success in the high-level power struggles. Among the security-related actors, the Investigative Committee grew stronger. Relations between the inner circle and the winning coalition have remained tense. While Sechin gradually increased his control over the energy sector, the dismissal of Serdyukov allowed the military to regain part of its influence and autonomy. The general weakening of Putin’s popular legitimacy and some discontent among the elites following his return to the presidency did not lead to any meaningful reshuffling among the winning coalition, veto players and the opposition. Particular power-holders preferred to secure their positions within the winning coalition rather than to risk openly challenging Putin. The protest movement which emerged in the wake of the Duma 2011 elections did not transform into a political power-holder.39 A schematic representation of domestic power relations after two years of Putin’s third term is presented in Table 5.


    



    Table 5. Domestic Power Relations after the Two Years of Putin’s Third Term (2013)
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This reconstruction of domestic power relations allows for distinguishing several stages in the evolution of Russian domestic politics. The first period (2000-2003) was marked by the decrease in the number of power-holders and the creation of the winning coalition, which was dominated by power-holders with political, administrative and security-related resources. The majority of power-holders with economic resources found themselves in the position of veto players. During the second phase (2003-2008), both the circle of power-holders and the winning coalition increased significantly. Individuals from the inner circle, empowered politically in the first period, gained control over economic assets. The group of veto players was effectively disempowered, while the opposition was unable to concentrate resources. As a result, the center of power struggles gradually moved toward bargaining within the winning coalition and the inner circle. These power struggles intensified in the third period (2008-2011), when they were accompanied by the leadership’s ineffective attempts to limit the number of power-holders. The last phase (since 2011) has been marked by the serious weakening of the inner circle and continuous infighting within the winning coalition, which has led to the substantial strengthening of selected power-holders without changes in the general composition of the group.


    Domestic Power Relations and Russia’s Policy towards Asia


    This section of the article discusses two aspects of Russia’s foreign policy: the process of preference formation and the implementation phase. In analyzing the influence of domestic power relations on these two stages of foreign policy-making, this discussion focuses on Russia’s international behavior in the Asia-Pacific region. I chose to analyze this aspect of Russian foreign policy for two reasons. First, the Kremlin’s strategic concepts toward the Asia-Pacific region have been relatively well defined. Second, the importance of Asia for Russia’s identity is not as large as in the case of Europe, the U.S. or the post-Soviet space. Hence, Russian preferences and interests are expected to be shaped primarily by a rational cost-benefit analysis and the assessment of external power shifts.


    Preference formation and domestic power relations


    Preference formation is an on-going process of defining a state’s ultimate goals, i.e., what a state actually wants, in the international realm against the backdrop of changes in the domestic and external environments.40 In the beginning of Putin’s rule, in the early-2000s, Russia’s goal in Asia was to regain the position of an independent player. Between 2000 and 2001, Moscow strengthened its co-operation with China, re-engaged India, made an attempt to mend fences with Japan and rebuilt ties with the Soviet-era allies, Vietnam and North Korea.41 Two key external factors – unipolarity and American predominance – played a fundamental role in shaping Russia’s preferences at that time.42 A diversified presence in Asia was expected to make Russian foreign policy less Western-centric, to improve Moscow’s bargaining position towards the West, and to balance U.S. influence. Russia concluded a bilateral treaty on co-operation with China and both states coordinated their stances on a number of international issues, e.g., U.S. missile defense policy.43 Along with Central Asian states, Russia and China established the Shanghai Co-operation Organization. “Strategic partnerships” with India and Vietnam were proclaimed. In this period, the economic importance of Asia for Russia was limited. Arms sales, especially to China and India, stood out as the major element of Russian trade with the region. Russian elites had only just begun to debate the concept of oil and gas exports to the Asian market.


    Shifts in Russia’s external environment led to changes in Russia’s foreign policy preferences. Russia’s geopolitical focus towards Asia reversed abruptly after the 9/11 attacks. Seizing the opportunity to substantially improve relations with the U.S. and the EU, Russia pushed co-operation with Asian states to the backstage. The importance of the “strategic partnership” with China diminished.44


    The domestic political context in the early 2000s was marked by the decrease in the number of power-holders and the gradual build-up of Putin’s winning coalition. Actors who could have been able to pursue independent agendas in the international realm – such as regional authorities – were disempowered. As a consequence, Putin gained unprecedented control over foreign policy. Moreover, the specific composition of the winning coalition and the absence of the inner circle reinforced Putin’s ability to promote his own vision of Russia’s Asian policy and allowed him to introduce significant changes. The best example was the post-9/11 turn away from China, which did not meet with any serious domestic opposition. The security services and law-enforcement agencies, which formed the core of the winning coalition at that time, were among the most suspicious towards Beijing’s intentions. They strived to curtail the scope of Chinese activities and to curb Chinese migration, in particular in the Russian Far East. Conversely, the attempts to restore Soviet-era ties and the expansion of arms exports to China, India and Vietnam matched the interests of other founding members of the coalition, namely the military-industrial complex.


    As of 2003, Russia’s goals in Asia were increasingly framed in terms of energy policy. That year the Russian government adopted a landmark document defining its energy strategy through 2020.45 According to the document, by 2020 the share of natural resources exported to Asia was to reach 30 percent of Russian exports in the case of oil and 25 percent in the case of gas. Conversely, Khodorkovsky, then the owner of Russia’s largest private oil company, Yukos, put forward a proposal to construct an oil pipeline from Siberia to China. Khodorkovsky opted for economic rapprochement with Beijing, seeing China as the major customer for Russian oil. The aim to diversify Russian oil and gas exports by creating new routes leading to the Asian market, has remained a constant element of Russia’s preferences in Asia since 2003.46


    Moscow regarded the diversification of oil and gas exports to Asia as a useful instrument in its relations with the European states, its major customers. The prospects of redirecting an important part of Russia’s oil and gas exports to Asia were supposed to facilitate Russia’s negotiations with the Europeans. There were, however, changes in domestic power relations, which defined the ultimate shape of energy goals in Asia. Following the arrest of Khodorkovsky (2003) and the dismembering of Yukos (2004), the idea of building a pipeline exclusively to China was rejected and Russia chose to supply several Asian customers rather than just China. The Kremlin’s strategy encompassed a dual diversification: away from Europe towards Asia and within Asia. This move was expected to improve Russia’s bargaining position in the region, by inciting Sino-Japanese rivalry for the exploration of resources and for export routes.47 Making energy the cornerstone of Russia’s policy towards Asia dovetailed with the direction in which domestic power relations evolved in the mid-2000s. The relevance of actors with economic resources in the winning coalition significantly increased. The energy component of Russia’s Asian policy became vital to the growing number of power-holders forming the winning coalition and Putin’s inner circle.


    The mid-2000s also brought far-reaching shifts in Russia’s geopolitical environment, which influenced Moscow’s preferences in Asia. Relations with the West gradually worsened, while the “color revolutions” in the post-Soviet space challenged Russia’s regional primacy. Under these circumstances, co-operation with China gained increasing relevance for the Kremlin. Simultaneously, Russia attempted to hedge against possible negative consequences from China’s rise. Moscow reinforced ties with India, made another attempt to reconcile itself with Japan and embarked upon closer co-operation with ASEAN states. Moscow aspired to use rapprochement with China to improve its own position towards the West, but struggled not to become dependent on Beijing.


    Domestically, the interests of the winning coalition members with economic resources became intertwined with China’s continued economic growth. These links strengthened the rationale for closer co-operation. Power-holders with security-related resources, such as the military, remained ambiguous with regard to China. The Russian military perceived its Chinese counterpart both as a counter-balance towards the U.S. and as a potential threat.48


    The 2008-2009 global economic crisis further altered Russia’s foreign policy preferences. The Kremlin proclaimed its “turn to Asia.” Russia’s new overarching goal became to establish a multi-vector and multi-dimensional presence in the region rather than to lean solely on China. Russia aspired to become a fully-fledged participant in the Asian political and economic order. Achieving this status would allow for further strengthening co-operation with China, without falling into dependence.49 The turn to Asia coincided with the improvement in Russian-American relations known as the “reset.” This evolution was another external factor, which broadened Russia’s room for maneuver in relations with China.


    In addition to external factors, the shifts in domestic power relations taking place in the late-2000s were also conducive to the turn to Asia. The prospects of entering the Asian market offered new economic opportunities to the members of the winning coalition. Importantly, domestic factors contributed to the interpretation of China’s rise in terms of opportunity rather than a threat. The most active and unambiguous proponents of close cooperation with China were those members of the winning coalition, who had economic and energy resources. From their perspective, China offered opportunities to broaden the scope of their influence. This trend was reinforced by the changing balance of power within Putin’s inner circle, especially the growing position of Sechin in the sphere of energy.50


    The 2014 Ukrainian crisis and the subsequent tensions with the Western states it evoked have only reinforced the idea of the turn to Asia. The Kremlin regarded Russia’s political and economic presence in the East as a way to avoid isolation and dilute the costs of possible Western economic sanctions. Moscow has opted for a multi-vector policy towards Asia, but the relative importance of China in this regard increased, given its rising political and economic power as well as growing tensions in the relationship with the U.S.


    Implementation process and domestic power relations


    The implementation process provides a kind of “reality check” on a state’s preferences.51 Two aspects of Russia’s policy towards Asia have explicitly contradicted the preferences presented above: the growing reliance on China at the expense of other Asian states and the failure to diversify energy exports in the Eastern direction.


    The aspiration to avoid dependence on China by developing close relations with a number of key Asian actors has been a constant thread in Russia’s policy preferences in Asia since the early 2000s. Even if the Kremlin has not interpreted China’s rise in terms of a threat, it has nevertheless strived to hedge against it. The implementation of the strategic concept of the turn to Asia rather than just to China has turned out to be difficult, however. The balance sheet of Moscow’s relations with Japan, Vietnam, the Korean states and India demonstrates that Russia’s Asian policy has remained dominated by (if not subordinated to) relations with China.


    Russia’s policy towards Japan waxed and waned.52 By the end of the 2000s, the mood in the Kremlin was becoming increasingly anti-Japanese, mostly due to Tokyo’s implacable position on the territorial dispute over the Kuril Islands. This policy, which dovetailed with China’s increasing assertiveness towards Japan, proved to be short-lived.53 Following the 2011 tsunami catastrophe, Russia offered Japan the broadening of energy co-operation. Putin’s return to the presidency in 2012 coincided with the reinstatement of Shinzo Abe as the prime minister of Japan, which provided additional impetus for rapprochement. Political contacts between Moscow and Tokyo thrived, including several meetings between both leaders and the 2013 visit of the Japanese prime minister to Russia, the first in a decade. In the same year, the foreign and defense ministers conducted consultations in the “2+2” format. This detente was occurring against the backdrop of Sino-Japanese brinkmanship in the East China Sea. However, the annexation of Crimea and the 2014 Ukrainian crisis slowed down the pace of Russian-Japanese co-operation. The U.S.-Japan alliance has put severe constraints on Moscow’s and Tokyo’s flexibility.


    Russia has pursued a much more consistent policy towards Vietnam. Bilateral co-operation was reinvigorated in the late 2000s. Moscow increased the supply of advanced weaponry and intensified bilateral energy ties. In 2013, Russia and Vietnam opened negotiations on a free trade area with the Russian-led Customs Union. At the same time, Moscow suffered several setbacks in its relations with Hanoi as well. Vietnam did not agree to the return of Russia’s navy to the naval base in Cam Ranh. Although Russia’s policy bolstered Vietnam vis-à-vis China, it did not prevent the escalation of Sino-Vietnamese tensions in the South China Sea in 2014. Russia kept a neutral stance in the dispute.


    Russia’s political engagement with two other important actors in East Asia – the Korean states – has remained inconsistent. The episodes of increased interest on Moscow’s part were separated by long periods of inactivity. Russia failed to regain the influence it had once enjoyed in North Korea, despite offering a series of incentives. It restructured Pyongyang’s Soviet-era debts, promised to build a gas pipeline and managed to open a railway link, the first step towards creating the Asia-Europe transport corridor.54 Reaching out to South Korea, Moscow presented these initiatives (a gas pipeline and a transport corridor) as both economically beneficial for South Korea and politically stabilizing the situation in the Peninsula.55 However, none of these concepts has been implemented so far.


    In the case of India, the arms trade was the most acute symbol of this country’s place in Russia’s foreign policy landscape. Russia used to sell its most advanced weaponry to India while denying similar equipment to China. This pattern persisted till the early-2010s, when serious obstacles emerged. The American-Indian quasi-alignment was viewed by Moscow with growing suspicion. The Russian military-industrial complex started losing its privileged position in the Indian arms market, mostly due to the insufficient quality of its products. Russian arms producers lost several important tenders and Russia’s reputation as an arms supplier for the Indian armed forces has also deteriorated. The delivery of an aircraft carrier was postponed several times and its price doubled over a decade. Both states continue to co-operate on the construction of a 5th generation fighter, but implementation has been slow. Stripped of the arms trade, Russian-Indian relations will become an empty shell. There are no joint economic projects or investments, including the limited access of India to Russia’s energy resources. Moreover, the expected Russian-Chinese agreement on the sale of the Su-35 fighters – a more advanced type of aircraft than that operated by India – is marking the end of India’s privileged position in the Russian worldview.


    The balance sheet of the implementation of Russia’s concepts to diversify its policy in Asia remains ambiguous. The majority of projects which would form the basis for Russia’s co-operation with Asian states remain on paper; meanwhile, Russian-Chinese collaboration increases. The idea to avoid dependence on China, which has been an important driver of Russia’s policy in Asia, has not been implemented so far. The failures to make the turn to Asia a reality can be ascribed to external and internal factors. Russian-Japanese reconciliation lost momentum mostly because of the 2014 Ukrainian crisis. Tensions with the U.S. limit Moscow’s room for maneuver in East Asia. Domestically, the diversification of political and economic ties in Asia does not contradict the interests of dominant power-holders. It must be admitted, however, that both the members of Putin’s inner circle and the winning coalition have relatively little to gain from co-operation with East Asian states and have not pushed it forward. Prospective benefits from collaboration with China overwhelm possible gains from co-operation with other East Asian states.


    The realm of energy exports is the sphere in which the discrepancy between Russia’s foreign policy preferences and their implementation is the largest. Diversification of oil and gas exports (in terms of routes and customers) has underpinned Russia’s approach since the early 2000s. The first setback for the Russian strategy came in 2008, when Moscow decided that it could no longer expect to provoke a Sino-Japanese “race” for Siberian oil. The economic crisis, which hit Russia in the second half of 2008, altered the calculations of both the Kremlin and the key Russian energy companies, which – like Rosneft – found themselves needing to repay foreign loans. Rosneft was in a particularly difficult situation, having no easy access to credit and coping with a US$21 billion debt, a substantial part of which (US$ 13 billion) was scheduled for repayment by mid-2009.56 Pressed by financial needs and unable to gain support from other potential Asian customers – Japan in particular – Moscow re-adjusted its energy policy toward China. In October 2008, details of the East Siberia-Pacific Ocean (ESPO) pipeline’s branch to China were agreed and the construction of the pipeline along the route Skovorodino-Daqing won the green light. A few months later, in February 2009, Rosneft and Transneft signed a contract with the China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC). Russian companies committed to deliver 300 million tons of oil, worth US$100 billion, over a period of twenty years, starting in 2011. In return, the Chinese side credited Rosneft and Transneft with loans of US$15 and 10 billion, respectively. Russian commentators expressed serious doubts about whether Russia would actually profit from the contract.57


    The ESPO pipeline was a crucial element of Russia’s entry into the Asian energy market and the diversification of its oil exports away from Europe. Although its inauguration suggested that Russia indeed had managed to diversify oil export in the Asian market,58 further developments have changed the ultimate outcome of Russia’s policy. Initially, the ESPO pipeline did not bind Russia exclusively to China. The latter was to receive only half of the pipeline’s oil in the first stage and a little more than one-third in the second stage.


    The situation changed in 2013. Difficulties in the Sino-Russian energy trade, especially disputes over oil prices and volumes, did not discourage Rosneft from looking to extend co-operation with China. In 2013 the second breakthrough in Russian-Chinese oil trade was achieved. Rosneft signed a series of new multi-billion dollar contracts with Chinese companies; affirmed its readiness to send an additional 10 million tons of oil to China via the Kazakhstani pipeline;59 signed a contract which doubled the amount of oil to be sent to China via the ESPO by 2018;60 and struck a deal with Sinopec on deliveries of 10 million tons of oil for the period of the next ten years, worth US$85 billion.61 Taken together, the contracts have tripled the amount of oil to be sent to China. By 2020, Russia may be expected to supply 56 million tons of oil (i.e. more than 1.1 million barrels per day). It means that about 75 percent of Russian oil exported to Asia will reach no other state but China.


    With the construction of the ESPO, the Kremlin avoided favoring China and appeared to have maintained room for maneuver, without falling into dependence on a single customer. Later practices have undermined this approach, effectively contradicting Russia’s policy preferences. The implementation of energy policy has turned out to be detached from broader strategic planning. The major culprits of the shift to China have been Rosneft and its “trustee” in Putin’s inner circle, Sechin. Rosneft needed additional capital to finalize the takeover of TNK-BP, the cost of which was estimated at US$45 billion.62 In 2014, Rosneft started obtaining prepayments. The oil sector is controlled by Sechin and he was the one who decided to “put all of Russia’s eggs into the Chinese basket.” Co-operation with China strengthened Sechin’s position in Russia’s political economy, making him one of the most vigorous proponents of close energy ties with the Middle Kingdom. Unlike in 2008-2009, in 2013 external factors played a minimal role.


    The dynamic sphere of oil exports stood in stark contrast with almost non-existent gas exports, which lasted until May 2014. Russia’s ambitious plans to reach the Asian gas market included new LNG facilities in the Russian Far East, two gas pipelines to China, and the trans-Korean gas pipeline. All of these plans required the development of new gas fields in Eastern Siberia, funded by foreign investors. Despite numerous memorandums signed between Russia and China between 2006 and 2013, the gas contract was still missing. The interplay of external and domestic factors was behind these recurrent failures.


    For Russia, gas talks with China were first and foremost a way of putting pressure on the European Union, its most important customer. From the mid-2000s, Gazprom attempted to convince the European companies to renew long-term gas contracts and to prevent the anti-monopolist regulation of the EU gas market from being applied.63 The planned Altai gas pipeline to China was to be supplied from the West Siberian gas fields, i.e. the very source of deliveries to Europe. By demonstrating its ability to “switch sides,” Russia sought concessions from the EU. China, for its part, felt no pressure to close talks with Russia, as it had secured access to alternative gas sources in the late 2000s.


    The configuration of domestic power relations in Russia was not conducive to finalizing gas talks with China, either. Gazprom, being one of the most powerful corporate power-holders in Russia, was at the same time subject to attacks, undertaken by its smaller counterparts. Its privileged position rested on its monopoly control over gas export. Potential competitors – independent gas companies such as Novatek and oil enterprises producing gas such as Rosneft – united in their efforts against Gazprom. For almost a decade, Gazprom fought to take over the license to develop the Kovykta gas field, which was to supply the Chinese market, from TNK-BP, which was a veto player in that respect. Finally, while Rosneft had its promoter in the inner circle (Sechin), Gazprom as a corporate actor lacked a similar backer. To the contrary, numerous players strived to broaden their turfs at the expense of Gazprom.


    The stalemate in Russia’s plans to export gas to the Asian market was overcome as a result of interlinked domestic and international processes in the early 2010s. The continuing absence of tangible progress in negotiations between Gazprom and CNPC prompted other Russian and Chinese energy players to engage in talks. This additional engagement resulted in the opening of several new options for gas co-operation. In 2013, Chinese companies were allowed to enter Russia’s LNG sector. CNPC acquired a 20 percent share in the Yamal LNG project, operated by the Russian independent gas producer, Novatek, along with the French energy company Total.64 Two Russian LNG producers – Novatek and Rosneft – protected by individuals from Putin’s power circle, Timchenko and Sechin respectively, successfully undermined Gazprom’s export monopoly. In 2013 both companies gained the right to export LNG independently from Gazprom.


    The other factor which influenced Russia’s energy policy in the East was the 2014 Ukrainian crisis and subsequent tensions in Russian-Western relations. During his visit to China in May 2014, Putin struggled to show that the West had not isolated or weakened Russia. He managed to bring Gazprom in line and finally signed the repeatedly postponed gas contract. A 30-year contract between Gazprom and CNPC envisions deliveries of 38 bcm per annum, along the so-called eastern route, starting in 2018. Again, observers questioned whether Russia would profit from the project, assessing the deal as political rather than commercial. For fierce opposition critics, like Boris Nemtsov, Russia was de facto subsidizing China’s economy, continuing the practice set by the 2009 oil contract.65 Moreover, unlike the ESPO oil pipeline, a gas pipeline will supply China exclusively.


    The opening of the LNG partnership with China and the 2014 gas deal paved the way for more robust co-operation with China and further reduced incentives for reaching out to other Asian customers. Japan and South Korea have acquired gas from Russia’s first LNG facility in Sakhalin since 2009. However, given the scope of planned gas exports to China, the relevance of the Sakhalin exports is going to decrease. Japan’s investment in another planned LNG facility in Vladivostok remains uncertain.66 The gas contract makes the implementation of other projects, such as the previously envisioned gas pipeline to the Korean states, almost impossible. Gazprom’s investment and attention will be focused on China. Moreover, Russia returned to the idea of constructing a western gas pipeline (Altai). If such a deal is concluded – which is doubtful – it will only increase China’s share in Russian gas exports to Asia.


    Conclusions – Re-evaluating the Role of Domestic Politics in Russia’s Foreign Policy


    Following Putin’s return to the Kremlin in 2012, Russian scholars argued that domestic factors once again started to play an important role in how Russia’s foreign policy is formed.67 Such observers expected that in the long-term perspective foreign policy would be subject to internal competition between interest groups, although it is widely believed to have remained in the hands of Putin and the bureaucratic apparatus so far.68 This article demonstrated that domestic politics has continued to influence Russia’s foreign policy for the last decade and the evolution of domestic power relations has been reflected in Russia’s international behavior.


    This analysis of Russia’s policy towards Asia explores how the interplay of external and domestic factors shaped Russia’s foreign policy preferences and the process of their implementation. Power shifts in the international system prompted Russia to diversify its policy away from the West and toward the East, culminating in the “turn to Asia,” i.e., a broad engagement with multiple regional states. Domestic power relations, in turn, contributed to the interpretation of China’s rise in terms of an opportunity rather than of a threat for Russia, thus weakening the incentives for a multi-vector policy in Asia and focusing Russian relations on China.


    The case of Russia’s oil and gas exports to Asia exposes the growing role of domestic power relations in the implementation of the energy component of Russia’s foreign policy. Particular power-holders turned out to be capable of altering Russia’s diversification strategy. Regardless of state-level policy preferences, individual and corporate power-holders, Sechin and Rosneft in particular, were able to change overarching strategic plans. They redefined the shape of Russia’s energy presence in Asia.


    This analysis illustrates the ebb and flow of the influence exerted by domestic politics on Russia’s international behavior. Putin’s leadership and the continuity of his regime notwithstanding, Russia’s foreign policy is not isolated from domestic politics. On the contrary, foreign policy remains deeply embedded in domestic arrangements. The shifts in the domestic political realm are reflected in the evolution of foreign policy. A focus on domestic power relations makes it possible to explain how and when domestic politics influenced Russia’s international behavior and makes possible a re-assessment of existing interpretations.


    The features of domestic power relations that have mattered most include: the number of power-holders, arrangements among power-holders, the size and composition of the winning coalition and the inner circle, as well as the balance of power within the two latter groups. The number of power-holders and the arrangements among particular groups (i.e. inner circle, winning coalition, veto players, and opposition) shaped Putin’s room for maneuver and his flexibility in foreign policy. The larger the circle of power-holders, the more entangled the leader was. The dominant winning coalition turned out to be an indispensable tool for gaining effective control over foreign policy, but its greater size limited Putin’s freedom of action. The need to take into account and to actively promote various interests of the winning coalition’s members directly influenced Russia’s preferences on the international field. The process of interpretation and adjustment to international change was filtered through the preferences of the winning coalition and its members. The emergence of Putin’s inner circle made the situation even more complex. The necessity to constantly reconcile the increasingly conflicting interests of powerful members of the inner circle also reduced Putin’s tactical maneuverability.


    With the exception of Putin’s first term, “non-democratic pluralism” has been steadily growing throughout the period of Putin’s rule. The winning coalition and the inner circle became the most crucial components of Russia’s internal distribution of power. The influence of domestic power relations on Russia’s foreign policy was, therefore, shaped mostly by the internal arrangements within these two groups. Developments inside the regime and among its supporters turned out to be more important for foreign policy-making than the relationship between the regime and its opponents. The size and composition of the winning coalition influenced the process of tailoring means to ends and actively shaped the process of implementation as well as final outcomes of particular policies. It was the outcomes of power struggles which shaped foreign policy. The coherence between the interests and preferences of the power-holders from the inner circle and particular members of the winning coalition increased the ability of domestic actors to pursue their own visions of foreign policy.


    The analysis of the role of domestic power relations enables a re-assessment of domestic political explanations that have until now been dominant in the literature. Neither the increase in authoritarianism nor temporary political thaws defined the direction of Russia’s foreign policy. These general changes in Russian internal arrangements set the context for domestic politics rather than directly shaping Moscow’s international behavior. The influence of particular interest groups depended on their relations with other actors, particularly those comprising the inner circle. In the case of informal coalitions, such as the siloviki, conflicting material interests won out over a shared mentality. It was the empowerment of new actors with economic resources that contributed to their growing influence over foreign policy rather than the mere presence of siloviki in Putin’s winning coalition.


    This article demonstrates that although domestic politics has not determined Russia’s foreign policy, it does nevertheless remain an indispensable element in explaining Moscow’s behavior internationally. The weight of domestic political factors does, however, vary according to changing internal arrangements. Preferences tend to be related to the size and composition of the winning coalition and the relative strength of the inner circle and its members. Domestic actors are capable of altering final outcomes in the process of policy implementation in such a way that they reflect their own parochial interests. As a consequence, future changes in Russia’s foreign policy may be expected to result from shifts in both external factors and domestic power relations.
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			Abstract: Corporate raiding in Ukraine is a widely discussed and reported problem that severely damages investment and economic development, prospects for European integration, and the welfare of ordinary people. Yet the phenomenon of raiding itself is only poorly understood, often either dismissed as inseparable from the country’s broader problem of endemic corruption, or imputed to powerful and shadowy raiders thought to be immune from defensive measures by private businesses. The author’s field research in Ukraine sheds light on the history, causes and methodologies of raiding, as well as on the costs and consequences of raiding for Ukraine’s further development.

			Former U.S. Ambassador to Ukraine John Tefft is fond of emphasizing Ukraine’s great potential: its large size, location at a strategic crossroads, diverse resource base, and its large, well-educated, entrepreneurial population, to name just a few of Ukraine’s advantages.1 Yet the Ambassador is also quick to point out that this potential has remained largely unfulfilled for more than twenty years, as Ukraine has suffered from deeply entrenched problems of corruption, poor governance, and underdeveloped institutions.2 

			On the heels of the Euromaidan, Ukraine’s second major popular revolution in the post-Soviet era, the country now faces an opportunity to advance towards fulfilling its vast potential, or to succumb once again to the very same systemic weaknesses that have hampered it in the past. Whether post-Euromaidan Ukraine succeeds will depend to a large degree on whether it emerges quickly enough from recent economic contraction to complement the new government’s political goals of national reconciliation, reform, and European integration with the tangible benefits of more jobs, investment and rising living standards.

			Endowed with vast natural agricultural resources, energy and mineral resources, advanced industrial capacity, and excellent human capital, all within easy access to major global markets, Ukraine should be an investment success story. Yet FDI in Ukraine has declined while the world economy grew, from $4.13 billion in 2012 to $2.86 billion in 2013,3 and domestic investment is still well below rates in most fast growing developing and developed economies.4 Clearly, restoring robust FDI will be a priority for Ukraine’s post-Euromaidan government.

			An effort to improve the climate for business and investment in Ukraine must begin by recognizing the roots of the economy’s dysfunction, including the perennial weakness of property rights. Without strong property rights, market actors are likely to be denied the main benefits of economic activity, thereby reducing incentives for such activity and hampering growth. Even when businesses are functioning, insecure property rights give rise to fear and uncertainty for potential foreign and domestic investors, raising the costs of borrowing and investment for the economy as a whole. For example, in May 2014 commercial borrowing cost 15.6 percent in Ukraine compared to 4.7 percent in Poland when dealing in domestic currency.5 It was even more expensive for private citizens to borrow money in Ukraine, with interest rates averaging a staggering 24.2 percent.6 Though part of this high cost is to account for the weakness of the Ukrainian hryvnia, even U.S. Dollar-denominated loans in Ukraine carried interest rates of 8 percent or higher.7 

			Gloomy as they are, statistics do not tell the whole story. Even though a relatively small proportion of Ukrainian businesses have changed hands through corporate raids, and although the problem has not resulted in a mass exodus of investors from Ukraine, raiding has played a significant role in deterring new foreign investment from entering the market. Raider attacks have been so egregious and highly visible over the past decade that many potential investors have simply concluded that entering the Ukrainian market is not worth the risk.

			Accordingly, corporate raiding is one aspect of Ukraine’s weak property rights regime that has received significant attention from policymakers, the media and the general public. Yet despite this attention, and despite wide recognition of the problem by Ukrainians and outsiders as an obstacle to investment and economic growth, the phenomenon itself is not well understood. In public discourse, the term is seldom explained beyond generally vague implications that raiders are connected to oligarchic interests, powerful politicians, and the pervasive culture of corruption in business. While considerable expert attention has been devoted to the problem of corporate raiding in Russia, and to the broader problems of corruption in Ukraine and other post-Soviet economies, this article will be among the first to offer an in-depth examination of corporate raiding in Ukraine specifically.

			The article will first seek to provide a concise overview of recent scholarship on corporate raiding, and in so doing give some greater depth and context to the definition of raiding that framed the author’s field research in Ukraine. It will then provide a brief summary of the history and evolution of raiding in Ukraine from the late Soviet era to the present. Turning to the main findings of the fieldwork, it will describe some of the methods by which raiders seek to achieve their objectives, including which vulnerabilities of firms raiders typically seek to exploit. Finally, the article will describe the negative impacts of corporate raiding and weak property rights on Ukrainian democratic reform, economic development and aspirations for European integration, emphasizing the need for greater attention to this problem from Western policymakers.

			In support of this analysis, and in addition to a review of published sources, the author conducted interviews in Ukraine, primarily over a two-month period in the spring and summer of 2013. Interview subjects were individuals familiar with the problem from a wide range of perspectives, including Western diplomats, current and former Ukrainian officials, Ukrainian and international bankers, representatives of International Financial Institutions (IFIs), Ukrainian businesspeople, foreign investors, representatives of business associations, lawyers, NGO experts, and journalists, among others. While citations to these interviews are included in this article, in many cases the author was bound by agreement with interviewees to protect their anonymity, or to refrain from direct quotation. The sensitivity around corporate raiding generally, and around many of the individual cases discussed, mandated this unconventional approach, but also made it possible to develop a more complete and balanced picture of the problem than by relying only on interview subjects who were prepared to discuss the issues publicly.

			Defining Corporate Raiding

			A handful of Western scholarly and business publications in recent years have attempted to describe and analyze corporate raiding in Ukraine, however most international scholarship to date has focused on raiding in Russia. This is understandable given the Russian economy’s larger size (roughly tenfold that of Ukraine) and the extent of the corporate raiding problem from Russia’s “wild 1990s” through the early 2000s. However, comparatively little attention has been paid to Ukraine, where the problem became acute in the latter part of the last decade and during the four years of Viktor Yanukovych’s presidency (2010-2014).

			Over the past decade, the Russian political system has moved towards greater centralization—which Vladimir Putin has dubbed the “vertical of power”—at the same time bringing oligarchs and major business interests under direct or indirect Kremlin control. By some measures, raiding has declined as the Kremlin has asserted greater control over dispute-resolution mechanisms, including the courts, law enforcement agencies, and local administrative organs, while the state’s direct interest in many big businesses makes “freelance” raiding by or against such enterprises ultimately pointless. Although Yanukovych appeared also to be concentrating political and economic power in the hands of those closest to the central government, to some extent following the Russian model, the process was far slower, constrained by a robust history of “oligarchic pluralism.”8

			The situation in Ukraine differs in fundamental ways from that in Russia. The prospect of Ukraine’s political and economic integration with the European Union offers major incentives for smaller and middle-sized European businesses to invest in Ukraine, which is seen as a more accessible market than Russia, even though these very businesses may be among the most vulnerable to raider attacks. Meanwhile, the absence of Russia’s vast natural resource wealth forces Ukrainian officials to seek other avenues for corrupt enrichment, including facilitation of corporate raiding. Finally, since Ukraine’s legal reforms and privatization processes are arguably less advanced than those in Russia, opportunities abound for raiders to exploit corrupt courts and administrative officials, especially in the regions, where central authorities may lack adequate knowledge or control.

			Despite these important differences between the circumstances in Russia and Ukraine, some foundational concepts apply in both countries, and so it is useful to draw upon analyses of corporate raiding in Russia and even in other economies that have undergone the transition from totalitarian communism to private enterprise over the past two and a half decades.

			The term “raiding” has been used not only in Russia and Ukraine, but in Western contexts as well—think of the hostile takeovers, asset stripping, and associated egregious business practices on which fortunes were made throughout the last century. In a fundamental sense, raiding may be understood as, “seizing a property object,” whether through a Western-style hostile takeover or by even more unconventional means.9 According to one experienced Western investor in Ukraine, raiding is the simple act of “stealing somebody’s business.” 10 Indeed, “reiderstvo” is understood in both the Russian and Ukrainian languages to signify essentially the same type of rapacious greed seen on Wall Street and elsewhere in the West, though in a very different legal and political context. As Jordan Gans-Morse writes, “While the term [“raiding”] is taken from the American usage, it involves far more than buying up a company’s shares in order to change management.”11 

			In his seminal article on raiding in Russia, Tom Firestone explains that, “reiderstvo is not just simple thuggery…. Russian ‘reideri’ rely on court orders, resolutions of shareholders and boards of directors, lawsuits, bankruptcy proceedings, and other ostensibly ‘legal’ means as a cover for their criminal activity.”12 Though it is often accomplished by superficial operation of elements of the legal system, raiding is inherently opposed to the rule of law. It should be no surprise, therefore, that as post-Communist states such as Ukraine have adopted layer upon layer of new laws and regulations with the ostensible purpose of better protecting property rights, raiders have adopted these same laws and regulations as new weapons to use against their targets. Seeking to capture this dichotomy, Firestone describes corporate raiding as, “acts designed to give a legitimate appearance to the illegal (accomplished through illegal means) transfer to the actor or a third party, of property rights, rights to the results of intellectual activity and equal rights to individualization (of intellectual rights) as well as, the illegal acquisition of the right to carry out managerial functions in a commercial or other organization.”13

			Writing for a primarily Western business readership, Graham Stack described corporate raiding as both integral to, and a consequence of, Ukraine’s failed legal institutions. In a 2010 article, he concluded that, 

			Corporate raiding in Ukraine is a euphemism for the illegal and corrupt manipulation of Ukraine’s patchy legislation and ramshackle institutions to seize control of unsuspecting companies. Measures typically employed range from excluding shareholders from meetings by holding them at short notice in a distant location to alteration of company registers, to purchasing or faking court decisions. It is the most blatant symptom of Ukraine’s terrible investment climate that groups this EU hopeful with far poorer developing countries in ratings of corruption, economic freedom and ease of doing business.14

			Ukrainian officials frequently discuss “raiding” when attacking their political rivals, assigning blame for poor economic performance, or attempting to reassure domestic and international investors about the state’s protection of property rights. However, thus far the government has offered only a limited formal definition of the problem, exclusively addressing threats to state property. In 2008, the Cabinet of Ministers passed a resolution, in which a “raider attack” was defined as, “disposal of state-owned property and corporate rights other than following privatization proceedings, or [by] illegal seizure of a company.”15 Proposed legislation on criminal liability for raider attacks has taken a broader approach, referring to raiding as, “an organized attack on a company, organization or an institution with the purpose of its seizure that resulted in disruption of its ordinary course of business.”16

			In his 2013 chapter in The Political Economy of Russia, Richard Sakwa describes raiding as a function of the Russian “dual state” that is subject to domination by both “legal-rational” and “patrimonial” means, as defined by Max Weber. In this system, “formal and informal rules operate at the same time, reproducing dualism at all levels and allowing actors to operate elements of either, but undermining the inherent internal logic of both,” and thus provoking a “systemic stalemate” that inhibits development.17 For Sakwa, the dual state concept is of particular value to understand the apparent contradiction inherent in well-known cases when the state itself deems raider attacks to be violations of the law. After the 2005 raider attack on investment firm Hermitage Capital, for example, investigation of abuses which led to the death of lawyer Sergei Magnitsky revealed that the raiders had in fact violated Russian law, and were thus subject to legal penalties. Yet the stolen assets themselves have not been restored, nor has the state acknowledged the theft as a corporate raid.18

			Sakwa adopts the definition of raiding offered by a Russian think tank, the Center for Political Technologies, in a 2008 report: “The illegal … seizure of property … The winning of control in the widest sense of one company by another using both illegal and legal methods; the seizure of shares by provoking business conflicts; … a way of redistributing property which in essence is banditry, but which formally conforms to some sort of judicial procedure.”19 In fact, this broad definition could also encompass corporate raiding in Ukraine. However, while both rational-legal and patrimonial methods of domination are applied in the Ukrainian case, the vertical of state power has traditionally been much weaker than in Russia, and so it would be inaccurate to describe Ukraine as a dual state in the same sense. Certainly, raider attacks sponsored by state actors in Ukraine have seldom advanced what Sakwa calls “de-privatization,” that is the Kremlin’s efforts to bring key Russian industries under de facto state control (even if via nominal private ownership) in order to serve national policy goals.20

			In Philip Hanson’s recent Chatham House paper, reiderstvo in Russia is described as, “the illicit acquisition of a business or part of a business [with] the complicity of any or all of the tax, security, law enforcement, and judicial authorities.”21 Although the administrative and law enforcement tools applied by raiders to seize target assets could nominally apply to anyone in the economy, Hanson points to an overwhelming correlation between the rise of prosecution for “economic crimes” in Russia in recent years, and the ability of local and national authorities to extract payments or seize assets. In Hanson’s view, raiding is enabled by direct engagement of informal or personal power relationships with formal legal rules, in contrast to Sakwa’s portrayal of the dual state in which formal and informal power relationships exist in parallel.

			In another recent treatment, Yakovlev, Sobolev and Kazun present raiding in Russia in terms of the challenge for the state and economic actors in controlling and resisting the state’s own violent agents. 22 Although police, prosecutors, security officials and other agents are essential for state administrative and law enforcement functions, as well as to advance leaders’ political and policy goals, their agglomeration of coercive power also risks severe degradation of property rights and inhibition of economic growth. The problem is that, “state agents of violence are especially well placed to use their power for personal enrichment rather than the public good.”23 Economic actors in both Russia and Ukraine are vulnerable to raiding precisely because of relatively underdeveloped top-down and bottom-up tools for constraining the power of such agents.

			Raiding receives attention in Ukrainian academic literature as well, particularly in the context of analysis of corporate law reform. According to Andriy Smityukh, “Corporate raiding is a conflict of interests in enterprise administration [caused by] the availability of opposing, competing and even hostile interests of the raider, enterprise management, and controlling shareholders.”24 Igor Shvaika defines corporate raiding as a “third stage” of property redistribution in Ukraine’s post-Soviet transition, the first two stages being privatization and the development of basic legal instruments such as bankruptcy.25 A. Koval concurs, noting that whereas assets were acquired in the 1990s through state privatization, since the 2000s property has more often changed hands by takeovers, which were either voluntary or hostile, in which case they qualify as raids.26

			Corporate raiding is also a common theme in the popular press in and about Ukraine. In mainstream media sources, raiding has been described as, “modern-day feudalism,” in which “a would-be raider finds an influential cover, either a bureaucrat or someone in State Security…After a fee has been agreed, the bureaucrat goes to the owner of the business you want to steal and says: sell your business for five rubles or you go to jail.”27 Yet even journalists who have covered raiding for the media admit that it is poorly understood: “Few people who know the term reiderstvo actually understand what it is…For example many people simply call conflicts between owners raiding (especially since each side in a dispute names the other as a raider), others simply call all corrupt activity raiding or banditism.”28 

			It should be no surprise that the general public lacks a compelling consensus definition of corporate raiding. After all, disinformation is routinely spread by both the raiders themselves and by state officials who are failing in their nominal responsibility to combat raiding. One Ukrainian official who was involved in the government’s official anti-raider commission even denied that raiding per se was the issue, explaining that, “raiding is not a problem but a course of events when capital is leaking out of all sides.”29 Even an EU diplomat suggested raiding gets relatively more attention than it should: “Some foreign businesspeople call disputes over tax payments or regulatory compliance ‘raiding’ but this is a misunderstanding of the law,” cautioning, “you should really get into the details before stating that this case is a raider attack.”30

			Certainly, the ambiguity and uncertainty surrounding the problem of corporate raiding in Ukraine is not helped by the reluctance of some victims of raiding to discuss raider attacks. According to one financial journalist, “it’s not possible to know about all the problems of raiding because people hide it.”31 Yet others may blow their individual problems out of proportion, as the EU diplomat explained: “When [many hundreds of] companies are doing well they are not interested in talking about it, but when you read negative stories about raids they are usually the same few cases.”32

			Each of the definitions of raiding offered by scholars, members of the business community, the media, and the general public, is surely accurate in some respects, yet still not entirely adequate. For the purposes of this analysis, a relatively broad yet simple definition of corporate raiding in Ukraine can be adopted: Raiding is the illegal or improper transfer of valuable assets, or value generated from those assets, generally by means of improper coercive action, or failure to act, on the part of corrupt state authorities. 

			Even this definition may not capture all cases that could fairly be labeled raids, yet it is sufficiently flexible to embrace most methods and types of raiding encountered in the course of research for this article, while nonetheless excluding corrupt or problematic practices that do not rise to the level of raiding. As interviewees on all sides of the issue insisted, it is important to distinguish mere business disputes, official corruption, improper privatization, and other bad practices from full-blown raiding. In light of this persistent ambiguity and complexity, further careful consideration of the recent history and current practice of raiding in Ukraine is needed.

			History and Evolution of Raiding

			Ukrainian experts have described at least three main phases in the evolution of corporate raiding, commonly applying the color-coding of “black,” “gray” and “white”33 to different periods and types of raider attack.34 Interview subjects and observers disagree about the precise definitions of each type and period, but there is a broad consensus that “white” raiding involves disputes managed largely within the jurisdiction of courts and the law, whereas “black” or “gray” attacks are those in which raiders apply at least some kinds of pressure outside the law, or engage in explicitly illegal behavior. 

			“Black raider attacks,” explain lawyers Yulia Shmagina and Vitaly Patsiuk, “assume achieving of the set objectives using completely illegal methods, including falsification of documents, fake signatures, threatening, forcing, violence and physical seizure of the company.”35 “Gray raiders” have been described as wolves in sheep’s clothing—bandit raiders who construct false legal claims in order to impersonate “white” corporate raiders.36 In very broad terms, raiding has evolved away from “black” and toward “white” methods over the past two decades, but with plenty of cases that fall into the “gray” area in between.

			Raiding in Ukraine can trace its origins to the late Soviet-era “bazaar” system of privately-owned market stalls. Raiding on a relatively small scale flourished in this context, in which practically every small trader was forced to buy protection (the widely used Russian term is “krysha,” literally meaning “a roof”) from organized crime groups, who in turn bribed or threatened officials to ensure their own immunity from prosecution. Raids took place not only when gangsters decided to seize traders’ assets, but when traders invoked the assistance of a criminal krysha or corrupt officials to take over or destroy a flourishing rival’s business. 

			With the collapse of the Soviet system and the first wave of post-1991 privatization, came a period dominated by the so-called “black” or “bandit” raids. These were straightforwardly criminal acts, made possible by the breakdown of social order, desperate economic conditions, and general lawlessness of the time. In the simplest form, criminal groups would send armed men to seize the premises of a business, typically a former state enterprise, and physically remove all valuable assets and materials from it, ranging from cash, to computers and machinery—even antiquated Soviet industrial equipment was seized and sold for scrap.37

			By the late 1990s and early 2000s, raiding entered what my interviewees labeled the “gray” phase, in which elements of “black” and “white” raiding activity could be observed.38 The parties at interest may have been officials, wealthy businessmen, or Soviet-era “red directors” seeking to gain ownership over industries they already managed. In many cases the real parties at interest in a raid were unknown. Methods, too, became far more complex, with the involvement of a wide range of state ministries and private middlemen, including foreigners, and usually invoking decisions of a purported shareholders meeting or court orders to transfer assets for the raider’s benefit. 

			In some famous cases, the original raider was deceived by middlemen who offered assistance in acquiring the target asset, but ended up walking away with it themselves. It was by means of such raids that many of today’s oligarchs in Ukraine began to assemble their vast vertical monopolies in sectors such as energy, mining, telecommunications, or food and agriculture. Not surprisingly, the two heavily industrialized and politically powerful regions of Donetsk and Dnipropetrovsk became the scenes of many “gray” raids during the Kuchma years (1994-2004), as local magnates leveraged political connections to create a safe space for raiding activity that benefitted their interests.39

			The 2004-05 Orange Revolution brought a temporary halt to raiding since the new government was formally committed to fighting corruption and protecting property rights. However, the dysfunction and eventual collapse of the Orange coalition quickly resulted in a huge upsurge in raids by the second half of the last decade. A former senior state official explained that the existence of competing political power centers in the Presidency, the Government and the Verkhovna Rada—plus local and regional governments—allowed business owners to secure at least some kind of political krysha, which was at best temporary protection in the tumultuous political environment.40 However, endless battles over privatization and re-privatization had the effect of increasing uncertainty and encouraging raiders to ply their trade.41

			After the arrival of the Yanukovych Administration in 2010, raiding evolved yet again, but it did not necessarily decline. One journalist called this the period of “white raiding,” meaning that raiders achieved the same ends as before but often did not appear to be engaged in obviously criminal activity.42 A government official suggested that since 2010, “raiding has not disappeared, but has taken on quieter forms.”43 Another journalist who has reported on raiding countered, “What’s happening today [2013] in Ukraine is like in markets in the 1990s—it’s mafia extortion, but by the state, and you cannot win or protect yourself.”44 One reason for the continuation of raiding may have been the increasing concentration of the financial benefits of political power around the so-called “Family” of President Yanukovych (Ukrainians say the “Family” includes both actual relatives, like the President’s son Oleksandr, and close associates), leaving even many loyal Regions Party officials out in the cold.45 These officials, accustomed to living well off of corrupt payments, had to raid successful businesses to acquire wealth, or solicit payments from others in exchange for facilitating raids.46 

			Another theory is simply that there was a new large-scale realignment of business ownership underway, in which those closest to Yanukovych were systematically stripping lucrative assets away from their previous owners, and they were doing so by means of corporate raids. This perspective was supported by sources who suggested that raider attacks over the previous several years had been especially large scale, and aimed at seizing successful monopolistic businesses and maintaining control, rather than simply stripping and selling assets.47 If the “Family” was indeed responsible for the latest wave of corporate raids, then it was likely to the detriment of Ukrainian oligarchs, many of whom supported stabilizing property rights and rule of law to protect the business empires they had assembled over the past decade.48 In any case, the consolidation of political power around the Presidential Administration in 2010-2014 meant that there were few, if any, reliable “kryshy” to be had, and so businesses had to think differently about how to defend themselves.

			Because so much reticence and uncertainty surrounds raider attacks in Ukraine, and because experts still disagree about the definition of raiding, the precise scale of the problem is difficult to establish. Officials in 2006 claimed that up to two-thirds of the 110 mergers and acquisitions that took place in Ukraine that year could be considered hostile takeovers or raids.49 At the same time, an anti-raiding NGO reported that more than 2,500 raider attacks had taken place since 2002, with an average of one attack per week.50 Zakhariy Varnaliy and Iryna Mazur claim there are 35-50 raiding groups in Ukraine, who have been responsible for approximately 3,000 raiding attacks each year with a “success rate of over 90 percent.51 Although most observers reported a decline in attacks in the aftermath of the 2008-09 financial crisis, others insist the problem was on the rise again quickly afterward and throughout the Yanukovych years.

			 Who Are the Raiders?

			In some raids, the ultimate party at interest can remain hidden behind layers of intermediaries and shell companies. Yet it should be no surprise that among the most effective raiders are usually major oligarchs, powerful politicians, including local and national-level officials, and service providers who specialize in conducting raids for a fee. At the same time, many successful raids depend on some degree of cooperation—whether voluntary or coerced—from somebody on the inside of the target company, even including senior management hired directly by the owners. In rare cases, the raiders are even revealed to be the “legitimate” owners themselves, who are seeking to extract capital from the company that shareholders, partners, creditors, or regulators would not otherwise allow.52

			It is no secret that some of the wealthiest businessmen in Ukraine today, including the country’s prominent oligarchs, have benefitted from corporate raiding over the past two decades. Ihor Kolomoisky, co-owner with Henadiy Boholyubov of Dnipropetrovsk-based Privat Group and in March 2014 appointed governor of Dnipropetrovsk Oblast, is probably the most famous oligarch-raider, accused of having conducted a massive raiding campaign over the roughly ten years up to 2010,53 when he ran afoul of the new authorities and was forced to curtail some of his activity.54 At its height, Privat Group controlled significant stakes in nearly every industry in Ukraine, including metals, chemicals, energy, banking, and media.55 Even today, the group’s banking arm controls roughly 20 percent of Ukrainian deposits.56

			Raiding has apparently been an intimate part of Privat Group’s growth strategy. Kolomoisky himself is credited with the memorable quotation, “give me a 1 percent stake and I will take over the entire company.”57 One of Kolomoisky and Boholyubov’s close associates, the Dnipropetrovsk businessman and deputy governor Hennadiy Korban, was thought to be the orchestrator of many raids on behalf of his business partners.58 In 2006, Korban described his fee structure for hostile takeover and anti-takeover services: “[My fee] depends on what I’m doing. When I am protecting someone’s possession, this is one thing. If your work aims at merger or acquisition, i.e., the client gets a new asset, the fee is absolutely different.”59  Korban declared in a 2012 interview that raiding activity in Ukraine had “exhausted itself,” above all because the value of Ukrainian assets had, “fallen so low that it makes no sense to spend money on the redistribution of those assets.”60 While there was some truth to the assertion that the 2009 financial crisis reduced raider attacks because there was simply less liquidity sloshing around to be stolen, re-alignment of political power and oligarch interests may better explain the end of Privat Group’s dominant role61 among Ukrainian raiders.62

			During the height of Ukraine’s post-Soviet economic boom in the mid-2000s, one of the country’s apparently most successful investors was former Russian citizen and former Yeltsin advisor Vadim Grib, head of the TEKT investment group. In addition to his Russian connections, Grib served as Vice Prime Minister and acting Minister of Finance of the Crimean Autonomous Republic, and as a senior advisor to Valeriy Khoroshkovsky, head of the Ukrainian state security agency (SBU). Grib has acknowledged his involvement in raider attacks, including in print and live television interviews.63 There is evidence that Grib and TEKT were responsible for raids on Ukraine’s largest tire producer Rossava, soft-drink producer Rosinka, and the Kirovohrad Central Shopping Mall, among others.64

			Ukraine’s wealthiest oligarch, Rinat Akhmetov, has also been accused of acquiring valuable assets at discount prices by playing the role of “white knight” in association with raiders.65 In one case, Akhmetov’s firm, Metinvest, acquired a controlling stake in steel producer Ilyich Iron and Steel Works of Mariupol, in Donetsk Oblast, after Ilyich’s management claimed to have suffered a raider attack by alleged Russian raiders.66 News reports have suggested that this was simply a case of oligarchic consolidation, in which Akhmetov’s Metinvest achieved a more dominant market position by taking advantage of an attempted raid to put pressure on a rival company that was already in a weakened position.67 This method of raiding has been dubbed “black knight/white knight” since the ultimate beneficiary of the raid or attempted raid actually appears to be a kind of savior, buying out the beleaguered owners when they have run out of resources or will to fight, and usually at a healthy discount.68

			The potential interest of government officials in raiding is obvious. At middle and higher levels, officials can acquire control of lucrative businesses for their own benefit, or secure large payouts for helping other raiders achieve their objectives. Sufficiently senior officials also have the ability to leverage their “administrative resources” against target companies. According to one local tax official, “ministries have become weapons of the Presidential Administration against any business.”69 Allegations of raiding by the Donetsk-based “Family” around President Yanukovych were no surprise, but critics had also cast a spotlight on former Tymoshenko supporter, and member of parliament Andriy Portnov.70 Portnov was dubbed “the chief raider of Ukraine,” and “Reidyusha” (a play on his nickname “Andryusha”), and is accused of raider attacks stretching back to the early 2000’s when he was a rising star in Tymoshenko’s Batkivshchyna party.71 

			In many cases, lower level officials may not even recognize their complicity in raider attacks as such. According to one source inside a government ministry, lower officials, “are simply told, ‘this is a task from higher up that must be fulfilled.’”72 Poor training, nepotism, and the difficulty of reporting violations from within state structures, allows this problem to persist with new generations of officials. Moreover, ordinary citizens in many cases may not expect anything different from their government officials. According to the Atlantic Council, 

			a post-Soviet ‘get it while you can mentality’ seems to dominate the thinking of many who hold positions of power and influence. This attitude, coupled with the Soviet-era presumption that ‘this is the only way to get things done,’ allows many Ukrainians to justify corrupt interactions with officials.73

			Though nowhere near every raid involving government ministries could be controlled or initiated by the Presidential Administration, the top authorities’ behavior sets the tone. As Gans-Morse wrote of Russia after the massive state-sponsored raid that stripped Mikhail Khodorkovsky of his company, “every official after 2003 was looking for his ‘own little Yukos.’”74 Officials of the Port Authority of the Odessa Oblast city of Illichivsk, for example, in 2010 seized the assets of the private firm Ukrtranscontainer, in what has been described as a raid, enabled by the port’s decision to cancel a contract on which the private firm depended, allegedly in collusion with investigations of the company by the local prosecutor.75 In another 2010 Odessa Oblast case, the head of the local State Securities & Stock Market Commission together with the head of the local branch of the Commercial Court, colluded to seize majority control of the sweets factory Odesakonditer, which had already been under attack by Kyiv-based raiders.76

			Though raiders may be named and colloquially discussed in terms of the ultimate parties at interest—whether they are oligarchs, state officials, or even the business owners themselves—they almost always act through intermediaries. In many cases, those intermediaries are professional service providers, such as lawyers or bankers, which charge a fee or take a percentage of the ultimate gain in exchange for facilitating a raid. Indeed, this indirect method of attack is not only safer from a legal and public relations perspective, but professional raiders may actually be far more effective, and they can leverage well-established and well-lubricated relationships with key officials. 

			Ukraine’s biggest raiders generally maintain representatives, known as “smotryashchie,” (literally, “those who watch,” a term borrowed from Soviet prison slang) across various regions and industries in which they have an interest. These agents are likely to be the first to approach a putative target company and demand payment or partnership, or propose some other dubious scheme that would lead to eventual transfer of ownership rights.77 The exact profession of the agent is not important, and indeed some may even be government officials in posts entirely unrelated to the sector for which they are responsible. The aforementioned Dnipropetrovsk businessman Korban was one such agent who became very well known, but others include the Donetsk-based lawyers Dmytro Zaitsev and Volodymyr Hurtovy, who are believed to have orchestrated raids on the Siaivo bookstore in Kyiv, a goldmine in Zakarpatska Oblast and many other targets.78 Some law firms have also become famous as raiders or raid facilitators, and Moscow-based Alfa Bank has in recent years been the target of numerous accusations of corporate raiding in Ukraine.79 

			Raiding Methodology

			Raiders’ methods vary widely, not only from “black” to “white” as described above, but across a diverse set of legal, economic and political instruments and contexts. While a case can be found in Ukraine to illustrate nearly every possible variation, the majority of raids fall into a handful of typologies, described in detail below. In most actual raids, elements of more than one methodology come into play, and raiders may also switch tactics during the course of an attack.

			Forced Bankruptcies or Business Crises

			Raids involving forced bankruptcies or manufactured business crises may appear on the surface to be little more than standard business transactions in which outside investors take advantage of a target company’s financial problems to scoop up potentially valuable assets on the cheap. In fact, in a Western context, such transactions might even be seen as beneficial value-creating opportunities for turnaround experts to work their magic on failing companies. In Ukraine, unfortunately, more sinister forces often stand behind a bankruptcy or a business crisis leading to a change in ownership

			One archetypal case of this type provides a useful illustration of how a business crisis can be manufactured and exploited by corporate raiders. Chernivtsi-based Argo was a major producer of steel containers for canned food, with sales throughout Europe and the former Soviet states. Over a two-year period beginning in 2006, Argo received financing from Ukrainian Financial Group (UFG), a Kyiv-based bank with holdings ranging from real estate, construction and agriculture to IT, insurance and media.80 In 2008, UFG demanded immediate repayment of close to $7 million it had loaned Argo. Argo sales were already weakened by the financial crisis and the firm was unable to make the payment, so management agreed to restructure the outstanding loan, using shares of the company as collateral. In 2009, during peak production season, the Argo factory was visited by black-clad private security purporting to represent new ownership, and production was blocked. Management, under continuing physical, legal and PR pressure, was then forced to sign over two-thirds of the company’s shares to UFG, which transferred ownership to a Cyprus-based company. Argo was then found liable for a $200 million debt by a Dnipropetrovsk court, which confirmed the new ownership’s authority to liquidate the company’s assets to pay the debt.81

			Of course, debt is not the only leverage point for raiders seeking to manufacture a business crisis, as the case of Ukrtranscontainer illustrates. In 2009, port authorities of the Illichivsk port abruptly cancelled a 30-year agreement with the company that had been in force since 2005, and was the foundation of the company’s business. When Ukrtranscontainer challenged the cancellation, both the local prosecutor’s office and the commercial court sided with the port authorities. After two appeals, Ukrtranscontainer was forced to give up control of the port facility to the port authority officials, who appropriated and began using the company’s sophisticated container-transfer machinery and mooring equipment to conduct cargo operations themselves.82

			Raiders have also forced their targets into crisis situations using so-called “black PR.” This method was apparently used to raid Kyiv-based PromInvestBank in 2008, when newspapers falsely reported that the bank was insolvent and thereby caused a run on the bank, forcing its sale.83 Markus describes the well-known case of Privat Group’s attack on the Dnipropetrovsk-based company, Oleyna, a producer of refined food oils. In addition to orchestrating large numbers of illicit transfers of shares from employee-shareholders, Privat Group launched a black PR campaign to sully the company’s reputation for quality: “Some local newspapers embarked on a shrill campaign against Oleyna, charging that the firm is ‘helping . . . to plunder the state budget of Ukraine’ and speculating that Oleyna’s oil, a winner of numerous quality contests, might contain heavy metals and arsenic.”84 Although Oleyna’s employees, management and rightful owners ultimately mounted a successful defense of the company, the black PR campaign provided Privat Group and their allies in local government with sufficient cover to launch a host of lawsuits and administrative actions to try to take over the company.

			Corporate or Minority Shareholder Attacks

			Likely the most widely used method of raider attack in Ukraine over the past decade is the corporate or minority shareholder approach, which can be broadly understood to include any raider attack that takes advantage of shareholder rights and privileges inherent in the corporate form of ownership to bring about an illegitimate transfer of assets. According to one journalist, “measures typically employed [by raiders] range from excluding shareholders from meetings by holding them at short notice in a distant location to alteration of company registers, to purchasing or faking court decisions.”85 The Atlantic Council’s 2007 report offered a useful overview of this type of scheme: 

			Raiders infiltrate the company of interest with agents who collect information. A small share of stock is purchased. Then, a usually frivolous lawsuit is filed with a lower-level court in a remote town. Armed with an often anomalous court injunction, raiders resort to force, sending a pseudo-“security firm” to take possession of the property (through forcible entry). Further, by bribing law enforcement agencies, they keep the object under their control – even in the face of a corrected court decision. Then, they try to re-sell property to themselves or to those who ordered the raid, to change the composition of charter capital.86

			According to Ukrainian and international businesspeople interviewed for this article, a so-called minority shareholder attack usually begins with information gathering. In rare cases, ownership information is publicly available, however usually raiders acquire full details about the company’s ownership structure by bribing the registrar or another official with access to the corporate registry. The raiders then buy out a relatively small minority stake, resorting to threats or bribery if necessary, such as in the case of a unionized employee-shareholder structure. Share ownership then gives the raiders the right to examine company records, and provides direct access to the company’s board and management. The raiders may then discover some weakness in the company’s legal status (such as an imperfect privatization in the past or a technically deficient license or registration document), while bribing or threatening key individuals within the company to cooperate. With the collusion of these insiders, the raiders may convene an illegal shareholders’ meeting, excluding the rightful owners, and use that meeting to remove directors, approve an outright sale, or transfer ownership of valuable company property. Finally, to enforce the outcome, the raiders usually employ a combination of private security and corrupt courts or other state officials.87

			Either instead of or in tandem with more elaborate methods, raiders often resort to forgery of key corporate documents. In a Western business environment, of course, forged documents would be relatively easy to detect. In Ukraine, it can be more difficult both because notaries are routinely paid off to certify falsified transactions, and because physical raids of corporate offices often result in the theft of original corporate seals that allow the creation or modification of “genuine” corporate documents. 

			There have been countless raids facilitated by such forgeries. In 2010, for example, raiders used a fake power of attorney document to sign sales contracts on behalf of the successful drug maker Synbias Pharma and Onko Generics, ultimately forcing sale of the company, with the complicity of insiders in company management.88 In the high-profile case of TVi, an American citizen showed up with a power of attorney document purporting to change the channel’s management, which was revealed as a fake when the company officer who supposedly had signed the document proved she was not even in Ukraine when the document was signed.89 

			In other cases, raiders attempted to take over a building materials factory in Kherson Oblast by falsifying changes to the company charter,90 and to seize farms in Zaporizhia and Dnipropetrovsk Oblasts by means of documents forged by the same notary in both cases.91 The phenomenon is not just a problem for comparatively large enterprises. Small enterprises have also been targets for raiders, with “Hair salons, small shops, grocery stores, dressmakers, studios,” all victimized in situations where alleged owners asserted their rights using false documents.92 

			Another prominent recent example of the minority shareholder approach is the case of Kvazar-Micro, a leading Ukrainian technology company. In this case, a previously unknown minority shareholder sought to acquire almost half the company’s shares by colluding with the company’s registrar to arrange an illicit shareholders’ meeting.93 The victims later discovered that papers purporting to be from Kvazar’s largest single investor, the Canadian firm KM Secure, were forged, and successfully blocked the takeover attempt.94 A similar maneuver succeeded in 2007 against the Ukrainian subsidiary of Russian oil company Tatneft, UkrTatNafta, when Privat Group convened an illegal shareholders’ meeting and used corrupt government connections to enforce the resulting dilution of Tatneft ownership. 95 This method of attack is still favored. In 2013, international cargo firm Swissport’s Ukrainian subsidiary came under attack from a minority shareholder which claimed its rights had been violated, and secured two court decisions awarding it majority control of the company in lieu of damages worth just $433,000.96

			Corrupt Court Decisions

			Corrupt court decisions are clearly an integral part of many raider schemes. In 2013, then First Deputy Prime Minister Serhiy Arbuzov admitted that, “the vast majority of hostile takeovers are done with the assistance of judicial and law enforcement authorities.”97 According to Oleksiy Pashin, Director of the Business Security Agency, a corrupt court decision can cost a raider anywhere from $2,000 to $25,000.98 Given the multi-million dollar stakes involved in some raids, it is small wonder that attackers are prepared to pay such paltry sums to gain judicial decisions as leverage.

			In 2010, the same judge in the Kherson branch of the Commercial Court issued decisions approving raider takeovers of two different hotels, the Astoria and Europeysky, both being prepared to host Euro-2012 fans in Dnipropetrovsk. The judge even approved the use of private security by the raiders to enforce the decisions.99 More commonly, courts simply issue papers freezing company accounts and property so that it becomes impossible for the company to operate, and owners and management are forced to negotiate with the raiders. According to Olga Vorozhbyt, a lawyer at Chadbourne & Parke LLP in Kyiv, “If the ultimate goal is forcing the opponent into some kind of deal, usually on unfavorable terms, such strong measures (freezing assets) are one of the ways to achieve it.”100

			In the heavily publicized 2010 case of Zhytomyrski Lasoschi, the factory’s chief executive, put in place by U.S.-based owners, facilitated a raid against his employer in collusion with outside parties that was blessed by local courts, despite a major international PR effort by the U.S. owner and public comments on the case from President Yanukovych.101 In January 2012, Stalkanat-Silur, an Odessa-based steel rope and wire producer, was also raided with assistance from local police units on the pretext of a 2002 dispute that the company later proved had been settled.  Even after proving its position to the local court, Stalkanat-Silur was raided again, and only avoided being physically seized because the plant’s workers resisted.102  The case was seen as a clear instance of raiding following politics because Stalkanat-Silur’s owner, Volodymyr Nemyrovsky, a political ally of Batkivschyna leader Arseniy Yatseniuk, named as his attackers: Regions Party members Ivan Avramov and Yuri Ivanyushchenko. On March 2, 2014, following Batkivshchyna’s takeover of most positions in the acting government, Nemyrovsky was named governor of Odessa Oblast.103

			When properly held to account, Ukrainian courts have sometimes overruled lower or previous corrupt decisions in order to block raider attacks. From 2008-2010, the Jehovah’s Witness Religious Center fought raiders attempting to seize control of valuable buildings and land on its campus in Lviv Oblast. The raiders had quietly obtained decisions of faraway lower courts recognizing their ownership more than a year before they even made an overt move to take possession. Yet once the religious group found out about the attack, it pursued two appellate processes that ended up in Ukraine’s Supreme Court, and ultimately succeeded in protecting its property.104

			Extortion

			The most straightforward method of raider attack, and often the underlying principle of more complex schemes, is extortion. According to one Ukrainian investor, the basic scheme is as follows: First, a target business is visited by a representative of the raider (the smotryashchiy), who suggests the need for a new business partner (the raider). If the business owner refuses, he or she begins to experience obstructions to doing business from all sides, such as visits from health or tax inspectors, frozen bank accounts, canceled leases and contracts, and, of course, court cases against the company. At the next phase, a higher-level representative of the raider visits and suggests that a solution to the business’s problems would be to sign some documents transferring all or part of the ownership to some other company. If the victim is lucky, he or she will receive some compensation in this proposed arrangement. This process may be repeated through several rounds of escalation. By the end, the victim has a stark choice: either lose more money in defending what is now likely to be a much less profitable business, or accept the buyout and simply walk away.105

			State inspections and licensing procedures, which in a healthy marketplace might be seen as a bothersome but necessary part of doing business, in Ukraine are the bread and butter of corporate raiders. Their modus operandi, according to one local investor, is “creating unsolvable barriers (typically regulatory, tax, customs or inspections) for business, then offering a low bid to buy the company and thereby remove the problem.”106 According to a journalist who has extensively covered raids, “Some businesses have reported there is an inspection every day from day 1 of the month to day 30, and at some point someone approaches the owner to demand either a payment or transfer of the company.”107 An official inside one regional tax administration explained that, “state agencies serve as a club for a person who can bury any business activity.”108 In many cases, the ultimate beneficiary of this harassment may be unknown to the officials carrying it out.

			Two recent raider attacks illustrate the power of administrative pressure against target businesses. In the case of Lviv-based IDS, producer of Morshynska and Myrgorodska mineral water brands, tax inspectors accused the company in November 2012 of failing to pay almost 3 million UAH in taxes, which the company denied, claiming the accusation was part of a raider attack on the firm. The Lviv Oblast council supported the company’s position, and called on President Yanukovych to intervene.109 According to IDS, it had paid hundreds of millions in taxes, and appealed to its numerous U.S. and EU investors to support continued litigation to defend the company.110 In another highly publicized case in 2013, farming businesses belonging to politically active independent politician Arkady Kornatsky of Mykolaiv Oblast, came under attack. 111 Kornatsky was the target of incessant harassment by oblast authorities, and claimed the raid was orchestrated by the Chairman of the Oblast Administration, Mykola Kruglov, a political adversary.112

			The sheer number and wide range of official permits that may, in theory, be required to operate any type of business significantly facilitates raider attacks, especially with the involvement of officials who can deny or threaten to deny needed permits or licenses. In Kyiv, simply opening and operating a restaurant required separate permits from city health, sanitation, transportation, public property, electricity, water, gas, and potentially other authorities, depending on the products being used and sold.113 All of this is on top of the dozens of permits already required to register a business in the first place, and the potential difficulty of establishing a proper tax payment record. Addressing these massive disincentives for business and investment were among top priorities for the new authorities in 2014, and in April the Ukrainian government passed a law canceling 83 permits previously required for businesses to open and operate.114 It remains to be seen whether this streamlined regulatory framework results in a dramatic decline in raider attacks.

			Like other kinds of criminal extortion schemes, corporate raids do not shy away from the threat or use of outright physical force. Threats may be chillingly direct. In the case of one mid-sized family business, the owner told me that raiders demanded he accept a new business partner, and when he did not, security officials interrogated his mother and brother for 5 hours, and told them, “we know where your son goes to school and that he gets out of class at 1:30 in the afternoon.”115 Force is especially common in cases where the target of the raid is the physical location of the business itself, such as the cases of the small publishing companies Ab-ba-ba-ga-la-ma-ga,116 Tribuna, and Nauka-Kultura,117 and the Yalta Writers’ Union. 118 In these cases, raiders used private security to physically throw their victims out of buildings the raiders wanted to use for lucrative real estate development projects. In one case, the owner of a small publishing house on Kyiv’s left bank, called Skarby, endured such physical and psychological duress from raider attacks that he ended up hospitalized and was unable to defend his business.119 

			Of course, physical force often plays a role alongside other methods in more complex corporate raids, complementing corrupt court decisions and other kinds of pressure. In fact the term corporate raiding for many Ukrainians conjures up the image of dozens of black or camouflage-clad thugs physically surrounding a factory, or storming the facility against the opposition of management and company security guards, as actually happened in the case of Chernivtsi Argo in 2010. 120 The target need not be especially large, as the case of a café in Zaporizhia Oblast demonstrated: Through a fraudulent shareholders’ meeting, raiders diluted the original owner’s share of her own café, then used physical force to remove her from the shop.121 Even in the very center of Kyiv, raiders, in collusion with local authorities, have attempted to take ownership of the historic 18th Century Kyiv Fortress by force in order to demolish parts of the historic building to improve access to the neighboring property.122 

			The collusion of raiders with local or national law enforcement has also led to the use of “zakaznye dela,” or criminal charges made-to-order against the targets of corporate raids.123 Ukraine’s judiciary is especially susceptible to corruption and exploitive behavior, and is consistently rated as one of the most corrupt in the world.124 The World Justice Project has repeatedly ranked Ukraine poorly, even when considered in its regional context.125 Firestone defines “zakaznye dela” as “cases commissioned by third parties as a way of sabotaging business competitors … and criminal cases initiated by law enforcement for extortionate or other improper purposes…”126 Such cases are common in both the criminal and civil justice systems in Ukraine, and have long been a favored tactic for corporate raiders.127 In 2011-2012, twenty-five Ukrainian judges were dismissed from their posts for involvement in illegal schemes, while four hundred law-enforcement officials were investigated.128 

			Why Raiding Matters to Ukraine and the West

			In the aftermath of Ukraine’s Euromaidan revolution, the ability of the new leadership to promote national reconciliation and recovery on a political level will depend in equal measure on economic recovery and a return to growth. This will in turn demand considerable new investment, both domestic and international, and there can be no doubt that corporate raiding and Ukraine’s history of weak property rights protections have deterred investment in the past. Ukrainian brokerage firm Concorde Capital notes that, “due to poor property right protections, selective law enforcement and a weak judicial system, investors do not consider Ukraine very attractive, especially in view of many alternatives—like Turkey—in the region.”129 Consequently, Ukraine’s FDI is lower than in fast-developing economies, at around $2.8 billion, or no more than 2-3 percent of GDP.130 

			Representatives of major international investors with whom I spoke claimed that although they had made successful investments and saw future opportunities in Ukraine, they could not imagine Ukrainian holdings being more than a few percent of their overall portfolio, in light of the high level of risk.131 One European diplomat even explained that his country’s companies found it easier and safer to do business in Russia than in Ukraine, and had accordingly closed a chain of retail stores in Ukraine while opening more outlets across Russia’s regions.132

			In addition to scaring off investors and blocking reform and economic development, corporate raiding does damage to ordinary Ukrainians by destroying enterprises that provide badly needed jobs and increasing instability and uncertainty for the still anemic middle class. When businesses suffer from raider attacks, it is not only the ownership that is less well off. Ordinary workers can lose their jobs or suffer declines in wages and working conditions, and in the worst cases, whole towns may be blighted by an attack against the community’s main employer. 

			Raiding is hardly just a crime of the wealthy against the wealthy—relatively poor people have had their apartments or land stolen, and small entrepreneurs have been divested of their businesses and simultaneously lost all of their savings. With interest rates for business and personal loans as high as 30 percent, ordinary people simply do not have the option of borrowing to get back on their feet, which in turn makes businesses more vulnerable, a destructive cycle. Thus, raiding plays an important role in hampering small and medium enterprise growth in Ukraine, which in turn limits the growth of Ukraine’s middle class, a building block of healthy economic growth and democracy.133

			Weak property rights represent both a political and economic development trap for Ukraine: because corrupt business practices and corporate raiding call into question the legitimacy of practically any business that appears to be successful, ordinary people and their political leaders maintain rather casual attitudes towards protecting property rights. The general feeling is simply that anyone who has something has probably stolen it or cut corners to get it, so they don’t really deserve to keep it anyway. 

			Raiders take advantage of such broad ambivalence towards property rights to ply their trade, while politicians view redistribution of business assets as a benefit to be handed out to their supporters. Any political change in Ukraine thus carries with it the risk of wholesale economic re-alignment, such as when the government threatened to “re-privatize” thousands of former state companies in 2005, or the more recent case of the Yanukovych “Family’s” consolidation of market power between 2010 and 2014. 

			The Euromaidan protest movement and ongoing high levels of social protest clearly demonstrate ordinary Ukrainians’ growing frustration with the political and economic elite and the system of government they control. Although the departure from the scene of Yanukovych and many of his closest allies, the subsequent reconfiguration of the acting government, and the election in May 2014 of President Petro Poroshenko all appear to be steps forward for Ukraine’s path to reform, any political transition carries with it considerable risk. It is possible that the realignment of forces in Ukrainian politics could unleash yet another devastating tidal wave of raider attacks under the guise of restitution of assets stolen by the previous government. It is worth recalling that the oligarchs have hardly disappeared from Ukraine, and some are in positions of much enhanced political power, including the country’s newly elected president.

			Although the problems of weak property rights and corporate raiding are first and foremost obstacles to Ukraine’s own economic and political development, they also represent urgent challenges for Ukraine’s effort to integrate more closely with the EU and for the U.S.-Ukraine strategic partnership. With the June 2014 signing of the EU-Ukraine Association Agreement, including a Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreement and visa liberalization, Ukraine has the opportunity to benefit from enhanced access to the EU’s half-a-billion consumers. Yet Ukraine can hardly accept, much less fully implement, stabilizing European business practices required under the terms of these agreements, as long as corporate raiders still maintain outsized power and influence over the marketplace. Supporting Ukraine’s European aspirations is a stated goal of U.S. foreign policy, thus corporate raiding undermines U.S. policy objectives in addition to deterring potentially profitable U.S. investments in Ukraine. 

			Conclusion

			Despite its huge potential, Ukraine continues to disappoint its own citizens and outside observers, thanks in part to inadequate political and legal institutions, widespread corruption, and the pervasive cynicism of long-suffering ordinary Ukrainians towards most efforts to bring about positive change. Yet at the dawn of what should be a new era of closer trade, travel and investment ties with the European Union, corporate raiding may still pose a significant risk to Ukraine’s progress. 

			Close attention to this problem from Western officials, businesses and experts engaged in Ukraine and the region is necessary but not alone sufficient to solve the problem. It is long past time for Ukrainians and international stakeholders to adopt a more comprehensive definition of raiding, in law and practice. Recognizing the most common methods of raider attack will help Ukrainian and international officials design more effective legal and institutional safeguards, and can help private investors to adopt preventive and reactive defenses to raider attacks.

			Reforms to Ukraine’s corporate law, judiciary, and criminal justice system that have been promulgated during the process of negotiating the EU Association Agreement, and that have been promised by the new president and acting authorities, offer new tools for combatting corporate raiding and strengthening property rights. Likewise, anti-corruption administrative reforms can help expunge some of the worst offenders from the low and middle levels of the state bureaucracy. Yet without a more fundamental change in attitude, even these robust new measures will be too easily compromised by those at the very top who bend the system to serve their interests, and will be simply dismissed by those at the bottom who have already succumbed to overwhelming cynicism. 

			Western stakeholders can provide valuable assistance, but Ukrainians themselves must ultimately hold every participant in the market, their own political leaders, and one another equally accountable. There is reason to hope that Ukraine’s path to enhanced economic and political integration with the EU will help ordinary citizens begin to see their own future prospects differently. This is fundamentally about turning the corner from post-Soviet “get it while you can” cynicism to a mentality of building value for long term growth. The more that people believe they can build prosperity for themselves and their families in a future Ukraine, the more they will direct their energies toward demanding and sustaining the conditions that make such a future possible. 
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			Abstract: This article charts the last decade of Georgian politics (2003-2013) through theories of semi-authoritarianism and democratization. It first dissects Saakashvili’s system of dominant-power politics, which enabled state-building reforms, yet atrophied political competition. It then analyzes the nested two-level game between incumbents and opposition in the run-up to the 2012 parliamentary elections. After detailing the verdict of Election Day, the article turns to the tense cohabitation that next pushed Georgia in the direction of feckless pluralism. The last section examines if the new ruling party is taking Georgia in the direction of democratic reforms or authoritarian closure.

			Under what conditions do elections in semi-authoritarian states spur democratic breakthroughs?1 This is a conundrum relevant to many hybrid regimes in the region of the former Soviet Union. It is also a question of particular importance for the citizens of Georgia, who surprisingly voted out the United National Movement (UNM) and instead backed the Georgian Dream (GD), both in the October 2012 parliamentary elections and in the October 2013 presidential elections. This article aims to shed light on the dramatic, but not necessarily democratic, political changes unleashed by these events. It is, however, beneficial to first consult some of the concepts and insights that have been generated by earlier research on semi-authoritarian regimes. These ideas identify obstacles to, and drivers of, democratization, and therefore help to structure our investigation into Georgia’s political trajectory over the last decade and recent elections.

			Thomas Carothers was one of the first scholars to conceptualize the gray zone between democracy and autocracy, where Georgia has been stuck for over two decades, in spite of several radical transformations. Carothers argued that semi-authoritarian regimes are characterized either by “dominant-power politics” or “feckless pluralism.”2 Under the first syndrome, one group dominates political life through the abuse of state resources for their own partisan purposes. The courts, police authorities and media operate in the interest of the ruling party. Tax revenue and employment opportunities are likewise allocated based on political loyalty. Democratic institutions do exist and opposition parties challenge the ruling party in elections. But the absence of a level playing field means that opportunities for accountability are limited. Countries plagued by feckless pluralism are characterized by another set of symptoms. Their democracy is superficial even though elections bring about transfers of power between different groupings. The political elite is corrupt, ineffective and disconnected from the people it claims to represent. Citizens rarely take an interest in politics beyond Election Day. Carothers’ thoughts on dominant-power politics and feckless pluralism underscore the possibility that transitions – instead of following a linear path from autocracy to democracy – also can take a cyclical route: from one type of semi-autocracy to another.

			In order to break out of these regime cycles, Andreas Schedler argued that lingering aspects of “authoritarian control” must be eliminated so as to give “democratic uncertainty” – in the form of free and fair elections – the opportunity to take hold.3 He hypothesized that democratization, eventually, is likely to occur since elections in semi-authoritarian states, even if manipulated, unleash a strategic game between incumbents and the opposition. Schedler dubs it a “nested two-level game” since it is played on two distinct, yet interrelated, levels. On the institutional arena, politicians wrangle about the fundamental rules of politics, such as the constitution and election code. Incumbents often seek to skew these institutions in their own favor, resulting in authoritarian closure, whilst opposition parties push for a level playing field, resulting in democratic reform. The ruling party and opposition also vie for votes on the electoral arena, where socio-economic policies, to take but one example, are debated. Nonetheless, due to the contested nature of flawed elections, politicians in semi-authoritarian states argue over procedural and substantive issues simultaneously, thereby giving rise to an interactive – or in Schedler’s phrasing: nested – two-level game between incumbents and dissidents.

			Other scholars remained skeptical about the prospects of escaping the gray zone. Henry E. Hale interpreted the color revolutions in Georgia, Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan, not as democratic breakthroughs, but as oscillations in a semi-authoritarian regime cycle.4 They had been triggered because presidents in these countries had come to be seen as “lame-ducks.” If the president turns ill, approaches the end of his term, or is challenged by a strong opposition during an election, Hale argued, then the expectation easily spreads that the president might become incapable of punishing his opponents and rewarding his allies. And in the absence of the rule of law, proximity to power is vital for the well-being of political elites. When the president is seen as a lame-duck, elites therefore tend to search for a new patron, who is capable of offering state protection and funneling privileges their way. This search for a new patron results in a political opening. But it only offers a fleeting opportunity for democratization. In order to seize it, Hale argued, it is crucial to opt for divided-executive constitutions and avoid presidential constitutions.5 In the latter case, when there is only one dominant center, and its leader is not seen as a lame-duck, defection is highly dangerous and elites therefore align behind the presidential patron, resulting in a political closure. This outcome corresponds to Schedler’s syndrome of dominant-power politics. By contrast, when there are several centers of power, and politicians can find protection and strike up alliances with different patrons, the result can be feckless pluralism.

			These authors equip us with analytical tools capable of explaining distinct twists and turns on Georgia’s road to democracy over the last decade. The first section of this article examines how Saakashvili created the semi-authoritarian system that Carothers calls “dominant-power politics.” Using Schedler’s notion of a “nested two-level game,” the second and third sections analyze the build-up to the 2012 parliamentary elections on the “institutional arena” and “electoral arena,” respectively. The outcome of this power struggle is detailed in the fourth section, which deals with Election Day and its results. The fifth heading maintains that Georgia drifted towards “feckless pluralism” during the ensuing cohabitation between President Saakashvili and Prime Minister Ivanishvili, who had to share executive prerogatives due to a constitutional transition. The sixth, and concluding, section searches for signs indicating whether the new ruling party is taking Georgia in the direction of democratic reforms or authoritarian closure.

			Saakashvili’s System of Dominant-Power Politics

			In November 2003, Mikheil Saakashvili came to power in a nation still haunted by the ethnic strife of the early 1990s. Eduard Shevardnadze, the outgoing president, had spent the preceding years acting as an arbiter between corrupt factions, who had captured state institutions and were pilfering public resources.6 Georgians and minorities alike were alienated from these institutions, which were rife with clientelism, corruption and crime.7 The protests that culminated in the Rose Revolution were in large part driven by frustration over this dysfunctional state of affairs. Thus, after Saakashvili won 96 percent of the vote in the January 2004 presidential election, he saw himself as a state-builder, with a popular mandate to construct a modern and functional social contract.8

			Saakashvili quickly pushed constitutional amendments through parliament, vastly increasing his power at the expense of both the parliament and judiciary.9 With the help of these prerogatives, he set out to build a modern state. The president cracked down on militias and smuggling in areas adjacent to Abkhazia and South Ossetia, reintegrated the Black Sea province of Adjara, and extended the state presence into Armenian and Azerbaijani inhabited areas to the south.10 In tandem, Saakashvili suppressed the ethno-nationalist doctrines of the past and sought to integrate Georgia’s minorities within the framework of an inclusionary nationalism. Notably, his policies also eliminated petty corruption and helped crush the crime syndicates. The police and the education system were reformed, and tax revenue began flowing into state coffers. Georgian citizens thus came to enjoy a supply of public goods, such as improved roads and a steady provision of water and electricity. This progress is apparent in cities around the country, and in the World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business rating and Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index, where Georgia even outperformed some EU countries.11

			These feats made Saakashvili into a state-builder. But more and more questions were being raised about the president’s commitment to democratization, in view of his “ends justify the means” approach to politics.12 In order to break the corrupt equilibrium that had prevailed under Shevardnadze, Saakashvili used all levers of government.13 His party, the United National Movement, dominated parliament and Saakashvili could easily have any laws adopted, including changes to the constitution. Since the president had the right to nominate the minister of interior, his influence also stretched into the domain of policing. Saakashvili’s appointment powers similarly placed the courts under his influence. The president therefore exerted significant influence over the administration of justice – from the making of laws, to their policing and interpretation by the courts.

			On the bright side, this extensive power enabled Saakashvili to arrest dishonest elites who had stolen fortunes under Shevardnadze’s rule. Due to the president’s influence over the courts, the accused anticipated trials to end in conviction, and therefore felt compelled to accept the prosecutors’ plea bargain offers, according to which defendants were released in exchange for admitting guilt and paying hefty fines to the state. Several prominent figures underwent this ransom-like procedure, including Shevardnadze’s son-in-law, former ministers, heads of state-owned companies, and other business moguls. This tactic not only uprooted corrupt elites, including those who had been in league with organized crime, but also helped fill state coffers, which enabled Saakashvili to start paying civil servants wages on which they could survive without resorting to bribery.

			But the story has a darker side. For alongside this fight against petty corruption and the purging of corrupt opposition figures, Saakashvili failed to discipline loyalists, whether politicians, businessmen, or civil servants, who abused their official positions or connections for personal or partisan purposes. Despite the official rhetoric, which held that everyone was equal before the law, informal practices signaled that it was possible to get away with plenty of shenanigans under the protection of the ruling party.

			Thus, Saakashvili’s loyal Interior Ministry was not sanctioned for abuse of power. In a decision concerning the murder of a young man by high-ranking police officials, the European Court of Human Rights noted that: “the different branches of State power […] acted in concert in preventing justice from being done in this gruesome homicide case.”14 The police likewise engaged in unchecked wiretapping and surveillance, which enabled it to collect kompromat (compromising materials) against public figures and political dissidents.15 Transparency International also found that tax authorities, despite their drive to increase tax revenue, ignored dignitaries earning fortunes due to the dismantling of antitrust legislation under the ruling party.16 The Saakashvili-loyalist David Kezerashvili thus made good business in the oligopolistic gasoline market and by monopolizing the advertising market.17 Another profiteer was Kakhaber Okriashvili, an MP for the ruling party and the owner of PSP Pharma, one of the country’s largest pharmaceutical companies. Okriashvili donated profits from this business to the ruling party, which in return made no efforts to undermine the oligopoly in this sector.18 Another person shielded by the ruling party’s krysha (protection, or literally: roof) was Rusudan Kervalishvili, vice speaker of parliament, whose company Center Point Group duped thousands of individuals into paying for apartments that were never built.19

			By contrast, businessmen outside the UNM’s clientelistic circle and opposition politicians, in particular, confronted the long arm of the law. A vivid example of this occurred in late 2007 when the former minister of defense, Irakli Okruashvili, and oligarch Badri Patarkatsishvili mounted a challenge to Saakashvili.20 Patarkatsishvili’s TV channel Imedi started railing against the incumbents and Okruashvili accused Saakashvili of various scandalous acts. A motely group of opposition parties initiated street protests outside parliament. Matters came to a head as the Interior Ministry resorted to force to disperse the protesters and to raid Patarkatsishvili’s TV channel. In addition, Saakashvili transferred ownership of another large TV channel, Rustavi 2, from a tycoon linked with Okruashvili to his own ally Davit Bezhuashvili.21 Patarkatsishvili’s companies were, moreover, targeted by Saakashvili’s loyal law enforcement agencies.22

			By protecting loyalists and punishing dissidents, Saakashvili created incentives for politicians and businessmen to join his side and make donations to his party. Civil servants faced a similar incentive structure. As the labor code banned neither the arbitrary firing of employees nor partisan interference in the appointment of civil servants, public employees’ careers hinged on showing loyalty to their superiors, both in a personal and political sense.23 And regardless of these incentives to align with the UNM, Saakashvili’s system of dominant-power politics made internal and external challenges unlikely to succeed. By using his right to appoint ministers, and moving around all but his closest associates in a “government carousel,” the president hindered autonomous power bases from forming inside state institutions.24 Meanwhile, external challengers were undercut by a series of timely and self-serving amendments to the election code, which gave the UNM a decisive edge whenever people’s votes were to be translated into parliamentary seats.

			With time, as Saakashvili’s state-building achievements became taken for granted, criticism against his system of dominant-power politics grew louder. Indeed, during the UNM’s nine-year tenure, Georgia advanced a meager 0.01 on the democracy index established by Freedom House; from 4.83 in 2003 to 4.82 in 2012 (scaled from 1-7, with lower ratings denoting more democracy).25 As late as July 2011, one prominent analyst contemplated the possibility that Georgia was turning into a one-party state.26 Nonetheless, difficult challenges awaited Saakashvili.

			Challenges in the Institutional Arena

			In the institutional arena of Schedler’s two-level game, where the basic rules of politics are laid down, Saakashvili found that the super-presidential constitution that he had pushed through parliament upon coming to power in 2004 posed a challenge to him, as his second – and constitutionally final – term as president was scheduled to end in 2013. To be sure, Saakashvili was young and healthy, and the political arena was completely dominated by his ruling party. But since he was barred from running for a third term as president, and since the holder of this office enjoyed such vast powers, the expectation could spread that Saakashvili might become unable to punish his opponents and reward his allies. If so, then political elites might defect in search of a new presidential patron to curry favor with, and Saakashvili might succumb to Hale’s lame-duck syndrome.27 Saakashvili was not ignorant of this danger. When he defected from Shevardnadze he did so within days after the latter had become a lame-duck in the build-up to the 2003 parliamentary elections. What is more, Saakashvili began maneuvering in a way that reflected an awareness of the fact that he now faced the very same danger of defections.

			Thus, in October 2010, Saakashvili decided to accept long-standing international recommendations to reduce the president’s tremendous powers.28 A new constitution was adopted, which stripped the president of the right to initiate legislative proposals. The government would answer to the parliament, which was tasked with electing the prime minister. The latter was empowered to appoint and dismiss government ministers, including the ministers of interior and defense, which previously had been the president’s domain.29 The reforms curtailed the clout that Saakashvili had bestowed upon the presidency in 2004 and instead made the prime minister the country’s most powerful person. But Saakashvili did not reduce his own power. Since the constitution was scheduled to enter into force only after the next presidential election, Saakashvili had effectively robbed his successor of the lion’s share of the power he himself enjoyed as president. In addition, he had greatly expanded the clout of the prime minister; an office that Saakashvili, as opposed to the presidency, could run for.30 This cunning constitutional maneuver helped Saakashvili sustain expectations that he would continue to be capable of rewarding loyalists and punishing opponents well into the future, despite the end of his presidential tenure. He thus held the lame-duck syndrome at bay.

			The next challenge Saakashvili faced in the institutional arena concerned the election code. In order to preserve his system of dominant-power politics, Saakashvili had to ensure that the UNM won a majority of seats in the parliament that would elect the soon-to-be powerful prime minister. This made the question of how to convert votes into seats during the upcoming parliamentary elections all the more important. Negotiations over the election code therefore gained momentum. In November 2010, an Election Code Working Group was formed in which both the UNM and the opposition proposed formulas that they expected would work out to their own advantage. This wrangling in the institutional arena of the two-level game, as Schedler would have put it, again ended with Saakashvili stacking the cards in his own favor. The opposition parties tried to change the rules for single mandate districts which, given the fragmented state of the opposition, would give the UNM a disproportionately large share of seats.31 However, just like during the 2006 local elections,32 the 2008 parliamentary elections,33 and the 2010 local elections,34 Saakashvili chose to push through an election code that tilted the playing-field against the opposition – albeit not to the same extent as before.35 Hence, in June 2011, the ruling party announced that it had concluded an agreement on a new election code together with two opposition parties of rather dubious character.36

			No sooner had the institutional arena taken shape, when Georgia’s richest man, who until then had been on good terms with the government, announced his intention to challenge Saakashvili in the coming parliamentary elections.37 Bidzina Ivanishvili had a fortune of USD 6.4 billion and a reputation as a generous philanthropist, which gave him economic and political capital to finance and unite the withering opposition parties. Saakashvili reacted by reneging on the concessions he had made concerning the election code. UNM elites tried to strengthen his hand by increasing the share of seats allocated through single mandate districts to unprecedented levels.38 But, after protests from the opposition, a more modest formula was agreed upon.39 The new election code, adopted in December 2011, stipulated that parliament was to consist of 150 seats: 73 of which were elected in single mandate constituencies, and 77 allocated among parties surpassing a five percent threshold using a proportional election system. Any party surpassing the proportional threshold was guaranteed at least six seats; enough to be granted the status of a parliamentary faction. These provisions did encourage the institutionalization of small political parties, but were otherwise similar to the electoral code already in place.

			Challenges in the Electoral Arena

			Given the rules laid down in the institutional arena, defining the shape of the constitution and electoral code, Ivanishvili had to win a majority of seats in the 2012 parliamentary elections in order to dislodge Saakashvili’s system of dominant-power politics. The prospects of such a victory hinged on Ivanishvili’s ability to unite the opposition, match UNM media and campaign resources, and – finally – win people’s votes in the electoral arena.

			Uniting the opposition was crucial, as a fragmented opposition could not mount a serious challenge to the UNM in the competition for the 73 seats elected in single mandate districts. Since Ivanishvili was regarded as a unifying figure, Saakashvili tried to cool the billionaire’s political interest. Like other elites who had left the protective shield of the ruling party, Ivanishvili’s business interests came under attack. Saakashvili had parliament adopt laws for the financial sector, which were applied exclusively against Ivanishvili’s Cartu Bank.40 The president also revoked Ivanishvili’s citizenship and, thus, his right to form a political party and partake in the election campaign.41 These measures, however, did not deter Ivanishvili. In December 2011, he founded the Georgian Dream; a public movement which in April 2012 evolved into the party Georgian Dream – Democratic Georgia.42 Ivanishvili identified partners among the opposition and soon emerged as the main force within the Georgian Dream coalition. The alliance included six parties with disparate ideological profiles, but actors who were considered radical or co-opted by the government were shunned.43 The unity of the opposition was put through one last ordeal on September 27, when several embarrassing recordings of politicians badmouthing each other were publicized. But the opposition unanimously rejected the recordings as a gambit organized by Saakashvili’s interior ministry for the aim of splintering the GD.44

			Apart from maintaining unity, the Georgian Dream had to match the media and campaign resources of the UNM in order to mount a successful challenge. This was no easy task since the ruling party borrowed heavily from the menu of manipulation.45 The UNM used state resources for financing projects linked to its election campaign; employed the ministry of foreign affairs for carrying out partisan lobbying; pressured civil servants and businessmen to support the UNM; had dozens of opposition figures and civil society activists arrested; and benefitted from having proxies in the media sector, who spun reporting in favor of the incumbents. Ivanishvili could, on the other hand, match this machinery of dominant-power politics because of his fortune. The billionaire paid lobbying firms to make his voice heard abroad and supported the Georgian Dream through his business conglomerate.46 He utilized his charitable foundations to try to support victims of “political persecution” and established his own proxies in the media sector so as to counter the barrage of pro-government reporting. But the president did not sit idly by as the Georgian Dream carried out these activities.

			Although the authorities had recently proposed permitting larger donations to political parties, Ivanishvili’s entry instilled a sudden concern among the UNM over the lax party financing regulations. A strict law was therefore adopted in December 2011. The state audit office was equipped with wide-ranging and ill-defined powers, and its UNM-affiliated director began taking selective legal actions against an array of offenses that Ivanishvili personally, or his foundations and business, were said to be guilty of.47 Similarly, due to the UNM’s ties in the media sector, no cable provider except Global TV, which belonged to Ivanishvili’s brother, was willing to broadcast the opposition outlet Channel 9, which Ivanishvili’s wife had started. Global TV was soon accused of money laundering. Under pressure from channels controlled by Saakashvili’s proxies, Global TV tried to reclaim market shares by installing satellite dishes at low cost, but Saakashvili’s courts declared this to be a violation of the new law on party financing.48

			Even after the adoption of the constitution and election code, some rules of politics thus remained contested. Since the UNM were seen to be adopting, interpreting and applying laws in their own favor, the GD questioned the legitimacy of these rulings, resulting in an all-out vendetta. Local watchdog organizations hence concluded that the period leading up to the 2012 parliamentary elections had been just as unfair as the run-up to previous elections.49 But owing to Ivanishvili’s success in uniting the opposition and matching the ruling party’s resources, the campaign was competitive.

			However, as noted by Schedler, the flawed nature of the electoral environment in semi-authoritarian states detracted attention from substantial political issues.50 The incumbents and opposition did launch similar populist action plans, which prioritized reducing unemployment and promised investments in agriculture, health care, infrastructure and education. Both sides also held on to the country’s pro-Western foreign policy, even though the GD struck a less antagonistic tone vis-à-vis Russia. Nonetheless, for the voters, the election arguably revolved around the individuals Mikheil Saakashvili and Bidzina Ivanishvili and the credibility of their mutual accusations. Recent history taught voters that opposition politicians are not always more “democratic” than incumbents. Saakashvili’s UNM had been viewed as a democratic opposition and won overwhelming electoral victories after the Rose Revolution, and yet – state-building triumphs aside – democratic progress was notable mostly by its absence. How were Georgians to know what Ivanishvili’s intentions were?

			Saakashvili exploited this fear by referring to Ivanishvili as a “fifth column” who represented the “dark forces of the past.”51 Opinion polls prior to Election Day indicated that many Georgians were unwilling to cast their vote for the mysterious Ivanishvili. Thirty-seven percent said that they would vote for the UNM, while only 12 percent favored the GD in August 2012. But 43 percent refused to answer or claimed not to know whom to vote for52 – a large and ambiguous pool of voters, who perhaps were more sympathetic to the GD but felt uneasy about revealing their opinions. Many undecided voters presumably swung over to the GD two weeks prior to Election Day, when video recordings emerged showing prison guards torturing and sexually abusing inmates.53 The president reacted by accusing the opposition of having staged the recordings, which he portrayed as part of a Russian “conspiracy.”54 But regardless of the origins of these recordings, they drew attention from the UNM’s state-building accomplishments and to the chronic accountability deficit, which had enabled prison guards, police officers and ministers to engage in wrongdoing and get away with it. Because of the system of dominant-power politics, there were no impartial institutions left to administer justice, and responsibility therefore had to be sought at the very top. Considering the timid GD support recorded in polls the preceding months, many voters seem to have regarded Election Day as a rare window of opportunity to hold the authorities accountable – and leapt at the chance.

			Judgment Day

			The feud between Saakashvili and Ivanishvili culminated on October 1, 2012, with the surprising defeat of the United National Movement and victory of the Georgian Dream. The outcome was remarkable for several reasons. Most importantly, it represented Georgia’s first constitutional change of government ever. But the GD had also made a meteoric rise; in August it had, according to the polls, only attracted 12 percent of likely voters, but on Election Day the opposition raked in no less than 55 percent of the nation-wide vote. In addition, few had expected the losing party to accept the outcome of the election, which Saakashvili did in a statesman-like speech on election night.55 Yet the president had unwittingly corned himself by inviting over 100,000 election observers.56 Instead of putting a seal-of-approval on the anticipated UNM victory, these monitors suddenly ended up certifying the validity of the Georgian Dream’s triumph.

			Despite the foul pre-election period, the EU, NATO, and many Western countries praised the conduct of the elections.57 The Council of Europe, for instance, concluded that the elections “were generally conducted in a democratic manner in line with European standards and Council of Europe commitments.”58 Some incidents did, however, deviate from this image. In Khashuri, police forces raided polling stations and initiated a “recount.” In Signaghi, election protocols were falsified to give the victory to the UNM. The OSCE evaluated the vote counting process negatively in almost one sixth of polling stations observed.59 But, all in all, results from only 16 out of 3,766 districts were invalidated. Most striking therefore was that serious violations were rare and quickly discovered by election observers and opposition media. A reliable indication that the official election result reflected popular opinion is provided by the parallel vote tabulation conducted by the democracy watchdog organization International Society for Fair Elections and Democracy, which yielded an almost identical outcome.60 The final election results are presented in Table 1. Only the UNM and GD entered parliament.



			Table 1. Official Results in the October 2012 Parliamentary Elections.
Source: Central Election Commission. 2012. Parliamentary Elections, at http://results2012.cec.gov.ge, accessed March 16, 2014.
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      Even as it was clear that the UNM had lost to the opposition under the proportional (PR) component, Saakashvili expected to win the election by capturing the lion’s share of seats allotted in single-mandate districts (SMDs).61 In fact, he only admitted defeat after results had trickled in, which proved that the opposition was just as competitive in the SMDs as in the PR component of the race. In contrast to the parliamentary elections of 2008, this meant that the allocation of seats was almost proportional to the parties’ nationwide share of the votes. But the parliamentary balance of power has shifted since Election Day. Fourteen majoritarian parliamentarians, who were elected for the UNM, have since abandoned the party; they have either joined the Georgian Dream (Revaz Shavlokhashvili), a faction called Independent Majoritarians (6 MPs) or belong to no parliamentary faction at all (7 MPs).62 Two parliamentarians, elected on the Georgian Dream party list, have left the majority and also do not belong to any parliamentary faction (Koba Davitashvili and Giorgi Gachechiladze). The result of these movements, and the balance of power in the Georgian parliament as of March 2014, can be seen in Table 2.

			

Table 2. Parliamentary Factions (as of March 13, 2014)
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			Source: Parliament of Georgia. 2014. Factions, at http://parliament.ge/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=2248&Itemid=432&lang=en, accessed March 16, 2014.

			Cohabitation in the Form of Feckless Pluralism

			Georgia was thrown into a state of feckless pluralism after the October 2012 elections. While Ivanishvili’s coalition had won a majority of parliamentary seats, Saakashvili still remained president, since his mandate did not expire until a year later – in October 2013. For the next year, Ivanishvili and Saakashvili therefore had to go through a period of political cohabitation. However, sharing power was not going to be easy. Not only did frustration linger after the recriminations exchanged during the pre-election period. Despite the election results, it remained unclear whether the GD or UNM, or which mix thereof, would govern Georgia, since the super-presidential constitution, adopted by Saakashvili in 2004, was valid up until the next presidential elections in October 2013.63

			On the one hand, the GD-controlled parliament needed to approve the nominee for prime minister and his cabinet. And with the support of the majoritarian MPs who left the UNM, Ivanishvili also gathered the 90 votes needed to overturn presidential vetoes against parliamentary bills. In fact, since the “independent” MPs were independent in name only, the stream of UNM-defectors brought the GD to the brink, but nonetheless just short, of the 100 seats required for changing the constitution. On the other hand, Saakashvili could temporarily reclaim power, should he so desire. The then existing constitution permitted the president to dismiss a sitting government, and to appoint a new one without parliamentary approval. Saakashvili even had the right to dissolve the parliament itself, yet only within a limited time-frame: after 6 months had passed since the last parliamentary elections and not later than 6 months prior to the next presidential elections. Consequently, Saakashvili could at any time sack an incumbent GD cabinet and institute a UNM replacement; and, if so, then this presidentially appointed government would rule until new elections could be held, after the end of the grace period.

			Saakashvili thus retained significant powers, which made it difficult to instantly dismiss him as a lame-duck. Since both the outgoing UNM president and the incoming GD prime minister had a strong hand to play, executive power was in effect divided as cohabitation began. And in line with Hale’s hypothesis on divided-power constitutions, politicians could now find protection and strike up alliances with two patrons, resulting in a transition away from dominant-power politics and towards feckless pluralism.64 Georgia hence experienced a political opening. But the contestation between the UNM and GD did not revolve around dire societal needs – it was a matter of elite infighting.65

			Saakashvili did adopt a cooperative stance after the elections. He offered to reinstate Ivanishvili’s citizenship, nominated him as prime minister, and allowed his opponent to form a cabinet, which included the important task of selecting ministers of interior, defense and justice.66 Yet Ivanishvili’s initial position was that Saakashvili should resign before the end of his presidential term. While Ivanishvili soon dropped this demand, he proceeded to curtail the UNM’s power wherever possible, whilst Saakashvili tried to carve out sectors of influence, in spite of the change of government.

			For instance, Saakashvili shored up his control over the Special State Protection Service, which he empowered with strategic responsibilities that earlier had fallen under the interior ministry’s domain.67 UNM-figure Gigi Ugulava likewise established a security force under his command as mayor of Tbilisi.68 The UNM also managed to retain control over prominent media outlets, including the TV channel Rustavi-2 and the magazine Tabula.69 On top of this, Saakashvili controlled the country’s regional administrations via presidentially appointed governors. Some high-ranking UNM members, such as the minister of justice Zurab Adeishvili nevertheless opted to flee, which Saakashvili facilitated by granting diplomatic passports to his top aides.70 However, an ideologically driven party core remained, with solid experience in government and considerable resources, which Saakashvili pledged to use to organize a comeback. Although the UNM was in a precarious state, it was not yet a spent force.

			But Ivanishvili did take steps to push the UNM into oblivion. Instead of waiting for the 2014 local elections, GD-activists mounted pressure on self-government bodies. By the end of 2012, the UNM had lost control of more than half of Georgia’s municipal administrations.71 Ivanishvili also cut financing to bodies controlled by UNM, including the presidential administration, the National Security Council, and the Tbilisi Mayor’s Office.72 The military chief of staff, who was seen as loyal to Saakashvili, was arrested so as to force a reappointment.73 Control over the intelligence services and the Special State Protection Service was also a sensitive issue, and the GD proposed to transfer jurisdiction over them from the president to the prime minister.74 To the weighty post of minister of internal affairs, Ivanishvili appointed his right-hand man Irakli Garibashvili, who replaced regional police chiefs throughout Georgia.75 The job of chief prosecutor was given to GD-affiliated Archil Kbilashvili, who purged the cadre of prosecutors he had inherited from the UNM.76 Having extended his leverage over the administration of justice, Ivanishvili – much like Saakashvili – proceeded to target his political opponents.

			A string of key UNM figures came under attack from police and prosecutors.77 Ivane Merabishvili, the former prime minister, was handed a long jail-sentence. Davit Sakvarelidze, a UNM parliamentarian, and Nika Gvaramia, the head of Rustavi-2, and Tbilisi mayor Gigi Ugulava were likewise hounded. Other targets include ex-interior minister Bachana Akhalaia and his brother Data, who led the ministry’s Constitutional Security Department, as well as their father Roland, a former prosecutor from the region of Samegrelo. Charges against these Saakashvili loyalists range from abuse of power to financial crimes. GD sympathizers claim that these arrests prove that no one is above the law, while UNM supporters argue that they are being punished for their political affiliation. Neither side seems to realize that their credibility falters, since they swapped viewpoints with the change of government. It strains credulity to think that no illicit activities occurred under Saakashvili’s rule, as he used the police and courts to punish the opposition and shield his allies, and thereby incite loyalty to the ruling party. But it would be just as naïve to ignore that prosecutions against the UNM – in the absence of an independent judiciary and depoliticized police applying the same standards to GD-loyalists – also incite parliamentarians and businessmen to line up behind Ivanishvili.

			Herein lies a great threat to the political opening that emerged after the 2012 elections. Local strongmen, whose foremost interest is to curry political favor for their businesses, often appear on those parliamentary seats allotted through elections in single-mandate districts. In Georgia, such majoritarian MPs have always been prone to cooperate with the ruling party, which controls those institutional levers (courts, police, tax authorities, tenders) that can make or break their business projects.78 Recent defections are no exception. All 14 MPs, who have defected from the UNM to date, were elected on a majoritarian mandate, and their motivation may well be to receive protection – rather than punishments – from the GD government.79 These turncoats aggravate the volatility of Georgian politics, as well as its elitist and patrimonial nature.

			Boosted by these defections, Ivanishvili won enough votes to overturn presidential vetoes, but he still lacked the mandate needed to amend the constitution. And without the power to amend the super-presidential constitution, the GD-cabinet remained under “constant threat” of being sacked by Saakashvili.80 Ivanishvili therefore proposed a compromise in December 2012. He wanted to rob the president of his right to appoint a government without parliamentary consent prior to the holding of new parliamentary elections. In return, Ivanishvili offered to remove time restrictions on Saakashvili’s right to dissolve parliament. Consequently, Saakashvili would retain his right to dismiss the sitting government, but in case parliament did not approve the president’s cabinet, the GD-government – rather than the president’s replacement – would wield power until new elections were held. In exchange for supporting this proposal, the UNM tried to wring additional concessions from the GD.81 It succeeded in doing so, but the GD later walked away from this deal due to disagreements over the extent to which civil servants and officials should be granted amnesty for transgressions committed under Saakashvili’s rule.82 In retrospect, it seems that Saakashvili overplayed his hand during the talks, for in March 2013 the UNM agreed to support the initial amendment proposed by Ivanishvili, even without the boon of other concessions the GD had backtracked from.83

			Democratic Reform or Authoritarian Closure?

			Without the right to appoint a new cabinet against the will of the sitting parliament, Saakashvili succumbed to the lame-duck syndrome. His appeal as a presidential patron therefore ended with the constitutional amendments of March 2013. But just how much power Ivanishvili could accrue after the new constitution entered into force, depended on the outcome of the presidential elections in October 2013.84 Without a loyalist in this office, Ivanishvili would have to be careful not to alienate his coalition partners, since 75 MPs could force the cabinet to resign – if the president gives his consent. But should the prime minister have an ally elected president, who refuses to consent to a vote of no confidence, then 90 parliamentarians would have to join forces to remove him. Since Ivanishvili’s government would sit more securely with a loyalist elected president, the next political battle between the UNM and GD centered on the October 2013 elections.

			The process of selecting a presidential candidate differed markedly between the GD and UNM. Ivanishvili discouraged well-recognized politicians within the GD from even discussing the option of running.85 The unknown Giorgi Margvelashvili was presented as the coalition’s candidate, but his prime merit appeared to be his connection to Ivanishvili, who touted Margvelashvili as a “friend” and “confidant.”86 Meanwhile, the UNM arranged a series of primaries involving public debates around the country, which culminated in the selection of David Bakradze, a relatively well-liked UNM-politician, who had served as parliamentary chairman during Saakashvili’s latter years.87 These personalities may have evened out the unpopularity of the UNM-brand and the popularity of the GD-brand somewhat, but polls taken in the run-up to the elections still placed Margvelashvili far ahead of Bakradze, with over twice the support of the latter.88

			Just as interesting as the electoral contest is therefore its conduct. And the verdicts from watchdog organizations were positive. Local NGOs observed fewer violations compared to the 2012 elections, 60 rather than 300 by one count, and a drastic decline in the use of administrative resources.89 The OSCE noted that “voters were able to express their choice freely” thanks to respect for basic freedoms, diverse media coverage, and a transparent election administration.90 The outcome of the presidential elections was thus uncontroversial, with Giorgi Margvelashvili amassing 62 percent of the vote, whilst David Bakradze scored 22 percent and soon conceded defeat.

			At this time, in late October 2013, Ivanishvili held almost all levers of power. His prime ministerial powers were about to grow as the new constitution entered into force, and his loyal nominee for president had won the recent elections. Parliament was also under his firm control, although the GD did not possess the 113 votes necessary to make constitutional changes under the rules of the new constitution. Apart from these political levers, Ivanishvili enjoyed vast economic influence through the recently announced Georgian Co-Investment Fund, wielding USD 6 billion and headed by another loyalist: Giorgi Bachiashvili.91 Should he have wanted to, Ivanishvili could have pulled these levers to close the political opening that had emerged after the 2012 parliamentary elections, and reinstate a system of dominant-power politics, but now under his control.

			Yet Ivanishvili chose not to take that road, or alternatively: went to great lengths to avoid being seen as doing so. Shortly after the presidential elections, he acted on his earlier promises, by voluntarily resigning as prime minister and, ostensibly, quitting politics altogether. This was necessary, Ivanishvili argued, in order to end Georgia’s reliance on “traditional messiah-authoritarianism,” which he feared that he might succumb to.92 In this spirit, Ivanishvili had Channel 9 closed, thus stopping his outlet in the television sector, and promised to help hold the government accountable by developing civil society, for which purpose he later founded an NGO called Citizen.93 

			While these steps are praiseworthy, other moves inspire apprehension. As his successor, Ivanishvili picked a political novice and long-time personal associate; Irakli Garibashvili, who had been interior minister under Ivanishvili’s short premiership. This raised suspicions that Ivanishvili might retain his ability to control the government, but through informal connections and without the accountability that comes with occupying an official post. Neither Margvelashvili nor Garibashvili have soothed these fears, with the president stating that Ivanishvili’s opinions have “huge importance” for him and the prime minister saying that he “will always accept Bidzina Ivanishvili’s advice.”94 In 2014, Georgia thus entered unchartered political territory. Due to the decline of the UNM and the tradition of using state resources to prop up the ruling party, practiced until recently by the Saakashvili-administration, there were neither strong opposition parties nor any institutional constraints to counterbalance the GD. To a large extent, Georgia’s political trajectory therefore hinges on the Georgian Dream and its intentions.

			A disclaimer is immediately in order: the GD remains an eclectic coalition. Its most benign parties, Alasania’s Free Democrats and Usupashvili’s Republican Party, are institutionalized as parliamentary factions, and Alasania is the minister of defense whilst Usupashvili has taken on the important position as speaker of parliament. But reactionary forces also wield power: from nationalists (Dzidziguri’s Conservative Party and Shartava’s National Forum) to self-interested businessmen (Topadze’s Industry Will Save Georgia and some majoritarian MPs) and politicians who were elected to parliament or government solely due to their personal fealty to Ivanishvili.95 Nevertheless, the coalition’s pivot remains the Georgian Dream – Democratic Georgia party, conceived by Ivanishvili, but nowadays headed by Garibashvili. Due to personal animosities it is unlikely that any of these parties would separate from the GD for the purpose of cooperating with the UNM. But if the GD-government refrains from using state resources for partisan purposes, as a tool for maintaining discipline, the day may come when more ideologically driven MPs decide to part with the ruling coalition.

			However, in the short-term Georgia’s political trajectory – democratic reform or authoritarian closure – depends precisely on whether the GD resorts to this type of tactics. Will the interior ministry cease to function as the loyal shield and sword of the ruling party? Will the rule of law trump the law of the ruler? And will civil servants and businessmen escape the perception that their careers hinge on loyalty to the ruling party? Let us take a closer look at these queries so as to sense where Georgia is heading.

			After having been browbeaten by law enforcement ahead of the 2012 elections, the GD should have been cognizant of the value of a de-politicized police force. Indeed, during his stint as interior minister Garibashvili took some steps in this direction by disbanding murky divisions like the Special Operative Department and Constitutional Security Department. But later developments indicate that this might rather have been part of an effort to weed out UNM-loyal officers and replace them with GD-partisans. In early 2013, Garibashvili suspended regular recruitment rules for high-level police posts. This move opened the door to nepotism, which he has since been accused of after hiring relatives of his father-in-law, Tamaz Tamazishvili.96 Even Garibashvili’s successor as interior minister, Alexander Tchikaidze, appears to be part of this familial web, as Tchikaidze’s father used to be a colleague of Tamazishvili.97 Moreover, key promises have not been realized. While its use has declined, it is still allowed to hold individuals without regular court procedures according to the law on administrative detention.98 And the police still have unlimited access to the data of telecommunication providers, without oversight mechanisms preventing illegal surveillance.99 It can therefore not be precluded that the GD plans to use the police as the shield and sword of the government.

			More progress has been made in the area of judicial reform. The GD has abolished restrictions on sound and video recording in courtrooms. They have also freed judges from the UNM’s control by reforming the rules governing the composition of the High Council of Justice, which handles the appointment and dismissal of judges.100 Old rules allowed the president to select two members, while four seats were filled from among the MPs, but such political appointments have been abolished. Six members to the High Council of Justice are instead elected from civil society or academia, yet approved by parliament. The remaining eight members were earlier elected among judges, but in a way that gave Konstantin Kublashvili, the brother of a UNM parliamentarian and chairman of the Supreme Court, control over the outcome. New rules have robbed Kublashvili of his exclusive right to nominate candidates for these eight seats, and made the voting process among judges secret. As a result, judges nowadays act with greater independence and demonstrate fewer inclinations to please the prosecutors.101 On the other hand, the GD has postponed other reforms that could rein in the prosecution’s excessive influence and there is no impartial oversight over the Prosecutor’s Office.102 The lack of change is all the more worrisome since the chief prosecutor in practice has been selected singlehandedly by Garibashvili.103 It therefore remains to be seen if Georgia’s judges can safeguard the rule of law against the prosecution’s pursuit of the law of the ruler.

			Neither civil servants nor businessmen are yet in a position to assume that their career no longer requires loyalty to the ruling party. In the wake of the 2012 elections, thousands of civil servants were fired and replacements were hired on non-transparent or partisan grounds.104 Changes to the labor code have since strengthened employee rights, e.g. by making it impossible to fire someone without stating a reason.105 But most public servants remain temporary hires, who unlike full-time employees are not –at least not yet – put through open competitions.106 For their part, entrepreneurs benefit from a freer business climate, with fewer property rights violations. For instance, the monopoly held by UNM proxies in the advertisement sector has collapsed, causing reduced self-censorship among media companies.107 But the GD has not adopted an anti-monopoly law, and Georgia’s antitrust agency remains feeble.108 Further risks stem from the fact that some politicians, including those MPs who have defected from the UNM, are involved in businesses that are habituated to raking in profit via “simplified” public tenders.109 While there is no evidence that elite corruption is as egregious as under the UNM, Garibashvili’s cabinet may find it convenient to tolerate such behavior in return for the loyalty of some MPs, and maybe so as to profit from the gravy train for themselves. It thus remains an open question if the GD will fulfill its promise to end the state practice of giving preferential treatment to loyal entrepreneurs.

			Judging from developments in these areas, it is only possible to conclude that Georgia is at the crossroads. The 2012 parliamentary elections did result in a much-needed respite from Saakashvili’s system of dominant-power politics. This electoral change of government was, however, not sufficient to cause a democratic breakthrough. Since the GD and UNM remained locked in a struggle for control over state institutions, Georgia drifted towards the syndrome of feckless pluralism. After Saakashvili’s exit and Margvelashvili’s rise to the presidency in the 2013 elections, the Georgian Dream faces few constraints on its power, despite Ivanishvili’s departure. It has inherited the UNM’s privileged access to state resources, which can be utilized to prop up the ruling party and suppress dissent. Much, therefore, hinges on the Georgian Dream, Prime Minister Garibashvili, and his intentions. He could use the police, prosecutors and his leverage over employment and business opportunities to dole out partisan punishment and protection, leading to authoritarian closure and a return to dominant-power politics. Or he could pursue democratic reforms, driven by the insight that it serves his own interests to ensure that a de-politicized police, independent courts, and alternative career opportunities exist so as to protect himself from retribution after the next – and inevitable – government turnover. Such steps are key if electoral turnovers are to go beyond the swapping of rulers in otherwise similar semi-authoritarian regimes.
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			Abstract: The transition literature is insufficient to understand the political developments in several states of the former Soviet Union. Instead, it is perhaps best to explore these regimes in terms of autocratic systems which are both politically stable and increasingly resistant to domestic and external pressures for political change. The emerging literature on authoritarian consolidation takes autocracy seriously by rejecting teleological assumptions about the power of democracy and seeks to understand the foundations of political stability in authoritarian countries. However, this concept remains underexplored. This article presents the foundation of a research agenda on authoritarian consolidation by reviewing the prior literature, identifying key concepts, and outlining possible theoretical dynamics.

			As we move further from the twenty-year anniversary of the collapse of the Soviet Union, it is increasingly clear that the framework of “transition” is less and less applicable to much of the region. While this literature has often served as a straw-man for critics, and has had its assumptions and conclusions consistently mischaracterized,1 Carothers was correct in arguing that scholars and policymakers should “discard the transition paradigm,” given that democratization has stalled in many countries and several early democratic openings have been reversed.2 For the Baltic region, it is better to analyze these countries in terms of “integration,” given that they have completed their transition to well-entrenched, liberal democracies and have joined the European Union. In other cases, such as Georgia, Moldova, Ukraine, and Armenia, the language of transition might still apply, given that the fundamentals of their political systems remain unsettled.3 However, for the remaining ex-Soviet republics, our understanding of their political dynamics is not well-served by looking for cracks in their authoritarian edifice.

			Although Carother’s article was released in 2002, “it clearly failed to bring about [the transition paradigm’s] demise” and “with the ‘color revolutions’…and more recently and even more dramatically with the regime changes associated with the ‘Arab Spring’ and the political opening in Burma, the question of democratic transitions has returned to center stage.”4 During the 2011-2012 protests in Russia following the questionable parliamentary elections, there was far too much speculation by those looking for signs of the end of Putin’s regime and the possibility of democratic opening. For example, a Chatham House report declared that the protests marked “the beginning of the end of the Putin regime;”5 a sentiment echoed in The Economist.6 As seen in the Arab Spring, political change is always possible, but an attraction to the transition paradigm may blind us to more important dynamics occurring within these countries. Instead, it would be better to approach them as autocratic regimes, which are both politically stable and increasingly resistant to internal and external pressures for political change.

			If we shift away from the transition paradigm and accept authoritarianism on its own terms, we can utilize two literatures that appear more appropriate to these countries, consolidology and authoritarian persistence. In many ways, these literatures deal with a similar issue: the conditions under which a certain regime type is likely to continue into the future. In fact, a literature is emerging which combines the two and seeks to understand the nature of authoritarian consolidation7– the process by which authoritarianism is solidified and entrenched within a political system to the extent that expectations for democratic regime change in the short-to-medium term are consistently pessimistic. However, the idea of authoritarian consolidation – its connections to prior literature, theoretical concepts, and conceptual bases – remains underdeveloped at the present time. 

			This approach integrates some of the insights of the authoritarian persistence literature, but goes a step farther. Authoritarian persistence has traditionally been concerned with identifying those structural or institutional factors which are associated with regime survival, as well as authoritarian preconditions and the lack of democratic “requisites.” For example, several works on the pre-2011 Arab world as an exemplar of authoritarian stability fit into this category.8 However, there is a tendency within this literature to see authoritarianism as too static. As Croissant and Wurster defined it, “[p]ersistence is understood as the absence of change, e.g., the continuance or permanence of authoritarian subtypes.”9 By contrast, authoritarian consolidation seeks to understand the maturation of authoritarianism within a polity. As seen below, authoritarian consolidation is interested in how authoritarianism comes to be embedded in these societies and the effects of this process.

			This approach is likewise distinct from the research agenda on “competitive authoritarian” and “hybrid” regimes,10 which has told us a great deal of the inner-workings of certain post-Soviet states, but is primarily talking about a particular form of authoritarianism, rather than authoritarianism as such. This literature is useful for its insights into the ways in which certain institutional frameworks, as well as international factors, may help or hinder authoritarian consolidation. Moreover, by arguing that certain states are not moving toward democracy, but have settled into a pattern of long-term authoritarianism, this literature has proved to be a necessary corrective to democratization optimists. Nonetheless, there has been a tendency within this particular subfield to focus on terminology (i.e., how to define these regimes) as well as to attempt to carefully define their “conceptual boundary with authoritarianism” by insisting that these regimes are somehow different.11 The taxonomy question had led to numerous debates about how best to describe these regimes, whereas the boundary seeking has proven elusive because of theorists’ emphasis on trying to understand the democratic elements (and sometimes democratic potential) within a system that is clearly non-democratic. In both cases, this had led to conceptual stretching regarding the degree of competitiveness within these systems. This is not to say that there are not gradations of authoritarianism or that one should adhere to a solely bifurcated view of political systems as democratic or authoritarian. However, classification and categorization of these non-democratic, but supposedly also non-authoritarian, regimes has led to confusion. One example is Gilbert and Mohseni’s piece, which explicitly sought to move beyond the “conceptual difficulties of regime classification” engendered by the hybrid regimes literature, but simply added additional layers of typology onto this concept.12 This hybrid regime research agenda comes at the expense of understanding the processes which make political change unlikely. To modify Linz and Stephan’s oft-quoted phrase, we should be more concerned with how authoritarianism becomes “the only game in town.”13

			This article presents the foundation of a research agenda on authoritarian consolidation by reviewing the prior literature on political consolidation, identifying key concepts, and outlining possible theoretical dynamics. It utilizes the former Soviet Union as a starting point to explain this concept, but is intended to spark a larger conversation applicable outside of this particular region. Section one briefly outlines the development of the democratic transition literature in order to build a foundation for the rest of the paper. The following section briefly reviews the current conditions within the former Soviet Union. It argues that although the transition literature may be appropriate in certain cases, it fails when applied to countries with stable, autocratic systems, where the emerging literature on authoritarian consolidation would be more appropriate. Section three explores the concept of political consolidation and identifies some of the flaws in past approaches, as well as an alternative formulation which has served as an improvement. Moreover, it argues that, despite flaws, the consolidation concept is still a viable way to look at the political dynamics within stable authoritarian regimes. Section four covers four areas of authoritarian consolidation: institutional, attitudinal, economic, and international. Section five provides a possible research agenda which looks at this region in terms of authoritarian consolidation. Again, although the discussion here is focused on a particular region, its implications are much broader and applicable elsewhere.

			The Development of the Transition Paradigm

			Transition theory developed in an effort to explain the process by which autocratic regimes move toward democracy and has consisted mostly of post hoc explanations tied to specific times and contexts.14 For example, the Latin American and Southern European transitions of the 1970s gave rise to a highly actor-oriented model with elite division and elite pacts being seen as able to overcome what had traditionally been considered key impediments to democratization, such as socio-economic or societal factors.15 Just a few years later, the fall of communism in Eastern Europe challenged scholars to explain these democratic revolutions. The degree to which the O’Donnell-Schmitter brand of transitology was blindly adopted within the East European context is exaggerated,16 but some early champions of original transitology did in fact attempt to link Southern Europe and Latin America to Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union.17 A central problem with this approach was the important role that mass mobilization, and especially changes in the external environment, played in bringing about democratic openings, which seemed to make the earlier conceptualization of transition less relevant.18 In the post-Soviet transitions of the Color Revolutions, the role played by democratic diffusion (especially transnational assistance between pro-democracy activists) and active democracy promotion by the West figured prominently.19 Even in failed color revolutions, such as the abortive “Blue Jeans” Revolution in Belarus, the explicit attempt to emulate previous electoral revolutions lent credence to the importance of diffusion in these cases.

			In each generation of the transition literature, however, there has been a general bias toward seeing authoritarianism through those factors or forces which precipitate a change to democracy, rather than those factors or forces which keep authoritarianism stable. McFaul offered an important corrective to this approach in his argument about post-communist “transitions” to both democracy and dictatorship – although this, too, was problematic.20 There remains a tendency within the democratization literature to “[select] on the dependent variable…[by] analyzing cases that have succeeded in becoming democratic, ignoring those that have failed.”21 Pro-democracy bias is evident in the names of some of the important journals in this subfield: Journal of Democracy, Democratization, and Demokratizatsiya. Even as the study of authoritarian regimes “has recently become one of the hottest subfields in comparative politics,”22 it lags noticeably behind its democratic counterparts both in terms of its scope and theory-building. There is far more work that needs to be done.

			Authoritarianism in the former Soviet Union

			The transition literature identified a number of forces or factors which appear to be responsible for democratic openings: divisions within the ruling class and pacts between regime and non-regime elites; mass mobilization occurring within the context of an external environment which does not actively support authoritarianism; active diffusion amongst pro-democracy activists and overt support by democratic states and nongovernmental organizations. This section explores whether we see these factors operating within the former Soviet Union at the current time. In some cases, the language of transition still applies: the political systems of Armenia, Georgia, Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, and Ukraine are still unsettled. However, in the remaining post-Soviet countries (excepting the Baltic states, of course), authoritarianism appears to be well entrenched.

			Going back ten or even fifteen years, we see little evidence of divisions amongst the ruling elites of these authoritarian countries. During the initial period after the collapse of the Soviet Union, there were elite divisions that brought about regime changes or open conflict in a limited number of countries such as Tajikistan, Georgia, and Azerbaijan.23 However, in a broader and more recent view, elites have either been in office since independence (Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan), have been able to manage the transition from one autocrat to another absent open conflict following the death or resignation of the president (Turkmenistan, Azerbaijan,24 Russia), have maintained control for an exceptionally long time after a brief period of liberalization (Belarus), or have ensured stability following a civil war (Tajikistan). Granted, length of time in office is no guarantee of future survival, as the history of past revolutions has demonstrated. Nonetheless, there does not appear to be a pattern of serious intra-elite conflict – as least not of a nature of the crucial division between “hard-liners” and “soft-liners” which could lead to a democratic transition. In the recent cases of political crises in the former Soviet Union, the only evidence of such an obvious split is Kyrgyzstan. And, Kyrgyzstan’s political system remains unsettled after the Tulip Revolution and the subsequent intra-elite conflict in 2010. The development of a democratic political system seems highly unlikely. 

			The mass protests against communist regimes in Eastern Europe were replicated in the former Soviet Union before that country’s collapse and, later, during the Color Revolutions. However, following the initial wave of successful Color Revolutions and attempts by pro-democracy activists to emulate this pattern elsewhere, mass protests have been relatively rare and ineffective. (Again, Kyrgyzstan is an exception.) Silitski referred to this as a form of political Darwinism in which those regimes that were less capable of surviving mass protests were overthrown, and those which survived are likely to continue.25 These governments have been able to adopt successful strategies of either preventing these protests before they begin or shutting them down before they threaten the regime. The violent response to protests in Andijan, Uzbekistan, is a prominent example of the latter. Moreover, these regimes have adopted a series of policies to insulate themselves against mass mobilization.26 For example, the Russian government established its own youth organizations to siphon young people away from leading anti-government protests, as they did in previous Color Revolutions. While anti-Kremlin protests following the 2011 parliamentary elections and the January 2012 protests against the Nazarbayev regime in Kazakhstan illustrate that even in highly managed political systems, grassroots mobilization is still possible. It remains to be seen whether these protests will have a substantive political effect. 

			In previous clusters of democratic transitions, the external environment played an important role in promoting democratization. However, exactly the opposite conditions apply in the former Soviet Union. As the dominant state in the region, an autocratic Russia plays a significant role in advancing the cause of authoritarianism. Silitski cited the “conviction” by Russian officials “that the restoration of Russia’s great power status and its dominant position in the former USSR was contingent upon the curtailment of the wave of democratization.”27 Moscow has offered direct assistance to like-minded governments (the most obvious example is Moscow’s support for the Lukashenka regime in Belarus) and sought to undermine governments in transition (policies adopted to isolate and punish Georgia and Ukraine after the Rose and Orange revolutions, respectively). These authoritarian pulls coming from the international level will only be strengthened by the increasing Chinese influence in Central Asia. Furthermore, autocratic states have shown a willingness to work together in mutual defense of their political systems. Countering these external authoritarian advantages are the extremely weak forces in favor of democracy. Democratic states have far less influence to affect the politics of Central Asia, where Russian influence has been particularly harmful to pro-democracy trends.28 Amongst the western-most former Soviet states and the Caucasus, the prospects of EU association agreements may have an impact on political developments, as they have in Ukraine. However, this is not a legitimate option for the authoritarian states of the Soviet Union, which are involved in the development of transnational frameworks meant to ensure that states are better able to defend themselves from democratic pressures. These include the various post-Soviet regional organizations, such as the Collective Security Treaty Organization, the Eurasian Economic Union, and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization. Thus, the prior transition literature envisioned a far more receptive external environment than that which exists in much of the former Soviet Union. Certainly it did not envision one in which states indirectly or directly supported autocracy. Even in those cases where the international level was consequential in promoting democracy, such as Ukraine, the backsliding evident under Viktor Yanukovych’s presidency reinforces the perception that the balance between the external promotion of democracy and authoritarianism is shifting to favor the latter.29

			Nongovernental organizations were also cited by the transition literature as crucial for precipitating the democratic openings of the Color Revolutions. NGOs are vital in creating linkages between democratic activists in a variety of countries and establishing an institutional framework for challenging regimes after elections. These can be private organizations or funded (in whole or in part) by outside governments. Even before the Color Revolutions, the Lukashenka regime took the lead in cracking down against these organizations in an effort to undermine civil society.30 Afterward, this practice became more aggressive and widespread. For example, Russian President Vladimir Putin verbally attacked NGOs in his 2004 address to the Duma and introduced legislation the following year to severely limit their ability to function within the country.31 Azerbaijan, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan adopted similar measures, illustrating not only a realization of the danger these organizations posed to their political survival, but also demonstrating the ability of autocrats to learn from the mistakes and successes of others. Coinciding with these moves was a policy of restricting domestic organizations and opposition political parties that posed a potential threat to these regimes. One of the reasons why the Color Revolutions did not spread any further is because the surviving authoritarian regimes found an effective “antidote” to the democratization “virus.”32

			Given that the precursors of democratization identified by the transition literature do not appear evident in these firmly authoritarian states, the transition literature is likely not going to help our understanding of their political dynamics. Instead, we need to deal with them as stable, autocratic regimes whose survival appears to be relatively certain in the short-to-medium term. Rather than looking for weaknesses in these systems, we need to explore how they have been able to consolidate their rule and what it means for the future of their region.

			The Concept of Political Consolidation

			The application of authoritarian consolidation theory to the former Soviet Union and beyond requires a firm grasp of its theoretical and operational foundations. Although our understanding of authoritarian consolidation should not be taken as merely the opposite of democratic consolidation, the earlier literature is a good place to start. Unfortunately, the study of “consolidology” has been pointedly criticized by scholars as being problematic in terms of definitional and conceptual clarity.33 The central division within consolidology is between whether consolidation should be seen as a “threshold” or a “process.”

			Early work on democratic consolidation tended to view this concept as a dependent variable which resulted from a variety of independent variables, such as popular or elite legitimacy, institutionalization of certain behaviors, etc. In this way, democratic consolidation was a threshold which states reached – it was, in effect, a state of being or a condition of a democracy. This was the point at which democrats could relax, to paraphrase Di Palma.34 Consequently, the goal of this line of research was to determine a threshold past which one could say that a particular country was reasonably safe from a political reversal. Huntington’s “two-turnover test”35 and Schmitter’s “rotation or major realignment of party in power”36 were representative of what can be termed an event-based approach: once a certain event has taken place, we can be comfortable that a democracy is consolidated. An attitudinal perspective, advanced by Linz and Stepan37 and Schmitter,38 argued that a democracy was consolidated once either elites or the population (though, most likely, both) accepted democracy as the only legitimate form of government for their polity. Moreover, certain other conditions could stand as thresholds themselves, such as the economic perspective which holds that once a polity reaches a certain income level or stage of economic development, they are considered immune to political reversals.39 Alternatively, certain conditions could evidence the passage of other thresholds, such as the elimination of substantive violence within the political system, the irrelevance of anti-democratic parties, or the absence of open rejection of the rule of law serving as proxies for the legitimization of democracy.40 A similar notion was the “shock” theory of democratic consolidation: a democracy is consolidated once it can survive a serious crisis, such as a severe economic downturn or attempted coup.41 Once a government maintained power after such an event, its regime type was seen as secure.

			The most obvious problem with the threshold approach is knowing when a country has reached it. For example, what proportion of the elite class or the general population must support democracy before it can be said to be consolidated? How much political violence or rule-breaking is acceptable in a country before we begin to doubt its consolidated nature? How big of a crisis is necessary to indicate that democracy is fully entrenched in a society?

			Another problem is that, if the bar for consolidation is set too high (e.g., the two-turnover test), then some seemingly stable democracies, such as Japan, Italy, and India, would not be considered as consolidated for much of the period during which they had a democratic form of government. Looking toward the future, how do we know that anti-democratic forces will not emerge out of a seemingly consolidated democracy? For example, political shifts in present-day Hungary, though not fully authoritarian, have undermined faith in the stability of that country’s post-communist, democratic consolidation.

			Finally, some of the reasons for the collapse of a democracy are only known after the fact. This can be valuable for explaining why a particular democracy or a set of democracies survived or failed, and for identifying important factors which are needed for democratic survival.42 However, post hoc explanations, especially when they deal with a democracy thought to be consolidated, only highlight the problems associated with the threshold approach. Similarly, some “thresholds,” such as the “shock” theory of democratic consolidation, can only really be known after the fact and tend toward tautology: we know a democracy is not consolidated because a crisis caused it to fail and the democracy failed because it was not consolidated. Thus, while the threshold approach can identify several factors important for democratic survival, it is not a sufficient basis upon which to build a theory of regime type consolidation.

			The alternate approach considers consolidation to be an ongoing process which leads to the dependent variable of regime-type persistence or survival. A number of factors have been identified which seemingly reduce the chances of regime change. Schmitter noted a complex relationship between numerous “partial regimes” (different and overlapping areas of the formal and informal governing structure) within which the process of consolidation takes place.43 In the same volume, Morlino conceptualized democratic consolidation as a process of legitimization occurring on different “levels,” such as institutions, within the regime itself, and amongst parties, interest groups, and civil society.44 The relationships, which develop between these levels, are seen as leading to a greater or lesser chance of democratic survival. Similarly, Merkel proposed his own four-level schema, which is more chronological in nature and begins with the embedding of constitutional or structural authority, then spreading this authority among parties and interest groups, informal political actors, and finally political culture.45 Merkel based his levels in part upon Pridham’s earlier distinction between “negative” (the absence of anti-democratic forces) and “positive” (legitimization of democracy) processes of consolidation. This is not altogether different from Schedler’s identification of processes of avoiding democratic breakdown and erosion, as well as completing, deepening, and organizing democracy.46

			Considering consolidation as a process, rather than as a threshold, has advantages beyond correcting for the weaknesses evident in the latter approach. The primary advantage is in the manner by which it views future political arrangements. A consolidation-as-threshold approach goes too far in asserting a binary set of predictions: either a democratic future is assured (if consolidated) or not (if not consolidated). Moreover, it misses the importance of changes over time, such as the decay in sources of regime type stability and its likely impact on future political arrangements. By contrast, the consolidation-as-process approach allows for more gradations of expectations about future conditions and focuses attention on the importance of continued change within our analysis of political systems. It also stresses the need to explore a variety of factors which make regime continuity more or less likely and to understand how changes to those factors introduce certainty or uncertainty into the political system.47 Although including a large number of possible influences on regime continuity makes predictions and theory-building more difficult, it better represents the complex environment within which regimes function. Finally, identifying a neutral term such as “regime continuity” as the dependent variable allows us to apply this conceptual framework to both democratic and non-democratic regimes since both democracies and autocracies face similar problems overcoming challenges and ensuring their survival.48 Therefore, we need a foundation to discuss consolidation more than just in terms of democracies. Returning to the above paraphrasing of Di Palma, we need to know when autocrats can relax too.

			Before moving on to discussing the processes of an authoritarian consolidation, a legitimate question is why, given the problems evident in the consolidation literature, is the concept still viable? In general terms, consolidation is about the process by which regimes become relatively stable. This is not to say that they are incapable of change or that they reach some final point in their political development – every regime evolves in some way, even toward regime collapse. Even if the notion of relative stability is difficult to define or predict, it is one within which comparative politics constantly treats. Consolidation provides a more formal framework for understanding how and why our expectations about the survival of a particular political system or regime type come to be formed, as well as identifying specific factors and issues for further and more focused investigation. Additionally, it takes a broader perspective than just examining limited issues such as institutional effectiveness or regime performance, which, while important to understanding regime stability and survival, can be restrictive in terms of understanding the larger patterns occurring within a political system.

			In fact, the concept of consolidation may be more applicable to authoritarianism than democratization. In addition to preventing challenges from fellow, illiberal elites, a central component of political life within a non-democracy is the manner by which autocrats close off alternative paths of political development and fortify their rule within the political system. Of course, democrats seek to ensure that democracy will become well-established within their political systems, but this is often a more deliberate and overt strategy for autocrats and one that may be easier to observe. This is especially true and relevant in cases like the former Soviet Union, where a polity emerges from a condition of political instability.49 In these situations, the line between a policy of state-building and authoritarian consolidation may blur and possibly reflect a conscious strategy to obfuscate the leader’s plans of self-entrenchment. Therefore, understanding the process of authoritarian consolidation can place us in a better position to manage our expectations about future political developments as well as deepen our understanding of what political dynamics are actually occurring within these regimes. 

			The Foundations of Authoritarian Consolidation

			The literature on democratic consolidation identifies a variety of factors which are linked to regime survival. This section introduces the authoritarian persistence literature into this discussion in order to identity some of the principal factors which affect authoritarian consolidation and help to determine the likelihood of regime survival. These will be divided into four categories: institutional, attitudinal, economic, and external.

			Both the democratic consolidation and authoritarian persistence literatures agree that the structures of state, the government, and its abilities or effectiveness are central in determining regime survival. Gandhi and Przeworksi argued persuasively that previous attempts to dismiss these institutional factors as being “of very little importance” to authoritarian regimes were misguided.50 Formal and informal arrangements were central to the study of democratic consolidation, and it is appropriate to include them here. In the most general terms, the level of state capacity through which an authoritarian government can entrench itself in office is key to resisting attempts at regime change. The “quality of authoritarian regimes,” referring to “infrastructural power” and “state power,” is important.51 For Slater, the strength of state institutions in Southeast Asia was a product of the nature of and responses to the “contentious politics” of the past.52 In terms of post-communist countries, weak state capacity played a crucial role in permitting autocrats to be ousted by the color revolutions.53 Governments with the ability to call upon substantial coercive power have a better chance of remaining in power. However, open coercion itself can backfire and possibly spark greater opposition and can also be seen as a sign of the weaknesses within the state structure if a regime needs to resort to violence. Therefore, an ability to utilize effective or “calibrated” coercion is just as important.54 However, coercion is only one item in the autocrat’s repertoire and other institutional capacities are crucial as well, such as the ability to extract and distribute revenues, keep tabs on the population in order to exert social control, weaken or eliminate alternative power bases in subnational political units, and establish dependence upon the government amongst politically relevant portions of society.55

			In addition to these factors, regime stability and survival also relies on a series of institutions designed to manage conflicts amongst elites and between elites and the people. Democratic governments do this through constitutions, the rule of law, elections, political parties, and interest groups. Democratic consolidation is strengthened once these processes become embedded in everyday politics. Authoritarian governments have similar tools to manage these conflicts. While the accumulation of power by the dictator may make a mockery of formal institutions,56 autocracies must manage power-sharing relationships amongst regime elites, as well as between the dictator and his “ruling coalition.” This can be done informally, but in many cases, some sort of institutional structure is necessary. For example, autocracies must have a structure in place to deal with leadership succession or else they may fracture once the leader dies or is removed from power internally.57 The ability of the Communist Party of China to institutionalize procedures for leadership changes is a crucial foundation of its continued rule.58 This can be facilitated by a dominant, ruling party which not only manages elite conflicts internally, but also integrates elites into the regime, prevents regime defections, and forms the ideological basis of regime legitimacy.59 During the color revolutions, the existence of such a party structure helped to preserve autocracies.60 Similarly, having inclusive institutions in place to respond to the needs and interests of societal forces creates a more stable foundation for any regime’s continued rule –  something just as true in autocracies as it is in a democracy.61 For example, the Chinese government has created local institutions to “absorb and process demands, expand the consultative capacities of their systems, give a stake in the system to various sections of their populations, and perhaps preempt demands for more far-reaching and anti-systemic change.”62 Similarly, the Chinese communists’ grip on power has been sustained by co-opting subnational regional leaders.63 The use of legislative bodies, even ones that include opposition figures, can be effective in co-opting non-regime forces. These bodies are more than mere “window dressing.” They can play an actual, important role in ensuring autocratic stability by, for example, creating a forum for policy compromises amongst those within the regime and the opposition forces allowed to exist, but not substantively challenge, the regime.64 In the absence of these mechanisms, autocrats are more likely to be forced to rely on outright coercion, which may keep a government in power but creates a weaker foundation for continued rule.

			In addition to institutions, research into democratic consolidation is also firmly rooted in the beliefs of major political actors, under the category of attitudinal approaches. The attitudes of political actors are widely considered to be crucial in the consolidation of democracy.65 According to this formulation, only when there seems no legitimate alternative could we say that democracy is firmly established in a society. Democratic values become embedded in the political culture of a society, thus maintaining its political system in the face of domestic and international crises. Although many early works saw this in light of a threshold, those considering consolidation as a process can make use of its insights: as democratic values become more substantively embedded in the attitudes of elites and the population at large, it is more likely that a democratic regime will be sustainable.66 The application of an attitudinal approach to the consolidation of autocracies is relatively easy since studies of authoritarian persistence have long considered values, legitimacy, and political culture to be crucial in underpinning such regimes. While it is certainly true that “arguments [which] see political cultures as essentially fixed and uniform...are fundamentally misleading,” conceptions of regime legitimacy are, at least in part, mediated by political culture.67 Similarly, individual or group attitudes on the legitimacy of authoritarian regimes have been shown to be important in establishing autocratic stability in Latin America and China.68

			Arguments in favor of the economic foundation for democratic consolidation have also been associated with the threshold approach to consolidation. However, it is easy to reconceptualize economics in line with a process-oriented approach. For example, rather than putting an actual dollar amount below which a political system was seen as “extremely fragile” and above which they are “impregnable,”69 an alternative could chart economic development and growth as crucial to furthering the process of ensuring regime survival, as the population begins to associate their own well-being with the stability offered by the government. The literature on autocratic “ruling bargains” or “social contracts” fits into this category.70 The ability to extract and distribute rents, as well as to maintain patron-client networks, has been cited to explain the survival of authoritarian regimes rich in natural resources or other sources of rent-based income.71 Along similar lines, state control over economic resources was crucial in staving off the color revolutions in the former Soviet Union.72 For those countries where this was lacking, autocrats were confronted with alternative sources of economic power and were overthrown.

			The international level has been seen as important for democratic consolidation73 and some of these insights can be easily applied to authoritarian consolidation. For example, membership in liberal-democratic international organizations, such as the European Union, can strengthen democratic institutions, help internalize democratic attitudes amongst elites and the population at large, and promote economic well-being – all of which are already seen as key to democratic consolidation.74 Similarly, the formal and informal “density of a country’s economic, political, organizational, social, and communication ties to the West” constitute one half of Levitsky and Way’s argument explaining the differing political trajectories of the post-communist states.75 There is an increasing awareness that the international level can also further the process of authoritarian consolidation. For example, those states without Western connections were better positioned to resist the democratic pressures emanating from the wave of Color Revolutions.76 Also, authoritarian states which receive foreign economic assistance have been able to maintain regime stability despite substantial challenges to their rule.77 In some cases, autocrats in one country may provide political, economic, or diplomatic assistance to like-minded leaders elsewhere in order to ensure that the recipient regime remains in power.78 Moreover, autocratic regimes struggling with achieving or maintaining control over their populations will look to other countries which have achieved this goal more effectively or efficiently. Lessons learned from others may significantly reduce a regime’s vulnerability to democratic pressures. Thus, the diffusion of autocratic methods and strategies can also facilitate the process of authoritarian consolidation. 79 

			A Research Agenda for Authoritarian Consolidation

			If we were to consider the seemingly stable, autocratic states of the former Soviet Union in terms of authoritarian consolidation, rather than through the lens of transition, our understanding of the political dynamics of this region, as well as the prospects for both democratic and authoritarian diffusion, would be significantly strengthened. At the very least, we should not assume that change is likely, that these regimes are somehow living on borrowed time, or that if political instability does occur a democracy will be the end result. The very focus of our research agenda must be reconsidered: rather than searching for sources of regime weakness or the likelihood of a democratic opening, the sources of regime strengths and the likelihood of authoritarian survival should be explored. This work has already begun, as an increasing number of scholars are investigating the ways in which states have constructed domestic and regional environments conducive to authoritarianism. Several of these have been cited in this article. However, more needs to be done. This section identifies some of the areas in which this should occur.

			Given the importance that institutional factors play in our understanding of political consolidation, this is an obvious place to start. Research which directly links the post-Soviet state-building projects to the construction of stable authoritarian regimes would provide insights into the ways in which autocracy is embedded into the very structure of political life in these countries. Putin’s purposeful construction of the “power vertical” in Russia is an obvious example of this and has received significant attention. How this has occurred in other post-Soviet republics and the implications for the future of politics in these countries, are questions that also need to be considered in greater depth. Similarly, the other institutional capacities of these states identified in the previous section need to be explored in more detail. These include the ability of regimes to regulate elite replacement or leadership succession, monitor populations, develop and entrench a “party of power,” and use specific institutions, such as legislatures to co-opt elites or other bodies to manage demands from the population. The overt and mass use of coercion is quite rare in the former Soviet Union, as the exceptions of the northern Caucasus and Andijan illustrate. Why is this the case? Research into preventing the rise of anti-regime forces was cited above, lending credence to the ability of these governments to use more subtle means of keeping control over political challenges. This pre-existing literature should serve as the foundation for a broader research agenda.

			The attitudinal and economic foundations of authoritarian consolidation should also be further explored. Survey data of elites and the population about their views toward their governments in particular and politics in general have already been conducted, especially in Russia. While this has provided important insights, there tends to be a pro-democracy bias in many of these studies, looking for democratic attitudes in the abstract rather than investigating a willingness amongst the respondents to change their current political system.80 Given the widespread, rhetorical strength of democracy in the international system, in which even those governments which are fully autocratic feel the need to pay lip service to democratic ideals, it is not surprising that support for “democracy” is found in many of these surveys. However, there is a significant difference between support for democracy as a concept and a willingness to oppose the current regime in power: one can be pro-democracy in theory but pro-autocracy in practice. More subtle measures are needed to understand the true basis of support for, or opposition to, the current authoritarian regimes.81 Furthermore, the links between a purposeful government policy, on the one hand, and the construction of a national identity conducive to regime stability, on the other, has already been explored in several post-Soviet cases,82 though there is room for further research on this topic, especially as these regimes become more entrenched over time. Similarly, the ways in which these governments utilize economic resources to co-opt elites and the population, as well as the effects of economic growth and decreases in relative income inequality on regime stability, are also important. Research into how countries such as Russia, Turkmenistan, Azerbaijan, and Kazakhstan resemble other rentier states is well underway and should be expanded, integrating the economic foundation of authoritarianism into our understanding of the politics of this region.83

			There has been far more research on the domestic sources of authoritarian persistence in the former Soviet Union than on international factors. This is not surprising, given the domestic focus in comparative politics. However, because the international environment within which these countries find themselves is so unlike that of previous cases of democratic transition, in which there was at the very least a permissive acceptance of democracy and in some cases its active promotion, this level needs to be considered. Within the former Soviet Union, we see an international environment which appears highly resistant to democratic diffusion and quite supportive of autocratic diffusion. Again, some of this research has been cited above and fits into a larger trend of exploring the ways in which democracy promotion is being challenged by the promotion of autocracy.84 However, far more work needs to be done in demonstrating the means by which international factors advance the process of authoritarian consolidation. Three areas in particular should be considered: learning behavior, linkages, and direct aid.

			There is clear evidence of learning behavior during and after the color revolutions as anti-regime activists sought to apply the lessons of successful revolutions to their own countries. This diffusion of pro-democracy methods has been countered by autocratic leaders who have taken lessons from the failures of overthrown regimes as well as from the successes of like-minded leaders who survived. The proliferation of policies against nongovernmental organizations within the region further represents autocratic learning and the diffusion of authoritarian methods.85 An expanded research agenda to trace these policies from country to country is needed. By connecting learning behavior to policies which increase the probability of regime survival, we can better understand how authoritarian consolidation within the region becomes self-reinforcing.

			Research into how the absence of linkages to the democratic West made authoritarian regimes less vulnerable to the color revolutions could go further by establishing how linkages amongst authoritarian regimes can both positively promote autocratic diffusion and make regimes more resistant to democratic diffusion. Within the larger European context, international organizations have traditionally been seen as transmitters and defenders of democratic values. However, this has not been the case in the former Soviet Union where there is evidence of international organizations serving as the transmitters and defenders of autocratic values. Not only can these organizations serve as a conduit for information exchanges about “best practices” of regime survival, but they can also offer institutional cover for concrete assistance amongst authoritarian governments. One key example of the latter is the election monitoring system created by the Commonwealth of Independent States, which provides a veneer of legitimacy for unfair electoral practices and helps to counter criticism of electoral fraud. These organizations can also play an important part in delegitimizing the idea of regime change, as represented by the rhetoric of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization that stresses “stability” over all other values. Moreover, these bodies can serve as alternatives to linkages to democratic states. For example, the Eurasian Economic Union will create the benefits of a common market without the necessity of deepening economic ties to similar, preexisting organizations associated with Western democracies. Thus, these international bodies, which are often explored from realist or geopolitical perspectives, should also be understood as playing an important political role in the region by furthering the consolidation of authoritarianism.

			The issue of direct assistance by authoritarian governments to fellow autocrats has already been examined in terms of Russia’s consistent (and expensive) aid to Belarus. Expanding on insights from prior research, which explained the logic behind authoritarian regimes promoting autocracy within their immediate neighborhood,86 it is important to explore how the former Soviet republics directly aid each other. This will highlight the ways in which the regional environment is especially nonconducive to democratic openings by adding another layer to our understanding of the connections between domestic political survival and interstate relations. It is in the interests of these regimes to ensure that their neighbors are able to consolidate their authoritarian regimes as well.

			Although this article has focused on the former Soviet region, the concept of authoritarian consolidation has obvious implications elsewhere. This is most clearly evident in the fact that several of the works cited above, which dealt explicitly with authoritarian consolidation, came from case studies outside of this area – in particular, from East and Southeast Asia. In the Arab world, Heydemann referred to this general applicability as the “upgrading” of authoritarianism.87 Moreover, one could trace a similar process elsewhere to that seen within some post-Soviet states in which popularly-elected leaders take steps to shift their countries toward entrenched authoritarianism, such as in Belarus. Venezuela under Hugo Chavez and quite possibly Turkey under Recep Erdoğan now are two examples outside of the former Soviet Union. Thus, this article does not seek to develop a particularistic concept to explain a limited set of phenomena in just one region, but rather to use these cases of seemingly stable, autocratic regimes to prompt a larger discussion on the need to example the process of authoritarian consolidation.

			Conclusion

			This article has sought to complement Carothers’ statement about the need to move away from viewing much of the former Soviet Union in terms of a transition to democracy and to study these countries as stable, authoritarian states whose potential for regime change is quite low. There are significant differences between the current conditions in this region and those of past clusters of democratization from which the previous iterations of transition literature emerged. Consequently, this article has argued that future research should draw upon the literatures of authoritarian persistence and consolidology, and should consider how the process of authoritarian consolidation affects the likelihood of regime survival. This viewpoint is admittedly pessimistic, but, given the trends evident in the region, it may be a more fruitful starting point to understand why political change appears unlikely in the short-to-medium term.

			By taking a different approach, scholars should explore the foundations of regime strengths and stability, rather than look for signs of weaknesses and instability. However, in doing so, a word of caution is necessary: too much of an emphasis on why governments are unlikely to fall can distract researchers from these regimes’ very real vulnerabilities. The surprise of policymakers and scholars alike over numerous revolutions throughout history demonstrates this danger well. What is needed is a shift away from a belief in the overwhelming power of democracy and the perception of authoritarianism as something inherently transitory within the current era. Our understanding of this region will only be helped by more balance.

			In closing, the ancient Greek philosopher Heraclitus tells us that the only constant in the universe is change. Nothing lasts forever. Even if some consolidologists appear to flirt with the idea, neither democratic nor authoritarian consolidation should be taken to be a permanent state of being. Events often outstrip our predictions. Fagin’s reference to Samuel Huntington’s 1984 prediction that the chances for democracy in Eastern Europe were “virtually nil” is a case in point.88 Similarly, theorists of authoritarian persistence in the Arab world will be forced to reevaluate their assumptions given the events of 2011.89 As seen throughout history, authoritarian regimes which appear to be consolidated may fall very rapidly and unexpectedly. The relevance of the transition literature may resurface once again in the former Soviet Union and beyond. Until then, it is perhaps better to more deeply understand the process of authoritarian consolidation. 
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