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    Introduction to the Twentieth Anniversary Issue


    


    


    Twenty years and over five hundred scholarly articles later, Demokratizatsiya is enjoying a new beginning. At the start of 2012, George Washington University (GW)’s Institute for European, Russian and Eurasian Studies (IERES) acquired the journal from the World Affairs Institute in time for its third decade. IERES makes an idyllic home for Demokratizatsiya since it is located in Washington, D.C., hosts a diverse cadre of scholars, fellows, and programs, and is nestled within GW’s dynamic Elliott School of International Affairs.


    The undergraduate students who founded the journal at American University (AU) in 1990 knew they wanted to study the most fascinating political phenomenon of the times: Gorbachev’s perestroika and the surprising transformation of the USSR and its successor republics. These students, and the scholars they invited to run the journal editorially, could not have imagined what transpired later. Thanks to support from three visionary deans at AU, to the think tanks International Freedom Foundation and the American Foreign Policy Council, and to Heldref Publications—which carried the journal until 2011 when it evolved into the World Affairs Institute—Demokratizatsiya has been able to survive and, through its diverse and brilliant writers, interpret these phenomena to its community of scholars, students and policymakers.


    Because the journal was conceived as policy-relevant scholarship, it is perhaps no coincidence that its stars routinely became the leading lights managing policy toward Russia and the other former Soviet republics. Perhaps because Demokratizatsiya has never been associated with one school of thought, discipline, ideology or individual, it gathered the “collective wisdom” from several intellectual walks of life, focusing on trends that other publications missed.


    The next twenty years require even more from Demokratizatsiya. How can our pages do justice to the dramatis personae we study and the tidal waves of history they unleashed?


    One way we hope to start is through a new push to draw in and publish the most stimulating new scholarship, works that pioneer fresh and powerful ways of thinking about not only the post-Soviet region, but regime dynamics and democracy themselves. Indeed, the region we cover in this journal now has two full decades of post-Soviet history to work with, a history that is ripe with the potential to lend new insights relevant far beyond the former Soviet world itself.


    This is the logic behind our choice of topic for the issue you have in front of you, which simultaneously marks the journal’s new beginning based at GW and the twentieth anniversary of the journal itself. Some of the most interesting scholars from around the world reflected on what we have learned about their subject of expertise during the two decades since the Soviet Union’s demise and produced a series of concise, provocative articles.1 The outstanding pieces published here blaze new conceptual trails and will help frame scholarly and policy debates on democratization in Eurasia and beyond for the next two decades.


    The current issue presents the first set of these articles, those focused on political economy, state-society relations, ethnic politics, and how to think about politics more generally. The next issue will contain the second set which will address issues of culture, history, and foreign policy.


    We hope that this issue will set the stage for a whole series of exciting issues to come, bringing the best and most interesting new social science (selected through a careful process of blind peer review) to a broad readership. We plan to publish a mixture of articles by senior scholars, emerging scholars, and scholars from the region itself. We also hope to include a variety of perspectives from the policy-making community and those who do business in the region on a regular basis.


    With its distinguished twenty-year history and new home at IERES, Demokratizatsiya is well placed to help explain the dynamic processes underway in the former Soviet Union and its neighborhood. We look forward to your continued readership and manuscript submissions.


    


    - Henry E. Hale, Robert W. Orttung, and Fredo Arias-King


    
      1 The articles draw on papers presented at a GW conference co-sponsored by the Program on New Approaches to Research and Security in Eurasia (funded by the Carnegie Corporation of New York), the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars’ Kennan Institute, and several IERES funds, including the William and Helen Petrach Endowment for Ukrainian Exchanges and Programs, A. Michael Hoffman, and the Heyward Isham Fund for Russian and Eastern European Studies. None of the funders bear responsibility for the content of the articles.
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    Abstract: Political scientists have paid little attention to the role of leadership. This article suggests a way to think systematically about leaders’ contributions in the former Soviet Union by examining their ability to achieve their own goals and the impact they have. The fifteen countries provide a wide range of variation on the dependent variable.


    What have we learned about political leadership in the post-communist world? It is fair to say that it is not as much as we have picked up about a host of other ordering issues, among them political economy, institutional design, ethnic conflict, and public opinion and elections. Considering the significance of the magnitude of the topic, we have not learned nearly enough.


    There are students of post-communist politics who tend to accept the importance of the theme and those who, embracing structural approaches, tend not to. A majority in the scholarly community fall into the former camp. “Leadership matters,” is how they often put it. “It matters a lot. Why, just look at Gorbachev’s role, and also Yeltsin’s, and then there is Putin, and [fill in the blanks].” However, the majority have seldom thought leadership important enough to make it a primary object of their research. Leaders have figured in a handful of serious political biographies, in naturalistic roles in many studies of other topics, in several studies of ideas in politics, and in all manner of op-eds du jour. These contributions aside, I would submit that we have put together rather little by way of cumulative knowledge. I am hard pressed to identify a single major project that has delved systematically into the leadership factor across leaders and situations, working from hypotheses to investigation and then inferences.


    To be fair, the discipline of political science generally finds leadership a notoriously hard phenomenon to investigate. This is said to be so for a variety of reasons: individual leaders are idiosyncratic; they do not sort into neat boxes or lend themselves to generalization; firsthand testimony about their lives and performance in office is often unreliable because it is self-serving, either pro or con the subject; leaders invariably share the stage with numerous other players and forces, which gets in the way of figuring out who and what count the most.


    If nothing else, leadership after communism gives us the gratifying “variation on the dependent variable” that methodologists embrace as the cornerstone of systematic research design. Sticking to the constituted leaders of governments and states in the post-Soviet fifteen states alone, one has to marvel at a phenomenon that runs the gamut from Turkmenbashi to Landsbergis, Gamsakhurdia, and Medvedev. To all appearances, there is a wider spread of results here than for more thoroughly explored processes such as economic transformation, state building, and identity politics. The question becomes: can we with confidence link these observed outcomes to observable inputs and draw conclusions about causation?


    It helps to begin with broadly defined tasks that political leaders everywhere address. Three of these stand out in the canonic literature.1 First, leaders mold the agenda of political discussion and debate. Second, they assemble and manage action coalitions at the elite and state-institutional level. Third, unless they are tyrants who rely exclusively on repression, they cultivate a mass constituency below. This in turn entails some willingness to take popular preferences into account—to follow one’s followers, as James MacGregor Burns puts it.2


    For political leaders operating in the immediate aftermath of communism, experience showed that these universal assignments took on a particular coloration and were more arduous than would be the case under other circumstances. Agendas and goals prove to be exceedingly hard to shape when their conceptual building blocks, and the very language in which they are expressed, are in flux and up for grabs. Many in the first cohort of post-communist leaders were, of course, senior members of the last cohort of communist leaders, meaning they had to find a way to part with the verities of their lives up to that point. The herd-like acceptance of the discourse of “democracy” and “independence” in the early 1990s was superseded by the sometimes opportunistic adherence to notions of national revival, development, Euro-Atlantic civilization, and so forth. As for peak-level coalitions, they are elusive and unstable when most potential participants have one foot in the past, no less than the supreme leader has, and when “snowflake” affiliations predominate, subject to melting and reconfiguration as the political climate fluctuates.3 Likewise, the masses are not conducive to mobilization when their preferences are even more inchoate than those of the elites, when well bounded social interests do not exist or barely exist, and when disillusionment with the early results of the transition has begun to settle in.


    To these three variations on the classic challenges of leadership must be added a fourth. It is that post-communist leaders have no choice but to try to construct the institutions, practices, and norms that will structure and legitimate their activity, and to do so in circumstances that have for some time been pushing the preexisting machinery toward dysfunction and collapse. Vladimir Putin’s frank reference in October 2011 to how he “tightened the screws” in Russia in the early 2000s presupposed that the screws and screwdrivers were already in existence, albeit in flawed form—presumably through effort of his predecessor, Yeltsin, and Yeltsin’s collaborators. It is an open question just how much leaders after communism, country by country, have borrowed from one another in designing the institutions in which they have nested.4


    Returning to the dependent variable, the sheer range of outcomes suggests this is a puzzle ripe for causal analysis. Under what conditions, one might ask, will leadership type A tend to prevail, and under what conditions can type B or C be expected to prevail? To take this road, though, we need a good sense of what types A, B, C, etc., consist of.


    Let me put forth a parsimonious scheme. As I see it, post-communist leadership is most fruitfully assessed in terms of what leaders accomplish, not principally how they go about accomplishing it (although the latter is also worth exploring). The bottom line is: when all is said and done, what difference do leaders make? This difference can be measured on two discrete dimensions.


    The first, which I call effectiveness, relates to what leaders do to fulfill their own goals.5 Does the leader succeed in carrying out the goals he has set for himself? Judgment is required in sizing up those goals, since politicians are not always candid or clear in enunciating them, and since they will often evolve over the course of the person’s political career. Nonetheless, it should be possible to get a general picture of what the leader is trying to accomplish—creating one yardstick against which the end point can be measured. The second yardstick, which I term impact, bypasses the actor’s subjective intentions and fastens on objective results. Whatever he wished to do, has the leader actually changed the world, and by how much? Change here must be measured against both the status quo ante and counterfactual states of the world which would likely have come about absent the leader’s actions. “Change” might thus be “no change” in practice—the buttressing of a status quo that otherwise, had the leader not been there to intervene, would have crumbled. “Change” may also be unintended change, contrary to what the political actor wished to happen when he put his shoulder to the wheel.


    Crossing effectiveness with impact, we get a set of possibilities something like the matrix in the admittedly impressionistic Table 1 below. I dichotomize post-communist leaders into ineffective and effective categories, an oversimplification that is nonetheless useful. For impact, I group them into low- and high-impact players, but this time with an intermediate, ambiguous category.


    


    Table 1. Leadership: Effectiveness and Impact
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    Viktor Yushchenko, the president of Ukraine from 2005 to 2010, seems the prototype of the ineffective, low-impact leader. As president, he neither achieved his own self-set objectives nor changed Ukrainian society, for better or worse; in 2010 he was defeated for re-election by the same individual whom he had defeated in the Orange Revolution of 2004, and while doing so finishing far behind the prime minister with whom he had waged a power struggle for almost all of the intervening period. Stanislau Shushkevich, the main leader in Belarus in the early 1990s, might also be pigeonholed here. Vladimir Putin (joined in my imagination with Roza Otunbayeva of Kyrgyzstan, Nursultan Nazarbayev of Kazakhstan, and Alyaksandr Lukashenka of Belarus) stands at the opposite corner of the table. Until the electoral cycle of 2011–12, at least, Putin was both effective, in terms of accomplishing his chosen objectives, and high-impact in terms of changing Russia. Mikhail Gorbachev (a late-communist if not exactly post-communist leader) combined low effectiveness with high impact—albeit many of the outcomes he brought about (in particular, the collapse of the Soviet Union) were far from the ones he had intended. A multiplier effect for Gorbachev was the magnitude of the country he governed. After December 1991 none of the successor states could rival the defunct Soviet Union, and consequently no post-Soviet leader is likely ever to match Gorbachev in world-historical impact.6 Ilham Aliyev, the president of Azerbaijan since succeeding his father, Heydar Aliyev, in 2003, has arguably been high in effectiveness (his main declared goal having been stability) but low in impact (Azerbaijan is a somewhat more affluent version of what Aliyev, Sr., bequeathed him but otherwise very similar, and it remains a small and relatively inconsequential place). The ambiguous-impact categories are slipperier. I deem Ukraine’s Leonid Kuchma and Russia’s Dmitrii Medvedev to be ambiguous in impact but ineffective in terms of realizing personal goals; Boris Yeltsin of Russia, Viktor Kravchuk of Ukraine, and Georgia’s Mikhail Saakashvili seem to fit in the effective/ambiguous impact box.


    If there is anything to this sketch, leadership scholars would need to refine it and work on a reasonably rigorous and reliable coding scheme. Two big jobs would then need to be done. The first would be to ascertain what causes are conducive to these observed effects. Are some leaders more effective than others, or higher in impact than others, because they are especially skilled at articulating a vision and shaping the agenda, at building upper-echelon coalitions, at motivating the masses, or at piecing institutional instruments together—or at some discernible combination of these bits? To what extent does leadership agency govern outcomes, as weighed against structural variables and systemic tendencies? Are ineffectiveness and low impact associated with any different action configuration by these same criteria? If unfavorable background conditions overwhelm some leaders, as nationalist protest did to Gorbachev in 1990–91, was the situation ever retrievable through action by the leader?


    The second mega question to pose is about the medium- and long-term trends. Presumably there will come a time, as communism recedes into the past, when the adjectival phrase “post-communist” will cease to be meaningful as a qualifier for the noun “leadership.” In much of East Central Europe, that watershed has probably been passed. In most of the post-Soviet states, I do not sense that it has. Am I right? If so, how much longer will the post-communist dispensation continue? And how will we know that it is gone?


    


    
      
        1 See especially Bryan D. Jones, ed. 1989. Leadership and Politics: New Perspectives in Political Science. Lawrence: University Press of Kansas; Morris P. Fiorina and Kenneth A. Shepsle. “Formal Theories of Leadership: Agents, Agenda Setters, and Entrepreneurs.” In Bryan D. Jones, ed. 1989. Leadership and Politics: New Perspectives in Political Science. Lawrence: University Press of Kansas; Robert C. Tucker. 1995. Politics as Leadership. Columbia: University of Missouri Press; and Richard J. Samuels. 2003. Machiavelli’s Children: Leaders and Their Legacies in Italy and Japan. Ithaca: Cornell University Press.

      


      
        2 Burns. 2003. Transforming Leadership: A New Pursuit of Happiness. New York: Atlantic Monthly Press.

        3 This metaphor was effectively introduced in Chrystia Freeland. 2000. Sale of the Century: Russia’s Wild Ride from Communism to Capitalism. London: Crown Business.

        4 The very fact that eleven of fifteen post-Soviet states have presidential and semi-presidential constitutions implies that borrowing has been very common.

        5 Western scholars and governments have been especially interested in the progress leaders make toward the establishment and consolidation of democracy. But this is far from the only goal post-communist leaders pursue, and must be seen against a background of numerous, competing goals. For a fair number of post-communist leaders, democracy has been either something to ignore or something to fight.

        6 I am grateful to Stephen Hanson of the College of William and Mary for underscoring this point in comments on a draft of the paper.
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    Abstract: To understand the first two decades of post-Soviet politics, it is helpful to think in terms of regime dynamics instead of regime change and to consider the context of clientelism that drives these dynamics. Political struggle tends to be waged by extended personalistic networks, and presidentialist constitutions and leadership popularity encourage their arrangement into closed single-pyramid systems. This process tends to be disrupted and leaders ousted when presidential succession approaches and when the president and successor are unpopular.


    More than two decades have now passed since the breakup of the USSR and political developments there have continued to take us by surprise. One reason may be that we have yet to develop a solid framework for understanding these political systems. This brief essay proposes that we might move closer to finding such a framework through two core analytical moves. First, we can gain analytical leverage by thinking about the context of post-Soviet politics as that of highly clientelistic societies, where the same formal institutions that might promote stability and openness in the West can often have very different effects in the former USSR. Second, it can be helpful to think less in terms of “regime type” and “regime change” and more in terms of regime dynamics. By these lights, what has often appeared to be periods of “democratization” or “autocratization” in post-Soviet countries might better be understood as particular phases in larger cyclic patterns of opening and closure in the arrangement of these countries’ main clientelistic networks.


    I use the term “clientelistic” here in a particular way, referring to a social equilibrium where individuals organize their political and economic pursuits primarily around the personalized exchange of concrete rewards and punishments, and not primarily around abstract, impersonal principles such as ideological belief or categorizations that include many people one has not actually met in person.1 Naturally, all societies feature elements of both. Nevertheless, some societies experience the clientelistic element to a much greater extent than do others. We can see this in global indices that measure things we would expect to be correlated with clientelism. Post-Soviet countries other than the Baltic states have generally appeared at the lower end of global scales of rule of law and social capital and at the higher end of indices of “corruption.”


    Highly clientelistic societies tend to feature certain patterns of politics. For one thing, politics is primarily a battle of extended personalized networks rather than of formal institutions or even individuals. Second, state leaders have incentives and social resources favorable for arranging the most important networks in society around a single center of power, often known in local parlance as a “power vertical” or “pyramid of power” and in the United States as a “political machine.” Creating a tight “single-pyramid system” involves extensive and elaborate coordination of a society’s many complex networks, a process that takes both skill and—crucially—time to accomplish. Fourth, variation in larger regime dynamics comes from factors that complicate or accelerate this time-consuming and complicated process of coordinating networks effectively around a single “patron.” In particular, presidentialist constitutions and leadership popularity tend to facilitate such coordination, while constitutions stipulating roughly equal and separate sources of executive authority (divided-executive constitutions) and uncertainty over leadership succession tend to complicate this coordination.


    After an initial period of turmoil, the political history of (non-Baltic) post-Soviet countries can thus largely be seen as a history of the emergence of single-pyramid systems, with important dynamics in this process stemming from the obstacles and facilitators supplied by constitutions, popular support, and issues of succession.


    



    The Emergence of Single-Pyramid Systems


    To begin, let us look at what happened in the 1990s across the non-Baltic post-Soviet space.


    Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan were the only post-Soviet countries to emerge from the USSR with their republic-level Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) organizations largely intact, with their leaders essentially just renaming them. This meant that the specific single-pyramid arrangement of elite networks inherited from the Soviet period (here, organized largely but not exclusively along regional lines) was never seriously disrupted, putting these countries’ leaders in a strong position to reaffirm single-pyramid politics after 1991. They thus went further than all other post-Soviet countries in quashing open opposition, entirely eliminating it from elections by the mid-1990s.


    Four other countries emerged from Soviet rule in virtually the opposite manner, in a state of (or on the verge of) civil war that severely disrupted the pre-independence arrangement of clientelistic networks and made it difficult for the initial leaders to coordinate their countries’ main networks around their authority and establish dominance. Nevertheless, we tend to see single-pyramid systems gradually taking shape where presidentialist constitutions were in place after the wars, including in Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Tajikistan. These power pyramids became increasingly closed over time as their leaders skillfully practiced the arts of co-optation, coercion, and divide-and-conquer in order to rally the most important networks to their side, strengthen the most loyal ones, and marginalize others. Moldova is the exception, the lone case where the parliament eventually won its 1990s struggle with the presidency and eliminated the directly elected-presidency entirely, creating a parliamentary system of rule. This outcome may have been facilitated by Moldova’s status as the only post-Soviet country with a parliament elected solely by party-list proportional representation, lacking the district-based elections that had enabled presidents in most other post-Soviet countries to gain initial control over resisting parliaments in the 1990s by such methods as manipulating regional resource flows. In any case, this set Moldova on a somewhat different course in the 2000s from the other post-Soviet countries.


    Another six countries emerged from Soviet rule without civil war, but also without the order maintained in Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan by surviving CPSU organizations. Leaders here, where extended networks vied openly for power after the USSR fell apart and where political outcomes were initially somewhat uncertain, had to work hard to coordinate the main networks around their authority and to marginalize those that would not fall in line. Where presidentialist constitutions were firmly in place from the beginning (as in Armenia, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan), the process of building single-pyramid systems went fastest. In Ukraine, however, Leonid Kravchuk blew his presidential advantage through poor political maneuvering and inattention to clientelistic politics that led him to call early presidential elections before he could be confident of victory in 1994. The real machine-building in Ukraine thus began only after Leonid Kuchma defeated him and adopted a more strongly presidentialist constitution in 1996. In Russia, Yeltsin had to literally shell the old parliament out of existence (something Moldova’s leaders never dared to try) to establish his dominance and install a presidentialist constitution in late 1993, at which point the process of single-pyramid building began in earnest, first by rallying the country’s main business and regional networks for Yeltsin’s reelection in 1996. Due to heated internal political competition, Belarus was the lone country as of 1993 not to have had a presidency at all, holding presidential elections only in 1994. These were won by Alyaksandr Lukashenka, who step-by-step co-opted, cowed, or eliminated the most influential political networks, effectively depriving opposition movements of political oxygen.


    Already by the year 2000, then, one finds a nearly universal pattern of presidential political machines increasingly dominating their competition as time passed. In the most general sense, each post-Soviet president other than Moldova’s (where parliament won the initial struggles with the presidency) was able to tighten his single-pyramid system over time as he gradually solved the complex process of coordinating networks around his rule.


    This dimension of timing is extremely important for understanding, in any given year, why some countries appeared to be “more democratic” or “more authoritarian” than others: The degree of closure in the single-pyramid system tended to be greater for presidents who had enjoyed more time to progress in the coordination process of political closure. Presidents who enjoyed high levels of popularity also found it easier to coordinate elite networks around themselves since resisting there seemed especially like a losing proposition, helping explain the relatively rapid political closure experienced in Nursultan Nazarbaev’s Kazakhstan and Lukashenka’s Belarus.


    



    Succession Politics and Revolution


    Several factors have gone on to determine the relative degrees of openness and closure in these single-pyramid systems after the early-mid 1990s. Very importantly, the coordination process at the heart of Eurasia’s single-pyramid systems can be sharply interrupted when the various agglomerated networks in the pyramid anticipate a specific moment when presidential succession is likely. This is because the smooth operation of the political machine depends crucially on every cog (each “subpatron” and each “client” in the various networks on which the system depends) being confident that they will be rewarded for obeying the president and punished for disobeying. When the president is on his (or potentially her) way out, or at least when a large number of crucial actors (elites) believe that there is a significant chance that the president will leave office at a certain time, it suddenly becomes an open question whether the rewards or punishments promised or threatened by the president will be carried out. Plus, rival clientelistic networks within the president’s power pyramid have incentive to defeat their rivals in order to capture the presidency, and they simultaneously fear with good reason that they will be purged if these same rivals capture the presidency for themselves. Specific moments of expected succession, therefore, have a strong potential to fracture single-pyramid systems.


    Succession does not always have this effect, however, since the reason for open struggle depends to a large degree on whether there is enough uncertainty for a network to justify trying to shape the outcome. The elites who lead the various networks are thus forced to try to figure out who is likely to be the new president lest they take the wrong side and get cut out of future resource flows. There is an important catch here, however: Because a major network’s decision to join one side makes that side more likely to win, widespread perceptions of who is likely to win can become a self-fulfilling prophecy. Thus the party representing Mikheil Saakashvili’s network won only 27 percent of the vote in the 2003 parliamentary election that triggered the Rose Revolution according to an independent count, but this was greater than that received by any other opposition or pro-governmental network, setting him up to claim a stunning 96 percent of the official vote in the 2004 presidential election that followed the ouster of the old regime. Succession struggles in clientelistic presidential systems, therefore, are crucially and primarily about shaping expectations as to who will win rather than about forming opinions about who should win. Likewise, outgoing incumbents have strong incentive to minimize perceptions that they are leaving office: Heydar Aliev refused to rule out a candidacy even while dying until shortly before the election in order to avoid an elite split before his son could win the election in 2003, and Vladimir Putin balanced between two possible successors in 2008 (Dmitry Medvedev and Sergei Ivanov) and in the end refused to leave the political scene himself.


    Because elections in these systems remain the formal mechanism for a transfer of power, actual popularity becomes one (though not necessarily the only) critical indicator as to who is most likely to win the succession struggle. Popularity is important not only because it can win a candidate real votes, but also because it becomes more costly to falsify elections against a genuinely popular candidate. Thus in 2008, polls showed that voters would favor en mass whoever Putin endorsed as his successor, enabling Putin to successfully play the role of kingmaker (never allowing authority to tip to either Medvedev or Ivanov) and ultimately to reclaim the presidency in the March 2012 election. While his popular support had plummeted, he was still more popular than all other potential pretenders to the presidency. Popularity matters also because popular candidates are more likely to be able to rally large numbers of people into the street. Protests help candidates because they create the impression of popularity and because they can be costly or even dangerous to try to quash, especially when they get very large. Hence the great deal of attention paid by regime, opposition, and observers alike to the numbers of protesters generated by pro-Putin and anti-Putin rallies during the 2011-12 election season.


    Moments of succession, therefore, are fraught with revolutionary potential in single-pyramid systems, and who wins political struggles in such moments is likely to have a lot to do with patterns of popular support. We thus find the following pattern: Every instance of presidential ouster in an independent non-Baltic post-Soviet state after the mid-1990s took place when both of the following two factors were present: (1) The leader was in his final constitutional term in office (as were Askar Akaev in Kyrgyzstan in 2005, Kurmanbek Bakiev in Kyrgyzstan in 2010, Eduard Shevardnadze in Georgia in 2003, and Levon Ter-Petrossian in Armenia in 1998) or had opted not to run for reelection (Kuchma in Ukraine in 2004); and (2) The leader was highly unpopular and his hand-picked successor (if there was one) was not popular enough to be a clear winner in the eyes of the country’s most important networks. Where incumbent leaders or their chosen successors were more popular, as in Russia in 2000 and Azerbaijan in 2003, succession went along the lines envisioned by the reigning network.


    



    Regime Dynamics after Presidential Ouster


    Where the emergent single-pyramid systems were shattered by this kind of succession-related revolution and a new network came to power, and where a presidential system remained in place, the process of reconstructing a single-pyramid system had to start again, essentially from scratch. This is what we see in Georgia after 2003 and Kyrgyzstan after 2005, and to a lesser extent in Armenia after 1998, where the president was ousted in a more orderly way. In terms of how these countries looked relative to other countries, therefore, they registered as more politically open than “non-revolutionary” post-Soviet countries at any given point in time after their presidential ousters at least partly because they had enjoyed less time to engage in the coordination process necessary to produce strongly closed single-pyramid systems. The overall trend as time passed, however, remained toward political closure.


    After the wave of color revolutions subsided in 2005, there remained three general exceptions to the pattern of steadily tightening political machines: Ukraine, Moldova, and (after 2010) Kyrgyzstan. Interestingly, these are the only three countries to have rejected presidentialist constitutions, Moldova having done so at the start of the 2000s and Ukraine as a result of the Orange Revolution. While Moldova did develop a single-pyramid system in the 2000s not too different from presidentialist ones, its pyramid was a weaker one that required the president to make concessions to other political forces in order to obtain the supermajority in parliament necessary to elect a president, giving the opposition more room to operate and exercise influence, ultimately ousting the incumbents in 2009. In Ukraine, the constitution had a greater confounding effect on the single-pyramid coordination process because it formally stipulated divided executive power between a president and an autonomous prime minister responsible only to the parliament. This underpinned bitter competition between president and prime minister, which created a political opening and eliminated the correlation between time and political closure that is evident in the presidentialist countries. So open was Ukraine’s system that Orange Revolution loser Viktor Yanukovych finally won the presidency in an essentially free contest, though he used this moment of victory to quickly orchestrate a change in the constitution back to a presidentialist one lest it start to hinder his pyramid-building efforts once the aura of his victory wore off. To date, without a divided-executive constitution to work against him, he has faced few obstacles to rebuilding a single power vertical. It is too early to tell if Kyrgyzstan will prove a success or a failure, but after its 2010 revolution, it too adopted a divided-executive constitution and went on to hold remarkably (in the post-Soviet context) free and fair parliamentary and presidential elections.


    The known paths out of these patterns are difficult and tenuous. Few societies have managed to escape the social equilibrium of pervasive clientelism, and this took decades in the fastest transitions. While divided-executive constitutions do offer a path to political opening in the short run, such openings can be fragile and expose corrupt practices that can disillusion the public, as the case of Ukraine cautions.


    
      1 While this usage differs from certain other uses of “clientelism,” it is employed to avoid becoming bogged down in the conceptual discussion that introducing a new term here would require. Other terms that could be used include “patrimonialism,” “neopatrimonialism,” or “a state of low social capital.”
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    Abstract: For most of the 1990s, many analysts focused their attention on determining the circumstances under which a particular set of economic policies could be implemented in a post-communist state. Although that research agenda led to important breakthroughs regarding the importance of “first-round winners” in post-communist states and the short-run compatibility of democratization and marketization, it was nonetheless based on an anemic conception of political economy: the politics of (a narrow type of) economic reform. In the last decade, the field has moved beyond that limiting focus by asking broader questions about how post-communist political and economic systems operate in practice: Who has what resources? What constraints do they face? How do they get things done in that context? In doing so, analysts have come to emphasize the centrality of informal networks for the functioning of both politics and economics in many post-communist countries. This article uses insights from that evolution of thought to suggest a framework for further investigation of post-communist political economies that focuses on the fate of “first-round winners.”


    The Politics of Economic Reform


    In the wake of the crumbling of the Soviet bloc, and even while the dissolution was still underway, a large number of observers, advisors, and participants argued about the best way to achieve marketization in post-communist countries.1 The most influential argument at the time, although not unchallenged, held that democracy needed to be circumvented or postponed so that economic reform could be carried out. Based on the experience of Latin America, analysts feared that populations would resent the short-term impoverishment reforms were expected to induce and so would vote reformers out of office before they had a chance to complete their work.2 It would be best, scholars and policymakers argued, to insulate the reformers from political pressure so that they could implement policies that would eventually benefit everyone in society. Later, once the foundations of a market had been laid, politics could be opened, allowing entrepreneurs and consumers to press for further marketization as part of a virtuous cycle of political and economic liberalization. In the near term, however, politically protected technocrats should lead the way.


    This approach incorporated two conceptual problems that still infiltrate discussions of political economy in many settings, especially regarding developing countries. First, the phrase “reform” (and “reformers”) was a loaded and limited term. Although it sounds broad enough to include any attempt to improve economic performance, in this setting it referred to a particular set of changes, meant to create a particular brand of market economy through price and trade liberalization, monetary stabilization, and widespread privatization. Anyone who opposed or wanted to modify that particular set of policies was labeled “anti-reform,” which made it difficult to understand the complexities of actual post-communist political economies (which are discussed further in the next section).


    Second, these reforms came to be seen as ends in themselves. Countries were scored in terms of how marketized their economies had become (this remained true even after the understanding of marketization was broadened to include such “second-generation” institutional reforms as banking regulations, effective courts, and stock-market regulators). The implication was that economic reform was its own reward. In reality, however, marketization differs from democratization on that score: the freedoms of democracy—such as free expression and the right to organize—are intrinsically valuable whether or not they produce ideal policy outcomes; in contrast, the freedoms of a market—such as the right to own a business (or lose it) and to make a profit (or fail to)—are supposed to create a better-performing economy.3 Treating them as ends in themselves distracted from their effects on total outputs, factor productivity, or other measures of economic development, to say nothing of their broader impacts on society.4


    While neither of those critiques was fully incorporated into the study of post-communist political economies, the field did take a major step forward regarding the relationship between marketization and democratization. It turned out that, at least in the post-communist setting, marketization did not seem to engender negative political reactions that needed to be suppressed. In fact, countries in this region seemed either to build markets and democracies at the same time or not to build either one. Several scholars offered explanations for this unexpected finding, and most are at least broadly compatible with each other, although they may weight causal factors differently.


    One important line of work showed that the European Union had both the desire and the material resources to encourage both processes, at least in nearby countries, which were, in fact, the ones that democratized and marketized.5 Another argument focused on the importance of the first, or “founding,” elections after the fall of the old regime: in the post-communist setting, parties that supported democracy also tended to support markets, so where they won the first elections, both sets of reforms were introduced; where they lost, neither was.6 A third possibility was that the alternation of parties in power inherent in democracy meant that ineffective policies were abandoned over the course of time, helping to create relatively well-functioning markets.7


    The most influential argument, however, held that, in contrast to the expectations of the early 1990s, market reforms do not generate powerful forces for further liberalization, but rather create powerful vested interests in “partially reformed” economies. These first-round winners enjoy the benefits of buying state-subsidized oil and selling it on world markets, opening banks that can funnel money from state coffers to private accounts, building ownership groups that can defend their own property while taking it from others, and so on.8 In more democratic countries, these economic actors or their patrons can be driven from power by the masses, allowing marketization to continue; in less democratic ones, their advantaged positions are all but permanent—winners take all.9


    



    The Political Economy of Post-Communism


    Even that considerable step forward, however, still left scholars characterizing post-Soviet political economies in terms of the obstacles to and facilitators of (a certain brand of) economic reform. It was only in the last several years that this focus began to change significantly. A central theme of many recent writings is the importance of informal networks and practices for getting things done in post-Soviet political economies.10


    Although the authors do not always phrase it this way, the key players in these networks typically include the first-round winners mentioned in the preceding section. At one level, therefore, these studies are able to show, in greater detail than before, how first-round winners block further progress toward a more systematically marketized economy: they establish informal ways of getting things done (with or without nefarious intent). It is then harder to displace those patterns of behavior than it would have been to set up formal rules in the first place, even if formal rules would be more efficient.11


    Perhaps more important, a focus on informal networks and practices allows us to ask how those systems might continue to evolve. That is, it helps us see that they are not, in fact, stagnant systems that are caught in partial-reform equilibria in which winners take all. Instead, we can ask what happens to the first-round winners who run these networks, under what circumstances it can happen, and what the consequences might be.


    In order to investigate those questions, there are four issues scholars need to consider. First, they need to specify who the first-round winners are. A number of studies focus on political leaders and ask when they are removed from office. This is clearly important, but in keeping with the conception of post-communist political economies just discussed, it may also be useful to track the economic elites who first emerged after the fall of the old regimes. These are the first-round winners as originally conceived, and they have the economic wealth that allows them to support the informal networks that are so important in these countries. They may depend in important ways on political figures (patrons), but the patrons also depend on them, and this was particularly true in the systems that emerged from the first round of political and economic reforms in many post-communist countries.


    Whatever definition of first-round winners is used, scholars need to envision the full range of fates that can befall them. The most common expectation in the 1990s was that they would be able to capture the state in order to maintain their positions, but this need not always be the case. In some instances, states may escape their initial capture and come to dominate the first-round winners. This might be particularly likely when a new government comes to power. In other cases, economic and political elites may simply move to a more equal footing, engaging more in an exchange of resources than in a relationship of dominance by one side or the other.12


    Less emphasized in much of the literature is the fact that first-round winners in some countries might be dislodged by other economic actors—first-round “losers.” As noted in the previous section, Hellman and others expected these losers to be the masses, who were unemployed or impoverished and who recognized that additional marketization would help improve their lot (and undermine the illegitimate gains of the first-round winners). In countries without much in the way of open politics, however, the most likely challengers to first-round winners might be those near-elites who believe they did not get a big enough slice of the pie the first time around. More importantly, they did acquire enough assets and develop enough of their own networks to be an important threat to those at the top of the system.


    A third question for analysts of post-communist countries is: Under what conditions these changes in first-round winners’ positions might occur. One possibility is a shock to the system. Many scholars emphasize, for example, the importance of elections and the uncertainty they can produce, regardless of their final outcome. (The president is usually the key patron in these networks, so presidential elections can be the most destabilizing, but similar effects may arise surrounding gubernatorial or legislative elections.) One way elections can destabilize the system is through the jockeying for position and the hedging of bets that take place as the election approaches. Another is through the activities of international non-governmental organizations and domestic advocacy groups during the campaign and the voting process.13 In some settings, their activity might also be facilitated by second-tier elites.


    Another type of shock that might weaken or dislodge first-round winners is economic. The financial crash in Russia in 1998, for example, brought down some of the major banks of the era and handed advantages to product-based economic groups, particularly those in the energy sector. The collapse of a major export market, such as cotton or metals, could likewise undermine economic actors who had once seemed invincible.


    It is also important, however, to point out a longer-term process that may weaken first-round winners and strengthen their rivals, a process that only becomes visible when we focus more on “post-communist property redistribution” than on “post-communist privatization.” The latter term emphasizes the formal policies transferring property from state to private hands. While those were undoubtedly important, the transfers that took place outside of those policies, as well as the myriad conflicts between private actors—that is, the broader process of property redistribution—raged for more than twenty years and offered another mechanism by which the original victors in post-communist political economies might be weakened or brought down.14 That is, first-round losers may continually peck away at the empires of the first-round winners, slowly replacing them by taking their property one piece at a time.15


    That brings us to a final question, which is what happens after first-round winners are displaced, weakened, or subordinated. In some cases, those changes may clear the way for further democratization, economic development, or both. This is typically the hope when an old elite is toppled. Often, however, the second-round winners behave much like their first-round counterparts, and their ascension simply means a transformation of authoritarianism and continued stagnation. And in other cases, the country may descend further into chaos, as the new elite is unable to govern even as effectively as their rightly maligned predecessors.


    The field of post-communist political economy has thus moved from studying the political requisites of marketization to studying how resources are deployed in post-communist countries. Doing so, scholars have produced several new studies of lasting value and pointed the way toward new questions, as well. This re-conceptualization should continue to deepen our understanding of post-communist systems and also produce findings that are relevant across regions.
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    Abstract: Focusing on the battle between democrats and their opponents does not provide a satisfying way to explain the political trajectories of the former Soviet states. A more useful approach is neopatrimonialism. From this perspective, we can explain the colored revolutions as elite-led efforts by rent-seeking entrepreneurs to resist increased pressure placed on them by neopatrimonial states.


    The Rise of Hybrid Regimes


    Twenty years of transformation in post-Soviet Eurasia make it possible to draw some conclusions regarding politics and regime development. A growing diversity of forms and models among post-Soviet political regimes prods us to revise and clarify many established conceptual approaches to the analysis of political development and democratization. Despite a large number of good theories explaining what is happening, it appears that many post-Soviet political developments are leading to the renewal of patrimonial systems of domination instead of Western-style, rational-legal, competitive democracies.


    Initially, political scientist Samuel P. Huntington’s theory of a global third wave (1991) of democratization urged the majority of researchers to analyze post-Soviet developments in the context of democratic transitions in other parts of the world—particularly Latin America and Southern, Central and Eastern Europe. Today, skepticism and disappointment have replaced the euphoria that emerged after the downfall of the USSR. Researchers talk about the development of various types of post-Soviet hybrid regimes, façade democracy, and even quasi-democracy, whose nature and “machinery” are very far from liberal standards.1 These insights are useful but incomplete for solving the puzzle of post-Soviet politics. Today, we have a consensus in understanding that the political transformations of 1991-2011 gave birth to a variety of new political regimes that can be identified as hybrids, which combine elements of democratic and non-democratic regimes.


    What are the inner workings of hybrid regimes in post-Soviet Eurasia? What are the distinctive characteristics of the political regimes, which have arisen in the former Soviet area? How are they different from similar hybrid regimes in Asia, Africa, and Latin America? Is a hybrid regime a stage on the road to a competitive democracy or does it turn into something else? What do we understand and what do we not understand after twenty years?


    



    Time for New Concepts


    Twenty years after “the fall,” political scientists must rethink their theories about the entire experience of post-Soviet political development. Importantly, a key point in our misunderstanding of post-Soviet politics is that a significant obstacle to developing conceptual clarity is the dominating tendency to study these politics in terms of the traditional dichotomies of “democracy versus authoritarianism,” which brings researchers to theoretical dead ends, best exemplified by the various efforts to define “democracies” and “authoritarianisms” with adjectives. The scholastic search for battles between democracy and authoritarianism in the post-Soviet political space—conflicts between good and bad, or democrats and non-democrats—is not an adequate tool for understanding post-Soviet societies. It discourages an understanding of the real meaning of political struggle—the dynamics of elite contestation and its consequences for political and regime development in post-Soviet societies.


    Current research clearly shows that the model of democratic elite pact-making, which was peculiar for Central and Eastern Europe, proved irrelevant for post-Soviet development. Post-Soviet elites made pacts in one form or another, but instead of establishing democracy, these pacts instead stabilized and consolidated different variants of non-democratic or semi-democratic regimes.2 The post-Soviet intra-elite consolidations resulted in cartel agreements for restricting competition and excluding “outsiders” from exploiting public resources. Thus post-Soviet pacts did not facilitate democratization, but instead led to informal arrangements of state capture and monopolistic appropriation of public, political, and economic functions.


    



    Former Soviet Regime Characteristics


    So what are the distinctive characteristics of the political regimes in the former Soviet area? Basically, after the fall of the Soviet Union, political trajectories in most countries are leading to a renewal, modification, and rationalization of the patrimonial systems of domination, and by no means to the establishment of Western-style, rational-legal competitive democracies.


    In contrast to Latin America and Southern and East Central Europe, where Huntington’s third wave of democratization took place after the completion of nation-building and rational-legal state-building phases, democratization in post-Soviet states (with the exception of the Baltic region) has preceded both nation-building and rational-legal state-building.3 The concept of neopatrimonialism is essential for understanding both post-Soviet politics and regime dynamics.4 The key element of post-Soviet development is the unfinished process of building modern states and nations and the failure to carry out a rational-bureaucratic transformation. Compensating for these failures requires neopatrimonial modes of rulership and state-society relations. Making this distinction the central part of our analysis provides a more articulated and clear difference between the post-Soviet transformations, on the one hand, and the transitions of Latin America, Southern Europe and most of East Central Europe (including the Baltic states), on the other.


    



    Neopatrimonialism


    The German political scientist Max Weber widely used the concept of “patrimonialism” in his fundamental work Economy and Society, which he contrasted with both feudal and bureaucratic rational-legal forms of government.5 The patrimonial set-up derives from the household administrations of a chief, especially from the separation of clients from their chief’s household and the granting to them of fiefs, benefices, preferences, tax-farming opportunities and so on. According to Weber, in the pure type, patrimonial domination “regards all governing powers and the corresponding economic rights as privately appropriated economic advantages.”6 The main feature of patrimonialism is the private appropriation of a governmental sphere by those who hold political power, and also the indivisibility of the public and private spheres of society. In the neopatrimonial system, the ruling groups regard society as their own private domain, and the fulfillment of public functions as a legitimate means to their own personal enrichment.


    Guenther Roth from the Berkeley school of historical sociology was the first scholar to point out the rise of new modernized forms of patrimonial domination, especially in the new post-colonial states of Africa and Asia.7 A profound comparative and historical analysis of the distinction between traditional patrimonialism and modern neopatrimonial structures was first presented in the innovative works of Shmuel Eisenstadt.8 The distinctive feature of neopatrimonialism is a symbiosis of patrimonial and modern rational-bureaucratic rule, in which the formal institutions of political democracy (for example, the parliament, multi-party system, and electoral competition) yield and adapt to neopatrimonial logic about the operation of the political system as a whole. The foundation of neopatrimonial regimes is the patron-client relationship.9 In the neopatrimonial system, the individual national leader controls the political and economic life of the country, and the personal cliental relationships with the leader play a crucial role in amassing personal wealth, or in the rise and decline of members of the political elite.


    Consequently, the main result of the collapse of the communist system at the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s was hardly a transition to democracy (like, for example, the ones in Central and Eastern Europe, including the Baltic countries), but, on the contrary, a transition to the formation and institutionalization of a new, modernized form of semi-traditional domination, in which patrimonial relationships play the key and structure-forming role both in determining the rules of “political games” and in the operation of the political system as a whole. The post-Soviet “democratization” of the 1990s transformed the sprouts of patrimonial domination, which had long existed in the Soviet system, into a new form of “modernized” neopatrimonialism, appearing on the basis of the private appropriation by the ruling elite of the public realm and “electoral” benefits.10


    The main features of post-Soviet neopatrimonialism are:


    
      	1. The formation of a stratum of rent-seeking political businessmen and/or neopatrimonial bureaucrats who use a combination of élan, politics, and property in order to achieve economic goals.


      	2. A more or less private appropriation of governmental administrative resources, primarily coercive and aimed at the fiscal functions of the state, and which are used largely to defeat any political opposition and eliminate economic competitors.


      	3. The crucial role of informal patron-client networks for the structuring of political and economic processes.

    


    



    Neopatriomonialism in the Former Soviet Union


    The neopatrimonial interpretation of post-Soviet political systems allows us to conceptualize enough of these systems’ specific features to place them in the wider context of political and historical comparative analysis of different patterns of transition to modernity, which have been studied extensively in Western Europe, Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Post-Soviet variations of neopatrimonial structures include formal modern state institutions—parliaments, multiparty systems, electoral competition, and advanced constitutions—but they play the role of a façade. These institutions are internally subordinated to the patrimonial machinery. As a result, rational-legal relations in the public sphere do not play the key role in power relations. Instead, informal patron-client bonds do, since they regulate the access of neopatrimonial players to various resources on the basis of personal loyalty and capital exchanges.11


    Post-Soviet political regimes are characterized by a concentration of power in the hands of an individual ruler who maintains control, mainly, by distributing patronage to a network of various rent-seeking actors like political entrepreneurs, economic magnates, regional barons, loyal elites, particular societal groups, cronies, and relatives.12 The connection between the neopatrimonial center and political participation is exercised through joining patron-client networks, different corporatist arrangements, or a formal “party of power.” Under conditions defined by an unfinished rational and bureaucratic transformation and incomplete divisions between politics and economics, the clientelistic chains of resource and capital exchange became the most beneficial and the “cheapest” strategy for rent-seeking groups. Within the “party of power,” the core positions belong to the “presidential clan” which holds the key positions in the polity and controls profitable industries. The central element of this clan is a system of personal ties centered on the president and based on regional, kinship, or ethnic ties, as well as on present-day rent-seeking interests. The neopatrimonial ruler completely dominates and controls the political and administrative elite around him.


    Essentially, post-Soviet systems follow the logic of the neopatrimonial political process. This process is not a struggle of political alternatives in the context of parliamentary contestation but a competition in which different factions of the neopatrimonial bureaucracy seek to monopolize the main segments of patron-client networks. Other motives for political struggle include efforts to monopolize sources of political rents and economic spoils or to gain a controlling position over the distribution of resources as a primary goal.13


    Hence, in contrast to the patterns of the democratization processes in Latin America and Southern and Eastern Europe, neopatrimonial elites in post-Soviet regimes are divided, above all, over access to patronage and ruler-controlled clientelistic distributions of “fiefs and benefices”14 (not over democracy/authoritarianism). The post-Soviet party/elite cleavages may be defined according to an inside/outside position in relation to the spoils system.15 The rent-seeking entrepreneurs who emerged in the wake of post-communist reforms usually do not aspire for autonomous political activity beyond the patronage network set up by the state ruler, and rarely support alternative political forces. Generally, they are not interested in a democratic transformation of the political sphere or a transition to democratic rules of political and economic competition.


    In this way, the basic elements of the modern democratic system, transferred to post-Soviet soil (e.g., political parties, elections, parliament) have been fundamentally transformed into Potemkin institutions that exist in a patrimonial and semi-patrimonial context. Tied together by patron-client connections rather than modern, rational-legal civic relations, post-Soviet modern political institutions are becoming convenient frames within which a process of reproduction of traditional forms of patrimonial rulership takes place.


    



    Types of Neopatrimonialism in the Former Soviet Union


    Depending on the model of elite consolidation, it is possible to delineate a few basic forms of neopatrimonialism in post-Soviet regimes:


    
      	• Sultanistic Neopatrimonialism—characterized by an extreme concentration of power, pure personal rulership, façade elections, and clan-based models of voting (e.g., Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan).16


      	• Oligarchic Neopatrimonialism—linked with the formation of wide strata of oligarchic and/or regional rent-seeking actors, acting together with, or in place of, weak governmental institutions primarily via clientistic networks of patronage and pork barrel rewards (e.g., Yeltsin’s Russia, Kuchma’s Ukraine).


      	• Bureaucratic Neopatrimonialism—based on state-bureaucratic monopolies and semi-coercive centralization of neopatrimonial domination under super-presidentialism, operating via law enforcement/fiscal structures; and utilizing populist/patriotic mobilization and plebiscites (e.g., Belarus, Putin/Medvedev’s Russia, Georgia).


      	• Neopatrimonial Democracy—where political actors compete through formal electoral mechanisms for different branches of government in a divided executive constitutional setting, but their goals are still focused on state capture as the primary gain of power-sharing (Ukraine since 2005).17

    


    



    Explaining the Color Revolutions


    Neopatrimonial interpretations of post-Soviet political transformations suggest an alternative hypothesis to explain the phenomenon of the colored revolutions, placing them in the context of already-existing theories of regime change. Theda Skocpol, Charles Tilly, and Jack Goldstone, in their classical analysis of revolutions, emphasize that state-building and nation-building has its own logic, and that the rise of the nation-state through centralization and mobilization of resources by an absolutist state will inevitably come into conflict with the interests of the traditional elite since it threatens their political privileges and undermines their resources.18 State-centered revolutionary theories have convincingly demonstrated the basic causes for the emergence of revolutionary situations and the involvement of the masses in revolutions, which is to say a conflict between the state and the autonomous elites that evolves against the background of pressure from the international system and which splits the elites and places them in confrontation with the regime.19


    From this theoretical perspective, the colored revolutions should be regarded as a form of disintegration of the neopatrimonial system, and they should be comparatively analyzed in the context of different transformation scenarios among all post-Soviet neopatrimonial regimes, rather than individually.20 This article maintains that the colored revolutions were an elite-led reaction by some rent-seeking interest groups to increased fiscal and coercive pressures by the neopatrimonial state. In this case, it is not important whether the increased resource extraction (a traditional trigger of revolutions) was an attempt by the state to bureaucratically regulate and rationalize the functioning of the economic sphere (in the spirit of enlightened absolutism and mercantilism), or whether everything can be explained by the increased predatory appetites of the ruler and his camarilla.


    The “oligarchic turn” of 1993-2002, in most cases, gave way to the reversal of 2003-2008, which reinforced the position of the state and bureaucracy in the economic sphere and strengthened attempts to limit and control political competition, which itself leads to the development of semi-authoritarian tendencies and a gradual “closure” of the political sphere.21 This strategy resembles “coercive rationalization,” which is similar to the development of the absolutist state in Western Europe and its struggle with other competing power centers.22 The bureaucratic regulation and enhanced fiscal functions of the state immediately brings the post-Soviet neopatrimonial bureaucracy into conflict with most economic and political elites who are not in the closest circle of the state ruler and, consequently, suffer from reduced economic opportunities.


    Therefore, the colored revolutions, to a significant degree, can be explained as the response by some influential elites to the enhanced enforcement and coercive functions of the neopatrimonial state. Further, to a large extent, the revolutions were triggered by a change in the strategy of the rent-seeking groups who began investing their funds, conventionally speaking, not in the state ruler but in systems of outsiders, like political parties, civil movements, and independent media. Coercive rationalization under the slogan “putting the economy in order” leads to a counter-revolutionary stabilization. This process includes the expropriation of the resources controlled by powerful economic actors (oligarchs), the elimination of any significant political leverage they may exercise, and, ultimately, the decline in the role played by the parliament and political parties (e.g., Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Azerbaijan). It transforms the regime into a type of bureaucratic neopatrimonialism that has counterparts in the bureaucratic authoritarian governments of Latin America or East Asia. In this context, the transition of some rent-seeking actors from their support for the neopatrimonial center to conflict with it can be viewed as a democratic alternative to the coercive rationalization from above. The colored revolutions have come to express the need of both outsiders from below and the most powerful actors from above to reduce the crucial role of the state ruler as the key veto-player and focal point of the neopatrimonial machinery. Doing this requires the political rationalization of the polity through giving more power to the parliament and addressing demands for an institutionally weak president.


    Thus, a significant fault in the mainstream interpretation of the colored revolutions (e.g., as the clash of democrats and the middle class with an authoritarian regime) lies in three points. First, it disregards the major trigger of the revolutionary upsurge: the conflict between the neopatrimonial bureaucracy and rent-seeking political entrepreneurs. Second, it does not recognize that the decisive factor for revolutionary success was the role of the leading economic elites, whose support for the neopatrimonial system outsiders was crucial for the success of all the colored revolutions. Finally, the argument made here clearly separates the colored revolutions from their protagonists and from the attempts of coercive rationalization on the part of authoritarian rulers. In this respect, “political rationalization” from below through the colored revolutions, and “coercive rationalization” from above toward counter-revolutionary regime stabilization can be treated as different scenarios that could lead to transformations of post-Soviet neopatrimonial regimes into modern states.23
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    Abstract: On September 24, Prime Minister Vladimir Putin made clear that he would run again for the presidency. This news and the speculation leading up to it provoked a rash of comparisons in the Russian media between Putin and Leonid Brezhnev, the Soviet leader from 1964 until his death in 1982. Their personalities, methods of rule, and the outcomes of their tenure—or, in Putin’s case, predicted outcomes—stood at the center of the analyses. This essay aims to flesh out these comparisons in broad brush-strokes, presenting my own views alongside those of Russian commentators. This comparison is important because it helps to shed light on the future of the Putinist system.


    The journalist Nikolai Troitsky reacted to a July 29, 2011, Reuters report speculating that Putin was about to announce his candidacy with an article entitled “Putin is the Brezhnev of Today.”1 In addition to the fact that both leaders came to power and restored order in the wake of the chaotic regimes of their predecessors Khrushchev and Yeltsin, Troitsky held that: “The main thing they have in common is their philosophy, world-view, and mentality, the essence of which is that in Russia nothing should be changed. More exactly, order must be restored, but then let everything proceed as before, without reforms, without wild leaps, without upheavals …. Let everyone steal and filch from top to bottom, let corruption penetrate everything: nothing can be done about all that. Doing anything would require upsetting the system, and that would be dangerous, harmful, and destructive. Yes, progress is slowly and quietly proceeding, but God preserve us from any substantive modernizations or innovations.”2


    Putin’s declaration of September 24 that he would run again provoked an escalation of such discussions. Since he’d already been in power for 12 years, and could now be headed for two more 6-year terms, his total number of years as Russia’s ruler might reach 24. This would be six years longer than the 18-year rule of Brezhnev, who, in the 1970s, had seemed to be depressingly immortal.


    In this context, during a TV program on October 5, Putin’s press secretary Dmitri Peskov admitted: “It’s true that many people are talking about the Brezhnevization of Putin …. But you know, Brezhnev is not a negative figure in the history of our country; he’s an enormously positive one. He laid the foundations of the economy, of agriculture, and so on.” In an eloquent reply to these claims, an anonymous editorialist on the critically inclined website gazeta.ru interpreted the new PR ploy on Putin’s behalf as presenting the following false message: “Brezhnev does not represent stagnation (zastoi), nor ‘an economy that’s addicted to oil,’ nor the suffocating atmosphere of dogmatism, nor the political gerontocratism of the authorities that led to the Afghan fiasco, but, rather, he represents political stability and a calm and steady development.” As for Putin in today’s real world, the writer went on, he “is returning to power to be president of the essentially Soviet majority of the population, people who live in an economic and political environment that differs little from that of the Brezhnev era.” For these people, he is presented as their “only hope and support.” The Brezhnev-created illusion that “nothing will ever be changed, nothing will ever disrupt the status quo” is exactly the same message that “will be drilled into the Russian people now.”3


    The fact that Putin soon rejected the comparison between himself and Brezhnev, preferring to be compared to Franklin Roosevelt, who was elected president four times, did not deter the critics. Nor did his claims, first that “If two or three incorrect steps are taken, then all this [the horrors of the 1990s that he had just enumerated] could once again rain down on the country,” and therefore, second, his re-election as an experienced former president was essential.4


    This article will now analyze and compare, briefly and somewhat schematically, the Brezhnev and Putin systems. First I’ll examine key components of the Soviet regime in the period from the early 1970s until 1985, i.e., including three post-Brezhnev years, and how they stagnated. To link the two time periods highlighted in this article, a few remarks will follow on the Soviet implosion of 1985-91 and then on the nature of Yeltsin’s rule. The discussion will then move to how Putin’s system—along with needed changes like firming up Russia’s macro-economy and reasserting Moscow’s grip on the regions—tended to develop the more retrograde features of Yeltsin’s rule, and thus to become increasingly Brezhnevite in certain key, though not all, aspects of its political behavior. Finally, I’ll try to answer the question: is the Putin system today more or less vulnerable to collapse than the Soviet system was in the late 1980s?


    



    I. Key Features of the Late Soviet Regime


    How should we define Brezhnev’s rule?


    In the broadest terms, Brezhnev’s rule was a comprehensively authoritarian system, with some totalitarian features that weakened in their influence over time. Among these I would emphasize two. First, the comprehensive, monopolistic, teleological, and utopian ideology of Marxism-Leninism permeated the entire Soviet system. It steadily declined in credibility, and thus also in its ability to mobilize the elite and the population behind the Kremlin’s goals. In other words, state capacity declined.


    Second, I would highlight the ideology’s imperative that the USSR should actively seek to convert the whole world to communism. Here, thanks to the declining credibility of Marxism-Leninism, the anti-communist revolts in Eastern Europe, and the largely successful resistance of the Western world to Soviet expansion, the imperative for Soviet foreign policy changed. With some exceptions in Africa and Asia, it became, in practice, largely defensive in nature, mainly concerned to shore up the status quo in Cuba, Eastern Europe, and Afghanistan.


    What were the main features of the governing institutions in the late Soviet period?


    The leadership of the Communist Party (CPSU) was a self-selecting oligarchy. A key oligarch was chosen to be the chairman, who balanced the factions, and mediated between them, and, occasionally, if gridlock persisted over time, resolved disputes by deciding what to do.


    


    The party leadership was remarkable for the continuity of its membership. Brezhnev and others were at the top for 18 or more years, sometimes until they died. In effect, the leadership became a gerontocracy and this continuity was only slightly less marked at lower levels of the political hierarchy. The leaders’ high priority was to keep all members of the elite at all levels happy, and to maintain political stability at all costs.


    All the USSR’s political, judicial, economic, military, and security institutions were controlled, quite effectively, by a powerful hierarchy of committees, the apparatus of the CPSU, that paralleled and supervised the governmental apparatus.


    What supports did the system have?


    In this tight, centrally organized system, the elites had a clear collective incentive to support and preserve the status quo. Ordinary Soviet people, too, had a stake in the status quo, in that they enjoyed full employment and fairly comprehensive, state-provided welfare, although it’s true that social mobility noticeably declined in the Brezhnev era.


    Also, a new type of actor, dissident groups, emerged in the late 1960s, that did not support the system. Rather, they demanded more political, national, religious, or social freedom, and also the freedom to emigrate, to form free labor unions, and so on. But most of these groups were initially quite small, and, at first, the KGB could suppress them to the degree needed.


    What weaknesses appeared in the system?


    In broad terms, two weaknesses appeared—the onset of economic, political, and military stagnation (zastoi) at home, and, in the Soviet empire abroad—imperial overstretch and popular rebellions in Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and Afghanistan. These rebellions resulted in the USSR being diplomatically isolated for considerable periods, and even subjected to economic and other boycotts. The causes of these developing weaknesses included, first, an ideology that was exposed as lacking realism, in part by the general zastoi, and in part by the greater political and economic dynamism of the West, and the West’s more successful modernization of its armed forces.


    The weaknesses were also caused by a sluggish economy with a declining growth rate, by a failing agriculture, and by a military industry that was losing its dynamism while consuming enormous resources. Underlying all this was a wasteful system of state ownership and central planning that lacked effective incentives and was inimical to innovation. Additional causes included an aging and inadequate or incompetent leadership in most spheres; rising corruption among the elites, and their growing but largely frustrated desire to have easy access to the outside world; the failures and ultimate defeat of the Soviet military in Afghanistan; and the rise of dissident nationalist movements, especially in Ukraine, the Baltic, and the Caucasus. These movements were resilient and gradually mobilized nationalism against communism.


    



    II. The Gorbachev and Post-Soviet Era


    In 1985, Gorbachev’s group saw the chronic zastoi and the country’s international isolation as leading the USSR into a dead-end. So it embraced radical change.


    However, Gorbachev’s embrace of western models and the sudden abandonment of political authoritarianism, central planning, and knee-jerk hostility to the West released an array of political forces in the USSR that, ultimately, the Gorbachev leadership could not control. To the surprise of the great majority of Western Sovietologists, in 1991 the USSR broke up and communist rule collapsed. These scholars had been influenced by books like the volume After Brezhnev, published in 1983 on the basis of a major research project. Its editor Robert Byrnes wrote that all 35 participants agreed that “there is no likelihood whatsoever that the Soviet Union …. will collapse in the foreseeable future.”5


    The experts had not paid enough attention to the regime’s above-listed weaknesses or to the brilliant little book written back in 1969 by the dissident Russian historian Andrei Amalrik, who argued convincingly that collapse was inevitable. The book was called “Will the Soviet Union Survive until 1984?”


    From 1991 to 1999, Boris Yeltsin led independent Russia on a contradictory path. He encouraged democratization, but he also negated it by introducing a Constitution with extensive presidential powers, by personalizing too much of the decision-making process, and by appointing as successive prime ministers in 1998-1999 three representatives of the security and police services. Also, he effected very little turnover in the political elite. Virtually no one was removed from the elite, and only a rather small number of fresh faces were added, including, as his rule went on, a noticeable contingent of siloviki. Also, through his privatization programs, Yeltsin deepened class divisions. He created a perverted form of capitalism and a group of super-rich oligarchs, some of whom he allowed to play roles in his government. Finally, he hand-picked as his successor a veteran of the KGB, Vladimir Putin.


    



    III. Putin’s Russia


    Yeltsin’s activities ultimately laid the foundations for the ascent under Putin of hundreds of former KGB officers into senior government positions and big business. Once again, as in the early 1990s, virtually no one was removed from the existing political elite. The intake of ex-secret police officers was simply added to it. Thus in the whole post-Soviet period no significant social turnover has taken place, let alone any social revolution of the sort that Theda Skocpol analyzed.6


    Indeed, in some ways the Yeltsin and Putin regimes have represented a continuation of the Soviet period. For example, the same or similar people as ruled the Soviet system have been ruling the country since 1991. Not surprisingly, therefore, although today’s institutions have different names, many features of Russian political behavior do not differ much from the behavior of the Brezhnev period, as I’ll try to show in this section. I’ll also mention some differences.


    How should we characterize today’s Putin system?


    First, in politics, Putin presides over not a comprehensive authoritarianism, but, rather, a mild to medium form of authoritarianism. Some elements of electoral democracy, pluralism, civil society, and respect for human rights exist, but they are not guaranteed by the courts, whose theoretical independence is, in practice, weak.


    Second, in economics, Russia has a mostly private, but state-dominated capitalist system, in which corruption and criminality feature much more prominently than they did in the Soviet economy. Also, unlike the latter, today’s economic system is largely, though not completely, integrated into the world economy.


    Let me now look at some of today’s governing institutions more closely. Russia’s core inner leadership is now, as in Soviet times, a self-selecting oligarchy. In this highly secret group, I deduce from available evidence that a key leader, currently Putin, is chosen to be the chairman, who balances the factions, and mediates between them, and, occasionally, if gridlock persists over time, resolves disputes by deciding what to do.


    Other features of the leadership—as less narrowly construed—include the striking continuity of its membership—Putin and other key figures have been at the top for 10-12 years. This continuity is only slightly less marked at the second level of the political hierarchy, though much less marked at lower levels. And, the leaders assign a high priority to keeping all members of the elite at all levels happy, and to maintaining stability at almost any cost, i.e., the status quo in the distribution of political and economic power.


    The similarities to the leadership features under the Brezhnev system are remarkable. Russia’s political, judicial, military, media, and security institutions, are all controlled— with widely varying effectiveness—by the Presidential Administration (PA), the relevant ministries, and the offices of the president’s commissioners in the eight federal regions or okrugs. For instance, the PA decides what should appear on the main TV stations, and how much money should be given to each of the approved political parties, and who should occupy the main positions in them. The parties then become the regime’s transmission belts (to use a term applied to similar processes in the Soviet era) to get the draft legislation of the PA or the government smoothly adopted by the Duma. This parallel with the Soviet system emphasizes the fact that the Soviet and post-Soviet political systems both imitate democracy, i.e., have democratic façades, while lacking a democratic essence.


    We should note here that while today’s system of the PA and other bodies controlling the work of subordinate institutions works quite well in the examples just given, in general it is much less efficient than the highly disciplined CPSU apparatus was in the Soviet period. For example, the MVD and FSB have been very poorly controlled. Putin’s system lacks cohesion in many respects, not least in the regions.


    Third, regarding control of the economy, unlike in Soviet times the invisible hand of the market has played a significant role. But so too have the institutions just mentioned, which have often perverted the workings of the market. Especially important is the government’s specialized financial monitoring agency (Rosfinmonitoring). This digs up information on the tricks used by corporations and other organizations to conceal their real profits and their illegal activities. If necessary, this information is then used to persuade or blackmail the corporations concerned into doing whatever the Putin leadership wants from them (for reasons of balancing, personal greed, or favoritism). For example, the Kremlin might want a corporation to surrender an asset to A or B at a low price, or to donate money to the charitable fund of organization X or Y, an organization that may be attached to a government body and therefore be controlled by officials.7 This sort of manipulation was much less common and sophisticated in Soviet times.8


    To sum up this section, Putin’s system of rule has now become, in my opinion, sufficiently different from Yeltsin’s in 1999, to justify calling it a distinctively Putinist system. However, it is not radically different, as it grew out of the authoritarian and elite-corrupting trends of the Yeltsin period. Some of its perversions are in essence extreme forms of some of those trends that were facilitated by the remarkable rise in oil prices from 2004 to 2008, which sent Russian corruption through the roof.


    What support does the Putin system enjoy?


    The elites in this centrally organized system have a clear collective incentive to support and preserve the status quo, since almost all economic and political power is in their hands. Ordinary Russians, too, have a stake in the status quo, because their standard of living has, until recently, gone steadily up under Putin, their wages and pensions have been paid on time, and, unlike in Soviet times, the authorities have not in general intruded into their daily lives.


    These points have tended to offset the fact that social mobility has been going down under Putin, and, from 2008 through January 2011, unemployment climbed in disturbing ways, before turning down again. However, support for the system from both the elites and ordinary Russians has declined since the events of December 2011, which are discussed in the next section.


    Factors that are weakening the Putin system


    First, having been in power for twelve years, Putin, as Russia’s dominant leader (khozyain) and a skilled politician and manipulator, has recently been losing a significant proportion of his power and influence. This was confirmed by the rather poor performance of Unified Russia in the Duma elections of December 4, 2011, and, more dramatically, by: the massive anti-Putin demonstrations of up to 100,000 people that followed in Moscow; by the smaller demonstrations that took place in some 80 other cities and towns; and later by a further round of similar demonstrations on February 4, 2012. The crowds protested against Putin’s decision to run again for the presidency, against his failure to modernize Russia’s economy and political system, and against the manipulation of elections and the falsification of their results under his leadership.


    Another reason for Putin’s decline was the gradual emergence in 2010-2011 of a stream of publications detailing some of his personal corruption that he has hitherto kept hidden. This is one of the reasons why placards and chants at demonstrations proclaimed slogans such as “Putin is a thief!” All this weakened Putin personally and the Putinist system too, since the system, like the Soviet system, requires a leader with an aura of natural command and invincibility. Putin’s aura was decisively punctured in December 2011, and as a result thoughtful Russians suddenly saw a variety of possible future developments opening up.9


    We should note here that Putin’s political clout had been declining well before December 2011. As the oppositionist Vladimir Milov pointed out in October 2011, Putin had for some time been losing touch with Russian realities and making political mistakes. One symptom of the incipient splintering of his political base10 was his decision to allow his long-time ally Aleksei Kudrin to be dismissed and humiliated by President Medvedev. (Later, he watched Kudrin become increasingly sympathetic to the liberal opposition.) Another symptom of Putin’s loss of touch, as noted by Milov, was his proclamation of the goal of creating a Eurasian Union.11 This was designed in part to bring the Central Asian states closer to Russia, a change that would, Milov pointed out, facilitate the migration of Central Asian workers into Russia. The fact that the announcement came at a time when an increasing number of Russians were publicly protesting such migration showed that Putin had a tin ear. Also, Milov argued, while Putin’s planned resumption of the presidency did indeed signal a deliberate return to a Brezhnev-like stagnation, it was not a sign of Putin’s strength. On the contrary, he said, “before us stands a man who has grown complacent during the years when he could do what he wanted …., who long ago lost the ability to understand his own country, who doesn’t know how to communicate with it except through staged TV shows …., and who at the start of his campaign is making mistakes that would disqualify a beginner.”12 While Milov’s rhetoric was sweeping, its essential accuracy was suggested by Putin’s bewilderment when faced by the unprecedented events that unfolded two months later.


    A second development that has weakened Putin’s system is the fact that while the return of capitalism to Russia made the economy more dynamic, it also created capitalists, many of whom are very rich. Initially, in 2000-2004, Putin managed to limit their involvement in politics. However, in recent years some of them have been financing liberal and other oppositionist publications and websites, mostly surreptitiously. These are the outlets that have been publishing the exposes of his corruption. As these capitalists see Putin’s position declining, his ability to thwart their growing political influence is also declining.


    As Yulia Latynina recently wrote, under totalitarianism everyone has to work for the Leader, but “under a kleptocracy (of the Putin type) everyone works for himself.”13 I would add that this motivation of self-reliance leads logically regarding the oligarchs to their creating or controlling informal and then more formal groups and/or parties to promote the interests of themselves and their associates. Recent examples have been the Medvedev-related Institute of Contemporary Development (INSOR), headed by Igor Yurgens; the Center for Strategic Planning, directed by an associate of economic liberals like Anatoly Chubais and Mikhail Dmitriev; and the political projects of the unpredictable oligarch Mikhail Prokhorov.


    Especially notable in the field of economic and political publications have been the articles of Dmitriev. His powerful essay of October 20, 2011, presented a picture of an economy weighed down by stagnation, and laid out the urgency of economic and political modernization in the national interest. In doing so, he appealed directly to the political forces that favored this course to work hard to produce pro-reform outcomes in the upcoming elections to the Duma and the presidency.14


    Dmitriev also pointed out that the recently announced intention of Putin and Medvedev to exchange positions following the March 2012 presidential election would further undermine the democratic representation of political opinion in Russia. As a result of this, however, with public opinion rapidly evolving, Dmitriev held that “the chances of speeding up the political transformation are not declining, but growing.” At the same time, the Putin-Medvedev tandem had been falling in the polls and “the authorities find themselves isolated in the face of the potential social discontent and will not be able to effectively resist it.” Dmitriev summed up his argument like this: “The situation is becoming more liable to explode. During the first eight months of 2011 a poll showed that the readiness of people to take part in protest actions grew on average by one fifth compared to the same period in 2010, and reached 40%.” Moreover, “According to several reports, in September the growth in the number of large-scale workplace conflicts grew many times compared with the relatively stable level of previous months.” Dmitriev concluded with a bold prediction: “In these circumstances, talk of the stability of the political system will have to be abandoned. The time for deep changes is approaching.” Six weeks later, for the first time, mass demonstrations across Russia demanded changes of this sort.


    We should note here that Putin does not encourage the sort of public discussion of Russia’s national interests that the demonstrators have tried to stimulate. He and his associates are so focused on promoting their private interests that the national interest does not much concern them. All this reduces state capacity and threatens the future of Putin’s system.


    In addition to financing critical publications, capitalists can move their capital around. In this regard, the situation in Russia at the end of 2011 was alarming. According to official figures, capital flight during the year amounted to a remarkable $84.2 billion.15 Thus adequate domestic and foreign investment in Russia’s planned modernization programs had not materialized. Moreover, the state budget could not help much. It was already stretched by declining income from oil and gas exports, and would probably be further stretched by Putin’s promises to increase pensions, wages, and defense spending, promises designed to improve his chances of being re-elected president in March 2012.


    Let me now mention briefly some further factors of weakness in Putin’s system—beyond the two main ones discussed above. The third factor is his “party of power,” Unified Russia. This has proved to be so corrupt that the description of it as “The Party of Swindlers and Thieves” by the dissident Aleksei Navalny has gained wide currency. It has little popular legitimacy.


    Fourth, unlike the Soviet Union, Putin’s Russia does not have a national ideology, except for an amorphous patriotism and a Putin-promoted nostalgia for Soviet times. These attitudes cannot mobilize the population and are of little political use.


    Without some agreed national values or principles of government (the Constitution enjoys little respect), Putin’s regime will have no anchor in the sort of economic and political storms that are likely to confront it in the coming years.


    Fifth, there is no national agreement about the desirable size of Russia’s territory. Some Russian imperialists would like to expand the country by incorporating some or all of the Baltics, Belarus, Ukraine, and Georgia. By contrast, other people, including increasingly vocal ethnic Russian nationalists, would like the Kremlin to get rid of the North Caucasus on the grounds that it is too Muslim, too prone to practice terrorism, and generally too non-Russian.


    Finally, Russia faces some serious social problems ranging from demographic decline, increasing drug use, and chronic alcoholism to the brain drain of bright young people leaving the country. True, some intelligent commentators see such trends—features of the Brezhnev period as well as the present—as strengthening, not weakening Putin’s system. Yuliya Latynina, for example, argues that for the Putinites “modernization is not desirable, because it would impede the maximizing of (the leaders’) personal power. Desirable is a general lumpenization, desirable is the destruction of the intellectual business elite that is capable of taking decisions independently of the authorities.” She concludes, “We must understand what the strategy of the authorities is, ‘Okay, everyone is emigrating—that’s just fine’.”16


    



    IV. Is Putin’s System as Vulnerable as the USSR Was to Potential Collapse?


    In conclusion, the above far-from-exhaustive list of weaknesses—when compared to my list of Brezhnev-era Soviet weaknesses—inclines me to see Putin’s system as probably more vulnerable to decline and eventual collapse than the USSR was. (What might come after the Putin system is of course impossible to predict.)


    Let me note here that this system may survive beyond Putin’s departure. Also, Putin might, out of desperation, try to stay in power by turning his system towards a more thoroughgoing authoritarianism (which in my view would be unlikely to work).


    But neither of these contingencies changes my opinion about the probably fatal structural vices of Putinism. Most strikingly, Putinism increasingly lacks effective governing institutions of both the virtual and the material type. With, as noted above, a Constitution that commands little respect and no “national idea,” Russia’s institutions are, with the partial exceptions of the army and the Orthodox Church, unanchored and increasingly lacking in legitimacy.


    By comparison, the Marxist-Leninist ideology of the Brezhnev period, however desiccated it became in the 1970s and 1980s, was still believed in to some degree by a significant proportion of the population. Thus, it provided support to Soviet institutions, until, in the late 1980s, these were undermined or emasculated by Gorbachev. Even then, some people continued to embrace Marxism-Leninism. In 1993 they flocked to support the newly created Communist Party of the Russian Federation, a party that, to this day, wins some 10-20% of the popular vote in national elections.


    As for the institutions that made the Soviet system reasonably cohesive, if far from efficient, the three most important ones were the Communist Party apparatus, its subordinate but intimately related guardian of political security, the KGB, and the ministerial system that ran the economy. Today, by contrast, the closest thing to a ruling party is Unified Russia, a group of corrupt bureaucrats who, as noted above, are wholly dependent on the Kremlin and fear that they could be cast aside at any time. They are responsible only for limited personnel work and for using the extensive “administrative resources” given them by the Kremlin to organize and win elections in their areas. This party is a reed so weak that it cannot even begin to be compared with the CPSU.


    As for political security, today’s FSB can perhaps bear some comparison with the fairly efficient KGB. But its effectiveness is enormously inferior. Above all, it is riven with corruption from top to bottom, and has no CPSU or equivalent party monitoring and directing it at each level. It cannot therefore, as the KGB usually could, be relied on by the political leaders to carry out orders quickly and efficiently. Also, it now attracts recruits of much lower caliber than the KGB did in Soviet times, and morale in its ranks is poor. In addition, it has been headed since 1991 by a succession of nine weak, ineffective, or short-term leaders, notably the pedestrian Putin crony Nikolai Patrushev from 1999 to 2008.


    Thus, today’s Russia possesses no integrating, unifying institution like the CPSU, and its security police has been seriously weakened and is poorly monitored. The “vertikal’ vlasti” (vertical structure of executive power) that Putin set out in 2000 to create has proved to be ineffective, if not, in practice, a myth.


    As for the economy, in theory the hidden hand of the market has, in most respects, replaced the ministerial system. However, in practice the political leaders and senior bureaucrats at each level of government exercise a parasitic supervision over Russia’s companies, milking them for bribes and punishing owners who refuse to accept the “guidance” provided from above. The effect on companies of this supervision varies from onerous to highly beneficial, depending on the current condition of the myriad, often shifting business ties that exist between the owners on the one side and the politicians and bureaucrats on the other. In sum, the Putin system imposes a bribery tax on the economy, it creates an uneven and unpredictable playing field for insiders and outsiders, its status quo mindset impedes innovation and modernization, and its main means of effective though inadequate control over economic performance is the blunt instrument of macro-economic policy.


    As far as ordinary people are concerned, the authorities and the business owners have united to form a fearsome team which, as times turn bad, appears to be planning to squeeze the living standards of the middle and working classes. Thus, compared to their Soviet equivalents in the Brezhnev era, these people, too, lived at first through better material times (in the 2000s), but probably have worse times ahead of them. In addition, Russia’s GDP performance will probably follow a trajectory similar to that of the USSR in the late 1970s and the first half of the 1980s. Thus popular discontent will probably rise, along with the discontent of elite elements who see Putinism as reactionary in essence and threatening to their own futures. All this highlights the increasing illegitimacy of the current institutions and informal corrupt practices, and makes the future of Putinism seem cloudy at best and dire at worst. If we compare the resilience of Putinism today with the resilience of the Soviet system in the early 1980s, my hunch is that Putinism is more likely to collapse. While the outcome and after-effects of the presidential election on March 4, 2012, may bring fresh insights, it seems for now that Putinism has fewer strengths and more weaknesses.


    Vladimir Shlapentokh, whose opinions I respect, and also the well informed, long-time insider Gleb Pavlovsky have recently argued that the Putin system is more deeply rooted than I think it is. This gives me some pause. In a thoughtful essay that Shlapentokh wrote in November 2011, before the December demonstrations, he said that: “There is no serious opposition in Russia …, while the political elite is united.” “There is no public discontent coming from ordinary Russians…. By encouraging corruption and providing immunity from prosecution to the corrupted people, Putin created a powerful social base that will help him resist attempts to change the regime.” “Of course,” Shlapentokh continued, “negative trends can undermine the regime, creating a basis for the opposition to challenge it with real political actions. Several sudden shocks could also deliver serious and even mortal blows to the regime. In any case, the American government has to expect that the probability of dealing with Putin as the supreme master of Russia is quite high, for at least another decade.”17


    Meanwhile, Pavlovsky, a long-time publicist for Putin, then, more briefly, for Medvedev, was less cautious in his judgments than Shlapentokh. While holding in December that the authorities had lost contact with reality, he said that, more importantly, “Russia’s system has taken shape over the last 13-15 years, and is very strong. In practice, it cannot be reshaped.” Nonetheless, Putin had “dealt it a serious blow when he made the political mistake of deciding to return to the presidency without getting the approval of his support groups. Now he has to repair the damage, because the system has really begun to fall apart.” He must re-consolidate it.” The system, Pavlovsky went on, “is unbelievably solid. It possesses colossal defects, but on the other hand it is highly competitive and well adapted to the world market and globalization. It has a very solid financial base…. The only problem is that it cannot tolerate competitors inside Russia. It has to operate on the world market alone, so it doesn’t allow other players—businesses or citizens—to become private owners. It acts in the name of the whole country and capitalizes Russia on its own. This creates a number of problems: we don’t have legally secure private property, or legally defensible rights of the individual, or defensible businesses.”18


    Other experienced commentators see the system as being much less strong than do Shlapentokh and Pavlovsky. Lilia Shevtsova, for example, said in October that “a wide range of people belonging to the system realize how fragile the system is.... One of the issues that experts working for the government are seriously discussing today is what year is Russia in, as compared with the Soviet Union—1989, 1990, or 1991? That is, we have pessimism here.”19 The cautious sociologist Lev Gudkov, head of the Levada polling organization, held in November that “Putin has a maximum of two more years of stability for his system.” Also, the historian, political commentator, and democratic nationalist strategist Valery Solovei reported that the same time span was given to him by his frankest interlocutors in the Kremlin. These individuals added that “events are unfolding too rapidly, significantly faster than seemed to be happening two months ago.” Regarding a time frame, Solovei believed that “big, very big changes will occur in Russia within, probably, a year and a half to three years from now.”20 Ten days after he wrote this, the first mass anti-Putin demonstration took place in Moscow.


    Another political analyst of high repute, Igor Klyamkin, in October, viewed the decay of Russian institutions as leading towards a situation in which some of the regions will pull away from the corrupt federal government, and Russia’s territorial integrity will be threatened. “What we have now,” he said, “is not an alternative to fragmentation, rather it’s the postponement of fragmentation through giving subsidies to people like Kadyrov (the president of Chechnya). If fragmentation is to be avoided—something many people now believe can hardly be achieved, then it can be done only through a carefully thought out reform of the political system.” For this to happen, a broad public debate would be needed. To date, however, there was no sign of this occurring. In Klyamkin’s view, “Only a deep systemic crisis” can get Russia out of its present situation. “This can’t be avoided. It’s not yet clear who will get us out of the crisis or how, but the longer the system of the president having a monopoly of power lasts, the deeper and more catastrophic the consequences will be.”21


    In conclusion, the post-Soviet Russian leaders seem to have pursued a strategy similar to that followed by China’s leaders since 1978. As Fang Lizhi recently argued in an eloquent review-article,22 the dual strategy of Deng Xiaoping was, first, to carry out economic reforms that would enormously enrich the ruling elite, and, second, at the same time to block any significant political reform and convince the population that passively settling for these arrangements was a good option and certainly the best they could hope for. This is the path that Yeltsin—from the mid-1990s—and then Putin have followed in Russia, if with markedly less success vis-à-vis public opinion than the Chinese leaders have had.


    This line of argument highlights a caveat that needs to be entered regarding comparisons between Brezhnev and Putin. Unlike Deng in China, Brezhnev did not launch reforms designed to lead to a form of capitalism for society’s upper class. On the other hand, however, Brezhnev did quietly promote corruption and more luxurious living among the Soviet elite. And he did—through his determination to preserve the status quo in power relations, to stay in power indefinitely himself, and to pay no more than lip service to the social consequences of such policies—bring about stagnation or zastoi in both politics and the economy. From this perspective, comparing him to Putin seems to be a valid exercise. My own conclusion, as noted above, is that Putin’s regime has weaker underpinnings than Brezhnev’s did—in, say, the early 1980s.
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    Abstract: In the wake of the collapse of communist regimes between 1989 and 1991, political scientists turned their attention to explaining the variation in the development of political parties and party systems as a means of exploring the variation in regime outcomes. These efforts waned as parties and other representative institutions appeared to be weak and unrelated to patterns of democratic consolidation, backsliding, or a return to authoritarian rule. This article summarizes the progress scholars made in exploring both party and party system development and the link between those developments and regime outcomes and suggests a way forward that highlights the role that parties might play in linking voters and government through their impact on legislative decision-making.


    Political party formation emerged as a core element of theories of democratization developed to describe the third and fourth waves of transitions from authoritarian rule. In the first decade of post-Communist cases, party development became a central focus of research.1 However, despite both the diverse approaches and sheer volume of work focused on party development, scholarly analyses got bogged down in attempts to understand the mechanisms that drive political party and party system consolidation in new democratic regimes. As a result, students of democratization missed a unique opportunity to clarify the common mechanisms that link partisan development to regime outcomes, including the nature of state-society relations.


    As theoretical development stalled, and parties seemingly became marginal for governance, students of party politics adopted new research agendas. The dense cluster of party-based studies conducted in the 1990s gave way to a much more limited set of studies in the next decade. Yet, during this period, party organizations continued to evolve across the region while the relationship between party development (or the lack of party development) and regime outcomes became more evident. The variation in outcomes over this period is remarkable. In East Europe, there was a rise of moderate right parties rooted in nationalist appeals that reshaped the political landscape and a move toward consolidated systems in some states.2 In 1999, the partisan chaos in Russia gave way to a hegemonic organization, United Russia, an organization that evolved over time.3 In other states, such as Moldova and Latvia parties systems remained inchoate while in Estonia and Lithuania there were movements toward consolidation by the mid-2000s. Viewed through a longer lens, these developments in parties and party systems map to the variation in regime outcomes—or the level of democratic consolidation—achieved by individual states since the collapse of communist authoritarianism.


    Arguably, scholars abandoned the study of parties just as parties became more important political players, shaping both variation in the trajectory of democratic consolidation and variation in the nature of state-society relations across the region. Moreover, the study of parties in the post-Communist context failed to address critical questions defined in the broader literature: how different preference structures influence party development, how elites tap into mass sentiment to define clear policy agendas, and whether or not parties that embody alternative linkage structures can evolve into accountable and responsible representative institutions.


    This article draws on both intellectual history and the intersection between party development theory and democratic consolidation theory to reconsider why the institutional approach promulgated to study party development in the 1990s fizzled. I argue that in adapting an institutional framework to understand post-communist outcomes, scholars generally failed to accurately assess both the importance and variation in preference structures across these cases. In other words, we failed to understand what voters, politicians, and social actors wanted from their new regimes and how parties come to aggregate individual preferences in order to achieve those goals.


    



    The Roots of the Problem: Disciplinary Evolution and Theoretical Shift


    The transition from communism in the former Soviet Union and East Europe coincided with the ascendance of both the economics-based, new institutional approach in the discipline of political science and the rise of democracy assistance as a critical component of foreign policy in the United States and Europe. Policy makers needed good and quick ideas about how to build democracy, and the new institutional approach provided them in the guise of institutional frameworks: election laws, parliamentary regulations, and, above all, political parties. Both camps argued that these rules would provide incentives for individuals to join together to pursue their goals through the new regime, forging stable, programmatic political parties and, from them, stable democracies.


    The prescriptions that emerge from this literature are well known. Presidentialism could lead to gridlock but it might also be a mechanism for new regimes to survive the inevitable crises of marketization by concentrating executive power out of the hands of economic losers. Mixed electoral systems could provide the best of both worlds, enabling both district-based representation and a concern with the national agenda through the proportional list side of electoral competition. Proportional rules would create stronger parties. Above all, there was a strong adherence to E.E. Schattschneider’s dictum that political parties were essential for the creation of modern democracy.4


    In short, there was a great deal of confidence that these institutions, put together in constitutional models, might mold democracies from the former communist states through institutional engineering that was both sound and well-suited to the context in which the institutions would operate. Clearly, these efforts have had mixed results, as democratic development either stalled or changed course in a number of regimes.5 Much of the subsequent research on regime outcomes since late 1998 has focused on why our analytic framework failed, emphasizing the role of state structures, legacies, and time. However, few studies directly address why political party development across these states was not consistent with theoretical expectations or policy efforts to strengthen party organizations.


    I argue that the predictive weakness of institutional frameworks rests with their inability to consider the role of the raw material of politics, citizens’ demands on government. If we borrow the game analogy from political economy, the reasons for some of these analytic difficulties become clear. Regime structures only provide the rules of the game. The outcome of the interactions within those rules—as well as the political groups that might emerge from both coordination and cooperation—is also highly dependent on players’ preferences. That is, political outcomes are equally as likely to be shaped by what actors want from the process, as they are from the information that they have about the process, their opponents’ preferences, and the likely impact of their preferences on their political activities or strategies. In other words, choosing institutions that were well suited to the context in which they would operate was more complex than scholars acknowledged because it required a very deep understanding of not only broad social groups but also mass and elite preferences about concrete policies. Adopting rules absent this nuanced information spawned a host of what countless scholars referred to as unintended consequences.


    As Elster, Offe, and Preuss pointed out, vague ideological orientations and diverse aspirations coupled with stringent policy were the hallmarks of all of the post-Communist transitions.6 Similarly, David Ost argued, “Post-communist East Europe seems to have a gaping hole right where the class organizations, interest groups, and voluntary organizations of liberal democratic civil society are located.”7 Under these conditions, individual interests may not automatically translate into policy preferences. As a result, there was much to do in these countries and no clear consensus or competing visions of how to do it.


    Here, the new institutional framework was of no help. The approach is devoid of a theory of preferences or preference formation. To remedy this theoretical gap, scholars turned to previous theories of democratization or democratic consolidation for relevant assumptions about political preferences. As it turned out, none of these approaches provided consistent guidance about the structure and evolution of preferences in the post-communist cases.


    



    Political Preferences: Four Waves Yielded Four Theories


    Each wave of democratic development, beginning with Europe in the early 19th century, embodied a strong set of assumptions about the source and structure of preferences of both mass and elite actors. In the first wave, Lipset and Rokkan’s theory of party formation focused on a core set of social cleavages, a strategy that accurately described most West European states.8 These cleavages clearly linked large socio-economic structures to individual policy choices and described the dimensions of political competition. For example, economic cleavages created the basis for class compromise over labor conditions and wages, while language or identity-based cleavages provided a basis for redistribution patterns and in doing so forged sustainable support for democratic regimes.9


    Critically, Lipset and Rokkan adopted very stringent criteria for cleavage structures that included self-identification, shared understanding, and institutional structure, distinguishing them from the broad attitudinal differences identified in the post-communist cases.10 By and large, scholars of post-communism relaxed this definition, dropping the core assumptions of shared identity and organization in favor of shared attitudes or defined social divisions. Even with this caveat, or perhaps as a result of it, it was difficult to find evidence of these social structures represented in nascent party systems.11


    Kitschelt offered a twist on this approach, arguing that the great economic transformations created the grounds for economic differentiation among groups consistent with the national and industrial revolutions that shaped the societies of Western Europe.12 Other scholars embellished this view by focusing on ethnic and national divisions such as those that tore apart the former Yugoslavia and provided the basis for electoral competition in Ukraine and Bulgaria.13 Yet, even these theoretical innovations failed to generate understanding of the social structures that might lead like-minded voters to coordinate support for a particular organization. More recent work by MacAllister and White shows increasingly well-defined cleavages, but underscores the persistent lack of representative capacity of parties that formed on top of those cleavages.14


    The second wave of democratic transformation, following the collapse of the great European empires, also relied on social and economic structures to forge political preferences. Modernization theories posited a causal link between processes of economic development—urbanization, industrialization, and the growth of mass media—and increased demand for state responsiveness through democratic institutions. Although parties were not directly included in these analyses, the definition of nascent political groupings by class, sector of employment, level of education or technical training, and place of residence—emerged from them. This reasoning provided significant optimism about the fate of post-communist states that exhibited high levels of education, urbanization, and industrialization, since these features might serve as a strong foundation for democratic consolidation. The search for the post-Communist middle class was on, although there was scant evidence of its strength or its support for liberal politics.15


    The corollary to these arguments posited that these structural changes within developing countries would give rise to a civic culture of attitudes that would support democratic development.16 A significant literature grew up around the notion of a civic culture in the post-communist space. These studies relied on public opinion polls to explore the relative strength of support for democracy and the market, finding a strong correlation between support for democracy and support for markets.17 Yet, a number of authors found that democratic support was highly contingent on economic well-being.18 As such, we might predict that economic crisis would derail popular support for democratic institutions.


    The third wave of transitions in Southern Europe and Latin America shifted the grounds of political analysis. For the first time, analysts relied on assumptions of individual agency that are the hallmark of the new institutional economics.19 In these studies, elites, not potential voters, drive political change from authoritarianism to democracy. Exporting these theories from Latin America to the post-Communist context launched a firestorm of debate over the applicability of core assumptions to the post-communist cases.20 Notably, the third wave cases already exhibited marketized economies, functioning state structures, and dormant political parties, institutions that created significant structure for elite preference formation. Moreover, the transitions occurred in a sequence that pitted the ancien regime against a core of elite liberalizers that had both the time and capacity to organize prior to the collapse of authoritarianism. As such, within these theories, little thought was given to the sources of preferences among these elites or their capacity to attract voter support.


    Theorizing about preferences in the fourth wave, independent of these existing models, was relatively limited. Most notably, Przeworski identified a wide swath of potential losers from economic reform (those employed in obsolete state enterprises) and winners (those whose education or skills were well suited to the market).21 For Przeworski, institutional engineering could most profitably be employed to insulate policy makers from popular unrest during the inevitable economic downturn of regime transition in these states. Yet, the winner versus loser dichotomy provided very little leverage on the demands society might make on the political system.


    In the end, few of these previous approaches captured the complex and disorganized structure of preferences across post-communist cases, the changes in preferences since 1989, or the process through which parties might translate popular attitudes, social positions, or education into concrete issue positions or coherent bundles of policies. By the late 1990s this critical contextual difference was clear to most scholars, as was the impact of inchoate preference structures on party and party system development. In response, scholars—sparked by the work of Herbert Kitschelt—turned their attention to explain the emergence of alternative party logics or linkage mechanisms and to explore their impact on regime development.22


    



    Finding Solutions: Mapping Preferences, Considering Pressures, and Identifying Substitutes


    As it became clear that programmatic—or issue-based—political party competition was not likely to appear quickly if at all in a number of post-communist states, the focus of scholarly study turned to describing and explaining partisan weakness. Cross-national studies focused on party system volatility over time, indicating that few parties had established stable voter support from election to election.23 Organizational studies revealed a lack of party-based capacity to articulate distinct policy positions or coherent bundles of policies that might serve as the foundation of programmatic competition.24


    Other studies focused on partisan programs.25 A number of scholars identified the preeminence of valence issues as a basis for political competition, showing that general agreement on these issues limited parties’ capacities to distinguish themselves based on distinct issue positions.26 These studies revealed a dismal picture of party development across the region, although they did point to important variation in the levels of development across states and with party systems.27


    The general picture of incoherent party organizations across the region raised a compelling question: if party programs were not the basis of linkage between voters and their representatives, then how did voters choose among organizations during elections? In answering this question, post-communist scholars gained significant traction in articulating new theoretical approaches in their efforts to explain the variation in linkage logics across the cases and also in uncovering the mechanisms that link party development with patterns of democratic consolidation.


    An important innovation in this wave of work considered the role of external institutions in shaping the policy agendas of post-communist political parties. These studies varied by region. In East Central Europe and the Baltic states, the EU had an intended effect of stifling issue-based competition as it imposed painful policy prescriptions on the electorate through the conditions of the acquis communautaire. The reforms outlined in the acquis narrowed the policy space and limited the budgetary resources available for redistribution.28 These constraints led to the concentration of decision-making power within party leaders and limited institutional development.29 Despite these significant differences, the overall effect of international intervention on both party development and democratic development is mixed. On one hand, in a broad comparative study, Ishiyama concluded that there was no direct empirical evidence of the impact of Europeanization on the nature of party and party system development in the region in terms of linkage structures.30 However, Ekiert suggests that such findings reflect the differences in effect across the states, arguing that external influence is strongest when there is fierce competition among right and left parties within the same party system.31 On the whole, this literature argues that it is difficult to impute stable policy preferences to individuals or groups in candidate or member states as a result of accession processes.


    In the former Soviet states, there was even less international capacity to influence outcomes because of the presence of Russia, the regional power.32 However, there is some evidence that the role of US advocacy of rapid privatization severely constrained right parties’ positions and established the left parties as catch-all organizations opposed to Western influence and policy proscriptions—rather than motivating these organizations to function as competitors with clearly differentiated programs of economic development and wealth redistribution. More generally, the literature suggests that while Western influence did shape policy preferences of party and governmental elites, these structures impeded rather than aided policy-based competition, and, in turn, the development of accountable political organizations.


    The most dismal finding in the general literature on party linkage was that parties could be replaced by electoral equivalents, enabling a semblance of democracy that was devoid of representative capacity. The transitory nature of these organizations created a vicious cycle in which elites were unwilling to invest in parties that might not survive between election periods. To win election without parties, candidates built personal vote organizations and independent networks within party organizations or joined non-electoral organizations that Henry Hale labeled party substitutes.33 Since these informal organizations and networks were not forged solely to win elections, they were more durable than nascent parties. While some of them developed temporary parasitic relationships with party organizations, they tended to weaken rather than foster party development.


    Yet, the persistent presence of parties on the political landscape demanded a more general explanation for party weakness. Competence, expertise, or just plain preeminence became the first logic of party appeals for organizations that could not articulate a policy niche.


    A darker corollary to the notion of expertise was the party capture of state resources, both to build party organizations and attract voter support through the personal or geographic-based distribution of state resources. Conor O’Dwyer referred to this process as “runaway state-building,” citing the intermingling of the processes of party-building and state-building to produce rampant growth in the state apparatus.34 For Anna Gryzmala-Busse, the problem was even more severe as some parties, unconstrained by significant party system competition, generated new mechanisms to extract state resources for personal gain.35 In the Russian version of this extractive model, the party of power not only used state resources to build parties and run campaigns, they also deployed a strategy of runaway state-building while greatly expanding the capacity of individual leaders to extract personal wealth from the state coffers.36 While employing these strategies did not begin with the rise of United Russia, their use certainly intensified throughout the last decade.


    A second set of alternative programmatic linkages focus on linkages that are thought to be transitory: personalist, populist, and charismatic ties. The post-communist cases proved to be a critical laboratory to sharpen understanding of the nature of these organizations, and also to explore the conditions that give rise to such parties and also lead to their downfall.37 Yet, as many scholars noted, a number of questions remain around these alternative linkage mechanisms, focusing on their emergence, stability, and influence on regime outcomes such as governance, effectiveness, and the quality of democracy. A central question in this literature remains understudied: under what conditions would parties and party systems plagued by these pathologies revert to a more programmatic-based linkage structure? The question has significant policy implications regarding the feasibility of democracy assistance programs designed to foster more accountable and responsive party governance.


    



    The Big Question: An Evolutionary Model of Issue-Based Party Competition


    Within the approaches discussed here, the role of mass and elite political actors in the process of policy-making were largely considered separately and analyzed in isolation. Yet, political parties are institutions that explicitly link mass and elite actors together in a constantly evolving set of relationships. The very premise of party development is that institutions are successful when elites provide coherent bundles of policy solutions, or clearly defined packages of particularized benefits, that attract the support of voters.


    As a result, there are limits to conclusions that can be drawn from studies that either focus solely on party elites or on voters to draw conclusions about the strength of institutions. While elite consistency is a prerequisite for stable party development, it is possible that party elite positions articulated in manifestos or surveys may be both coherent and consistent and not find any traction among voters. Likewise, groups of voters may appear coherent in public opinion polls, but that coherence may not find voice among organizations or leadership. Moreover, parties may articulate clear positions without any capacity to secure policy outcomes through the representative process. As a result, such seemingly stable organizations may quickly lose voter support, or never attract it in the first place. These trends are clear in the literature where expert evaluations of party positions have been fairly stable in the face of enormous party organization and system instability.


    If we look at Russian party development, these issues are clear. Throughout the 1990s, Russian elections prompted repeated reorganizations of the party system marked by the rise and fall of countless organizations, tremendous voter volatility, and organizational weakness. In 1999, Putin’s electoral vehicle began its march toward hegemony, a process that appears more volatile than anticipated just three months before the 2012 presidential elections. Yet, at the same time, analyses demonstrate remarkable consistency across parties’ issue positions over the post-Soviet period. While the general consensus is that Russian political parties remain extremely weak and under-institutionalized, the conflicting findings across approaches and data do very little to provide a complete explanation for development over time.


    



    Toward a Study of State-Society Formation


    To illustrate some of the problems in party development in post-Communist states, I employ a new technology to measure party influence in legislative arenas over time as a first step toward measuring party-voter interactions. This work, relying on roll call voting data, captures the role of voters in choosing partisan and independent candidates in the legislature. While voters may not always get the policies that they thought they chose in the election, their influence can be measured by focusing on the distribution of preferences in the legislature and the resulting set of policies that can emerge from debate and voting. This measure provides insight into internal party coherence or party discipline, the relationships among the positions of party organizations, as well as the impact of particular parties or party groups on policy outcomes. Again, the Russian case provides a significant example.


    Specifically, my analysis relies on a theory of majority rule decision-making that uses the game theoretical concept of the uncovered set (UCS). Formally, the uncovered set is the set of outcomes that forward-looking legislators are expected to confine themselves to when voting among alternatives in multi-dimensional policy spaces.38 In other words, instead of spiraling off into chaos, the use of majority rule leads forward-looking legislators to select outcomes that lie within a limited area of the policy space, a finding that has been confirmed by analysis of experimental and real-word data.39 This focusing effect occurs because sophisticated decision-makers do not support proposals that they know cannot win (covered outcomes) and, moreover, because decision-makers can use simple agendas to defend uncovered outcomes against opponents who want something else.40 Other work shows that a wide range of other legislative decision processes, including bargaining within and between party coalitions, will lead to outcomes in the UCS.41


    To begin to explore the evolution of preferences within Russia’s party system, I used the UCS to map the changes in the legislative party system over time. The two dimensions represented in these figures are the ones common to Russian politics. The horizontal dimension captures legislators’ preferences regarding the level of state intervention in the economy, while the vertical dimension measures preferences concerning relations with the West, encompassing policy decisions such as treaties, appointments, and trade regulations.


    While the theory and computation of the UCS is complex, the intuition is not. Bargaining outcomes among a group of people with ideas about what should happen are not infinite. The UCS summarizes all of the potential bargains that might emerge, given that in democratic institutions any agreement must receive the support of a majority of decision-makers empowered to participate in the process. Figure 1 shows the initial mapping of the UCS for the first Russian Duma elected in 1993.


    


    Figure 1. Russian Duma, 1993
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    This figure illustrates the problems identified by scholars cited in the start of the essay. In the first year after the elections, there is very little agreement among Duma deputies about how to tackle the enormous challenges of transition. Moreover, that disagreement extends to deputies within party organizations. Even the members of the Communist Party of the Russian Federation (KPRF), often perceived as monolithic supporters of a return to Communist rule, do not vote the same way on the policies that come before the Duma. This finding is also true for all other parties. As a result, as parties face the voters in the election in the next year, they needed to scramble to define their collective positions and also to highlight their successes within the policy process. By any measure this is a difficult task, but in a period of chaos it is even more difficult.


    A second problem for parties, and in particular those affiliated with the president and the president himself, is reflected in the size and location of the UCS, indicated in grey in the figure. This grey shape indicating the set of outcomes that might feasibly emerge from this disparate set of positions is both small and oriented in the center-left of the political space. Thus, it would be difficult for President Yeltsin or his partisan contingent to secure outcomes that would support their privatization program or pro-Western agenda. As a result, the Yeltsin administration turned to alternative strategies to make policy and secure future elections. In terms of governance, the president increasingly relied on his decree power, bypassing the legislative process.


    


    Figure 2. Russian Duma, 1995
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    In contrast, the mapping of political forces in the second convocation of the Duma, elected in 1995, is surprisingly orderly. Figure 2 shows clear party grouping dispersed in the political space but not nearly as polarized as one might imagine from the existing analysis.


    Within these party groupings, there is some significant disagreement about policy across the regime divide. Once again, the set of outcomes that might emerge from legislative bargaining are located in the center-left of the space, but have become noticeably less favorable toward the West. This picture of legislative party development presents the possibility of rapid party and party system institutionalization—a picture that maps to some of the contemporary analyses of voting behavior and public opinion that seemingly showed the emergence of stable attachments to parties among voters. Importantly, however, these agreements appear to be forged in very general terms rather than linked to well-articulated policy prescriptions.


    Two years later, in the midst of both economic and political crisis, the picture of Russian party development is radically different. Figure 3 shows a dramatic change in the legislative party system as well as a decline in party discipline across all parties. During this period, the second dimension of competition, attitudes toward the West, becomes more salient as political parties differentiate themselves by taking stronger stances on this dimension. Likewise, there is a leftward shift in the party system on the economic governance dimension. Notably, the government party Our Home is Russia, which is preparing for the electoral battle in 1999, takes a strong anti-Western position. In contrast, the KPRF does not move much in the political space, continuing to occupy a relatively moderate center-left position.

    
 Figure 3. Russian Duma, 1997


    [image: 403.png]Despite these changes, a number of patterns persist through this first decade of partisan development. Most importantly, the set of possible outcomes that might emerge from legislative bargaining over policy is consistently at odds with the policy preferences of the presidential administration. As a result, the president often ruled by decree, bypassing the legislature and weakening the representative mechanisms in the system. Likewise, throughout the period, only the KPRF has any substantial influence over the location and size of the UCS. In other words, while the combined right parties together with the independent deputies can shape outcomes, individual organizations are not all that influential. For example, were Yabloko to abstain from voting en-masse on any given day, the set of possible outcomes would not change.


    Given these rapid changes, it is not surprising that the 1999 electoral cycle yielded significant change in the party system, independent of the electoral manipulation that may have occurred. Figure 4 reflects the legislative party system in 2000, at the point that Putin’s party organization, Unity, is beginning to absorb both independent deputies and members of rival factions and transform into its current form, United Russia (UR). In this system, the right has almost entirely disappeared as UR took up their position in the policy space.

    

    

    Figure 4. Russian Duma, 2000


    [image: 395.png]The most significant change in the political space during this year is the change in the size and location of the UCS. For the first time, the KPRF shares influence over legislative bargaining with another institution, UR. As a result, the UCS is much larger than it had been in previous sessions. The Kremlin now faced a new problem distinct from the Yeltsin era. While the president and the parliament were now relatively close in their policy preferences, outcomes of legislative bargaining were more unpredictable as the UCS grew in size. Similarly, Putin was faced with a relatively undisciplined organization as it absorbed members from different regions and party organizations. This situation foreshadowed some of the significant changes in electoral laws, Duma structure, and internal party rules that had the effect of creating a much more disciplined party organization.


    By 2002, some of these institutional changes had provided new incentives as UR prepared for the elections in the following year. As Figure 5 reflects, UR becomes a more well-defined political organization taking a position in the center right of the political space and articulating an anti-Western stance relative to other parties. Yet, the UCS still reflects a compromise set of possible outcomes between the right and left parties as the KPRF retains significant influence, despite the growing disarray within the organization. Moreover, within the legislative party system, there is significant latent opposition to UR.

    

    



    Figure 5. Russian Duma 2002


    [image: 385.png]This figure reflects conditions similar to the 1994 Duma. The party system looks poised to offer voters a choice among a few differentiated organizations. However, in this round, one of the two parties that remain relevant in the governance process, UR, has asserted significant control over state resources that could be used both for redistribution and to fund campaign efforts. Voters responded to these choices by overwhelmingly supporting the governing party, although this was by no means a foregone conclusion prior to Election Day.


    Figure 6 illustrates the remarkable impact of voter support for UR in the 2003 election. The change in the legislative party system is startling as the UCS collapses directly on top of the UR party faction. In other words, for the first time, a Russian president can be assured of securing legislative support for all proposals emanating from either the Kremlin or the White House. Moreover, the UCS is quite small, eliminating the need for legislative maneuvering of the type the Kremlin engaged in throughout 2000-2003 to secure outcomes. Finally, UR takes up a center-left position, marking a move toward a more redistributive set of politics that challenged the KPRF position. This move represents a shift in linkage logic from a combined set of policy and state resources to a much more significant reliance on runaway state-building and state capture. In other words, the party became a delivery mechanism for the redistribution of wealth—in this case largely oil wealth—to center-left voters. The set of policies and spending priorities represented by this position remained popular with Russia’s working class and non-urban voters, explaining the significant support for the party independent of electoral fraud or other types of coercion. As a result, UR emerged as the only viable alternative in the political process, so it is not surprising that it retained its position in the next election cycle. Nor it is surprising that the greatest voter challenge to the party in 2011 came from large urban centers with the rising middle class and private sector workers coordinated against the party and its leadership.

    
 Figure 6. Russian Duma after 2003 Elections
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    Conclusions


    While this analysis is only suggestive, it illustrates some important patterns and provides a different explanation for the rise of UR and its sustained voter support through three elections. Moreover, the analysis links party system competition with the trajectory of regime development in Russia. First, the process of party system formation proceeded in fits and starts, with periods of significant party structuration and periods of chaos. Moreover, the importance of different issue dimensions also rose and fell throughout this period. These periods of change map to our general assessments of the likelihood of democratic consolidation in Russia.


    Perhaps most importantly, the Russian case suggests conditions under which the logic of party linkages to voters might shift over time, influencing the representative capacity of the party system and the direction of regime change, whether it is toward democracy or not. Finally, this method also suggests why UR might be more stable than its current poll numbers indicate. If competition is introduced into the legislative party system, UR is well positioned to speak to a particular constituency. The party has taken up a series of positions that marginalize the left parties. While the post-election period has focused on the potential for the formation of new right parties, those organizations will need to shift the dimensions of competition in order to attract public support, activating either a new agenda based on individual freedoms or corruption. The first seems unlikely, and these organizations have little claim to the expertise essential to solve the second. Perhaps more significantly, Russian voters have overwhelmingly voiced their skepticism about the formation of new parties, even in the wake of the contentious Duma election of December 2011. As a result, regime change in Russia may demand exactly the “modernization” of society that is the cornerstone of UR and Putin rhetoric and that will shift vote support to center-right and right party organizations that can credibly challenge UR hegemony.


    In comparative context, the patterns evident in the Russian case raise questions about the broader picture of party development and the competing logics of party formation in the context of ill-defined policy preferences. First and foremost, the Russian case suggests the difficulty of party-building from above—the difficulty in forging parties in environments devoid of existing institutions that induce aggregated and well-structured voter preferences. In such cases, the legislative arena becomes the venue in which the process of forging these linkages takes place. As a number of scholars argued, parties across the region emerged not from mass society but from contentious parliaments. The UCS technology provides a new method to explore this process of party development over time and across cases, in order to build and test new theories to explain the crystallization of policy preferences, the effects of different preference structures on broader outcomes, and finally, the factors that give rise to different linkage logics.
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    Abstract: Russia does not have a social contract in which citizens have traded political quiescence for improving standards of living. Rather, state-society relations are defined more as a divorce in which citizens exchange quiescence for economic autonomy, not prosperity. In these conditions, citizens have little loyalty to the regime if it violates the terms of the deal. The question remains, however, whether civil society activists can redefine citizenship to mean that an active population forces public officials to obey the law, at least in some cases.


    There is a peculiar difficulty in trying to reflect on 20 years of history and scholarship at a moment of crisis. Fittingly, the crisis at hand as this essay is written—as Vladimir Putin squares off against an unprecedented and largely unpredicted wave of resistance in his bid to return to the presidency—is both empirical and theoretical in nature. To make matters worse, this essay is written without the benefit of knowing how the story will end. But the current crisis of both politics and analysis does more than cause uncertainty about the future: it causes uncertainty about the past. As we ask ourselves how we got to this point—how a depoliticized, atomized Russia came to be captivated by a contested election, and how scholars (many, though not all) failed to see it coming—we would do well to ask first, Where are we? Are we at a turning point? Do we understand this moment as one at which a previously nonexistent dynamic emerged, or one at which we began to take notice of a previously unobserved or misunderstood dynamic? And that means asking questions about where we began.


    In the teleological way in which we approached the emergence of post-Soviet Russia, we imagined the future as a democratic one, not necessarily devoid of the detrimental legacies of a totalitarian past, but nonetheless endowed with the institutional attributes inherited from normative democratic theory and political philosophy. Reasonable people could disagree about formal institutional and constitutional design, about the sequencing of reforms and so on, but there was a broad consensus—and one seemingly shared by Russia’s liberalizing counter-elites-turned-power-elites of the early 1990s—that civil society was a crucial part of the equation. An informed and engaged citizenry, combined in voluntaristic and solidary initiatives, would gain sovereignty over the state, limiting the autonomy of elites and embarking on a shining future replete with public goods and social harmony. The fact that none of this came about became the subject of much academic handwringing in the mid- and late-1990s, as civil society was declared a failure almost everywhere in the post-communist space, and in Russia in particular. We now seem to understand the relationship between Russians and their state as adversarial and predatory, underpinned by an illiberal quid-pro-quo social contract of democratic franchise abandoned for a measure of prosperity. But that analytical framework does not provide parsimonious solutions to the crisis of analysis mentioned earlier. And so, in my view, it bears returning briefly to first principles.


    



    The Meaning of Citizenship


    What does it mean to be a citizen of Russia? This is a different question from that of what it means to be Russian, with all of the ethnic, linguistic, religious, cultural, and historical attributes that implies. Being a citizen of the Russian Federation carries with it a set of formal rights and responsibilities enshrined in the Constitution and other laws, including those pertaining to voting, military service, social services and so on. Citizenship also carries an inherited attachment to territory, a set of symbols, national sports teams and the like. Certainly, all of these have meaning, but only in thebroader and deeper context of the basic nature of the relationship between a Russian citizen and the Russian state. And while that meaning has over the last twenty years been shaped by the way in which the new Russian state has behaved during transition, the meaning of Russian citizenship may by now be argued to have become sufficiently consolidated that it will, in many respects, shape the future development for the state itself.


    The deeper meaning of citizenship is most often discussed in the terms of a social contract, and in Russia that contract is most often conceived of as involving an exchange of political quiescence for prosperity—a bargain generally argued to have been secured during the early Putin era. The challenge is to make that argument fit with what we know about the political economy of that era.


    Briefly put, rent-seeking is the guiding principle of the contemporary Russian political economy and it informs the peculiar relationship between Russia’s formal and informal institutions. Clifford Gaddy and Barry Ickes are only among the most prominent of numerous scholars who have described the ways in which a rent-seeking elite transformed the chaotic, zero-sum competition of the 1990s into the system of managed competition that has provided a growing elite with a growing pool of rents since 2000.1 This is mirrored in Henry Hale’s description of “patronalism” as the dominant socio-political framework in Russia (and elsewhere in the former Soviet Union), which he defines broadly as a socioeconomic equilibrium in which individuals organize their political, social and economic pursuits primarily around personalized exchange through informal networks; politics, then, becomes a battle of networks, rather than of institutions or individuals.2 These networks, fluid and opportunistic, compete primarily for the extraction and maximization of rents.3


    Unsurprisingly, Russian citizens are aware of this arrangement. The numbers vary on the poll and the specific nature of the question, but very few Russians feel that they are sovereign in their own state, or even that they are truly constituents of it.4 The ubiquity of the moniker “партия жуликов и воров—the party of swindlers and thieves,” which has become synonymous with the ruling party United Russia, speaks perhaps most eloquently to this awareness. The protests that erupted after the December 4, 2011 parliamentary elections speak perhaps most loudly to the same.


    To their credit, Mikhail Dmitriev, Sergei Belanovskii, Igor Yurgens and others within the liberal camp close to the government saw this awareness early as a potential problem for the regime and, to some extent, predicted what emerged on the streets of Moscow in December 2011.5 Such a turn of events also sits supremely well with Hale’s theory of critical elections in semi-authoritarian regimes.6


    



    The Social Contract


    Whether and how the regime will weather the storm remains an open question, and one beyond the scope of this essay, but this is a problem as well for us as political scientists. We understand when residents of a state acquiesce to a regime that they recognize as exploitative when that regime is repressive, but Russians, at least until December 2011, have given their support to their regime broadly and willingly. This circle has been squared most prominently by those—including Henry Hale and Tim Colton, and Dan Treisman— who suggest that there exists in Russia a social contract, by which the population abdicates political engagement in return for prosperity.7 Indeed, the evidence for economic voting, at least up until the most recent global financial crisis, has been fairly strong.


    But that evidence is also contradictory. For one thing, data from the crisis period suggests that large declines in economic welfare and sentiment produced extremely minor shifts in political support for the regime, at least as measured by support for the once and future president. And the decline in political support that led up to the December 2011 protests came against a backdrop of stable or even rising economic welfare and sentiment. Thus, if we are to take the economic voting argument at face value, we have to explain the trend-lines seen in Figure 1, in which massive drops in economic sentiment from August 2008 to March 2009 fail to produce a concomitant drop in political support for the regime, while a significant drop-off in regime support beginning in December 2010 and accelerating through the second half of 2011 appears disjointed from economic sentiment.


    The picture presented in Figure 1 also does not compute with the standard social contract argument, given that there seems to be no penalty for breach of contract, and that the regime is in fact punished when it is no longer clearly in breach of that contract. This disconnect points to another curious attribute of the figure, specifically the relationship of the “National Direction Index”—the balance of respondents who think the country is going in the right or wrong direction—to the other indicators.


    



    Figure 1: Political and Economic Sentiment in Russia, 2008-11 (Rebased)8[image: sgreene.figure1%20(1).tif]


    Up until the fall of 2010, the National Direction Index tracks most closely with the economic sentiment indicators. After that, it appears to shift and track with the Leadership Index while divorcing itself from economic sentiment. This suggests both an assigning of blame for the national state of affairs to the regime, and that dissatisfaction with that state of affairs is not fundamentally economic. Indeed, this conclusion is reinforced by the fact that the grievances brought to the fore in the December 2011 protests are not economic in nature.9


    Another option is suggested by Joel Migdal, who, in State in Society, argues that states and elites rarely operate on the basis of norms and frameworks that are orthogonal to those held by society at large, but rather that there tends to be a great degree of congruence.10 If Russia has a rent-seeking elite, we might then expect to see a congruent social contract.


    Beth Mitchneck and others remind us of the importance of one’s workplace for the provision of social services and, indeed, for the maintenance of one’s entire lifestyle during the Soviet period, and argued that the continual provision of such services through the workplace in the early transition period acted as a brake on labor migration.11 But the phenomenon of a workplace-based provision of social goods and services would also have been affected by the Soviet-era deficit economy, as a result of which the actual acquisition of the social goods and services to which one was nominally entitled was effected through the mobilization of informal institutions, networks, and blat. And while the transition brought a gradual (though not total) end to the workplace provision of such goods and services, the informal institutions have remained in place, such that Russian citizens continue to resort to informal practices to ensure the adequate provision of housing, health care and education, at the very least. Aside from continuing to anchor Russians to dying industrial towns such as Pikalevo or Zabaikalsk, such practices are themselves a form of rent extraction. This is, of course, a peculiar form of rent extraction, not from the state, per se, and thus not reinforcing dependence on the state, but from one’s particular position and set of comparative informal advantages, and thus reinforcing immobility and a fear of change. And so Russians may recognize the suboptimal nature of such transactions, they present formidable resistance to rationalizing reforms, such as the introduction of the unified state university entry exam or condominium associations, which would have required the abandonment of the informal practices that are currently at the core of citizen-state relations.


    In 2003, Wegren wrote of the changing relationship of rural Russians to their state, arguing that:


    


    The nature of the rural social contract changed in three important ways: (1) the “contract” was changed from below, not above; (2) rural households became less dependent upon the state for their income and welfare; and (3) the content of the “contract” changed from the Soviet era exchange of increasing standards of living for quiescence/compliance to increased economic freedom for political quiescence/compliance.12


    



    A Divorce Settlement


    This shift in the social contract—really more of a divorce settlement than a pre-nuptial agreement—pertains not only to rural communities, but rather to the country as a whole, and that the salient point indeed is that the exchange is of quiescence for economic autonomy, not prosperity. And while this autonomy would seem to have been fated, given the state’s inability and unwillingness to hold up its end of the Soviet-era economic and social bargain, the argument takes on a finer point when seen in the context of the atomization of the state-society relationship that is a hallmark of post-Soviet governance. Thus, while the state was no longer in a position to provide relative prosperity as a public good, it remains able to provide and/or impede relative prosperity as an individual (or, sometimes, a club) good. Accordingly, self-interested individuals would refrain from political engagement in order to ensure the state’s own quiescence or non-interference in that individual’s personal prosperity.


    But if the social contract is one of non-interference, then loyalty turns out to be remarkably thin in the face of a breach by the state. Evgeniia Chirikova, leader of the movement to defend the old-growth forest in Khimki, outside Moscow, from highway construction, told the magazine The New Times the following (speaking well before the protests that emerged in December):


    You understand, my thinking is absolutely local: in other words, I don’t think in grand terms, like some people do, but in terms of the view out of my window. It is very important to me that I can walk out of my building with my children and find myself in an environmentally sound place. And that no one can take that away from me. My immediate surroundings are very important to me. And when I felt that being taken from me, my consciousness shifted, and I understood that without a normal country you are not guaranteed even of your immediate surroundings, and they can take from me anything they want: my business, my child, and not only the environment in which I live. In other words, for me a normal country is one in which my rights are respected.13


    Certainly, the rhetoric of the new protest movements such as Chirikova’s that have emerged since 2005 and become particularly prominent in recent years is compelling, not least because it is simultaneously authentic and Tocquevillean. Mostof the previous obituaries written for Russian civil societyhad, after all, identified poor social capital and the anti-liberal legacies of Leninism as the primary causes of death. The fact that grassroots activists, with no prior education in politics and no funding from the National Endowment for Democracy, should have arrived independently at the vocabulary of Locke and Hume is indeed remarkable and might seem to be a shot in the arm for normative theorizing.


    But emergence is hardly the end of the story. To succeed, Russia’s new activists do not need to overturn the regime. Rather, their implicit task is to provide and prove the worth of an alternative, a vision of state-society relations in which, at least in rare and exceptional cases, officials are bound by law, and citizens empowered by it.The crucial question facing Russia now is whether civil society, such as it is, will define and assert a new meaning for Russian citizenship, in which public sovereignty and collective responsibility play a prominent role and a public space is reestablished, or whether the centrifugal inertia of disaffection will prevail and citizenship will continue to be perceived as an accident and a burden rather than a right andan opportunity.


    


    
      
        1 Clifford G. Gaddy and Barry W. Ickes. 2009. “Russia’s Declining Oil Production: Managing Price Risk and Rent Addiction.” Eurasian Geography and Economics 50(1): 1-13.

      


      
        2 Henry E. Hale. 2006. “Democracy or autocracy on the march? The colored revolutions as normal dynamics of patronal presidentialism.” Communist and Post-Communist Studies, 39(3): 305-329.

      


      
        3 Samuel A. Greene. 2010. “The Political Economy of Cash Flow in Russia.” Annual Meeting of the American Political Science Association, Washington; Volodymyr Dubrovskiy, Jan Szyrmer, et al. 2007. “The Reform Driving Forces in a Rent-Seeking Society.” Working Paper. Kiev: CASE Ukraine.

      


      
        4 Richard Rose, William Mishler and Neil Munro. 2011. Popular Support for an Undemocratic Regime. The Changing Views of Russians. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

      


      
        5 Sergei Belanovskii and Mikhail Dmitriev. 2011. Politicheskii krizis v Rossii i vozmozhnye mekhanizmy ego razvitiia [The political crisis in Russia and possible mechansims for its development]. Moscow: Center for Strategic Development; Evgenii Sh. Gontmakher, Mikhail B. Denisenko, et al. 2011. Obretenie budushchego. Strategiia 2012. Konspekt [Acquiring the future. Strategy 2012. Summary]. Moscow: Institute for Contemporary Development.

      


      
        6 Hale. 2006. “Democracy or autocracy on the march?” ...

      


      
        7 Timothy J. Colton and Henry E. Hale. 2009. “The Putin Vote: Presidential Electorates in a Hybrid Regime.” Slavic Review 68(3): 473-503; Daniel Treisman. 2011. “Presidential Popularity in a Hybrid Regime: Russia under Yeltsin and Putin.” American Journal of Political Science 55(3): 590-609.

      


      
        8 The “Current Prosperity Index” represents the balance of respondents in Public Opinion Foundation (FOM) surveys who report that their personal/family welfare has improved/worsened over the preceding 2-3 months; the “Future Prosperity Index” represents the balance of respondents in FOM surveys who believe that their personal/family welfare will improve-worsen over the coming year; the “National Direction Index” represents the balance of respondents in Levada-Center surveys who believe that the country is on the right/wrong track; the “Leadership Index” is a composite of the approval ratings of President Medvedev and Prime Minister Putin from surveys conducted by FOM, Levada and VTsIOM. Underlying data are available from the author.

      


      
        9 No author. “Opros na prospekte Sakharova 24 dekabria”. Levada-Center, at http://www.levada.ru/26-12-2011/opros-na-prospekte-sakharova-24-dekabrya, accessed February 10, 2012; Samuel Greene. 2012. “The End of Virtuality.” Moscow: Center for the Study of New Media & Society, at http://www.newmediacenter.ru/2012/01/18/the-end-of-virtuality/, accessed February 10, 2012.

      


      
        10 Joel Migdal. 2001. State in Society. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

      


      
        11 Beth Mitchneck and David A. Plane. 1995. “Migration and the Quasi-labor Market in Russia.” International Regional Science Review 18: 267.

      


      
        12 Stephen K. Wegren. 2003. “The rise, fall, and transformation of the social contract in Russia.” Communist and Post-Communist Studies 36: 1-27.

      


      
        13 Evgeniia Al’bats. “Edinstvennoe, chego u menia net, -- normal’noi blagopoluchnoi strany.” The New Times. October 3, 2012.

      

    

  


  
    Twenty Years of Russian Legal Reform


    


    William Pomeranz


    Deputy Director, Kennan Institute,


    Woodrow Wilson Center


    Abstract: This article examines what has changed in Russian law since the collapse of the Soviet Union. Among the accomplishments are the emergence of constitutional jurisprudence, the development of commercial law, and an increase in the basic transparency of the law. However, Russia is still not a rule-of-law country because the state is not subordinated to its own laws.


    Three distinct stages of legal reform can be identified in Russia over the past twenty years, largely corresponding to the terms of Russia’s first three presidents. Boris Yeltsin stands out as a law creator, as his administration re-wrote the constitution and much of Russia’s legislation to meet the demands of a democracy and market economy. Vladimir Putin assumed the role as the primary enforcer of law as he re-centralized the Russian political system and called for a “dictatorship of law,” essentially requiring the strict observance, but not the broad interpretation, of the law. Finally, Dmitry Medvedev tried to present himself as the great promoter of the rule of law and legal reform, attacking corruption and seeking to overcome Russia’s historical “legal nihilism.”


    Some overlap admittedly exists between these three periods. The centralizing trends so pronounced under Putin actually began under Yeltsin. Putin also has a reputation as a law creator, especially during his first term in office, which saw the introduction of such landmark pieces of legislation as the new Criminal Procedure Code and the Land Code. Finally, Medvedev, while talking about decentralization, in fact played a significant role in strengthening the so-called “power vertical,” most notably, by extending the president’s and the Duma’s terms to six and five years, respectively.


    In retrospect, Russia’s legal trajectory since the collapse of the Soviet Union has been both profound and contradictory, so what I propose to do in this brief essay is to provide a rough balance sheet of twenty years of legal reform. The Soviet Union was governed by “socialist law,” which broadly promoted social over individual rights, presided over a planned (as opposed to a market) economy, and assumed a pedagogical role in the promotion of socialist ideology. Socialist law in its heyday was recognized by many commentators as one of the major legal systems of the world, along with the common law and civil law traditions. The end of the Soviet Union witnessed the disappearance of socialist law, at least in terms of its political and legislative content—although not necessarily in the mentality of those who lived under it.


    By choosing the collapse of the Soviet Union as the point of reference for this essay—as opposed to a direct comparison with Western legal systems—I intend to highlight what has changed in terms of the rule of law since the collapse of the Soviet Union, and what critical problems remain, with the caveat that just because I am dividing this paper into two parts does not mean that I am making a “half full, half empty” argument. No matter from what perspective you view the Russian judicial system, legal reform remains a long, uphill struggle.


    



    New Branches of Law


    One of the most profound changes in Russian law over the past twenty years has been the emergence of a constitutional jurisprudence. While some Soviet defendants raised constitutional issues as part of their defense, the Soviet Union lacked a constitutional tribunal that could review whether Soviet laws, in fact, corresponded to the demands of the constitution. Thus, for example, in the famous trial of the dissident Vladimir Bukovskii, his lawyer could only argue that no crime had been committed, as set forth under the statute, as opposed to arguing that the underlying legislation itself was unconstitutional.1


    Today, it is accepted that a Russian citizen can make a constitutional argument before the courts, claiming that certain laws or government actions violate one’s fundamental rights. We also have twenty years of jurisprudence from the Constitutional Court articulating what these rights mean in practice, addressing such important areas as private property, social rights, and basic civil and criminal procedure. The Constitutional Court is by no means a perfect institution—it has given in to the power vertical on several occasions, most notably in the appointment of governors case, when the Court upheld the appointment of regional leaders from Moscow even though the Russian Constitution allows each region to independently establish its own organs of state power. Nevertheless, in hundreds of less controversial cases, the Constitutional Court has begun to clarify these fundamental civil and social rights, a crucial step towards creating a living constitution.


    In addition to the establishment of constitutional jurisprudence, the past twenty years has witnessed a significant transformation of Russian commercial law and, more broadly speaking, Russia’s return to its continental, civil law roots. Socialist law responded to a unique set of economic incentives—state ownership of property, centralized planning, an excessive focus on workers’ rights—none of which corresponded to the demands of a market economy. Therefore, Russia had to create a new civil and commercial legal system essentially from scratch. Private property rights were enshrined in the 1993 Russian Constitution. In addition, the first part of the new Civil Code was approved in 1994 and part two was introduced in 1996. Both pieces of legislation provided critical legal protections for the market economy, as well as defined basic contract principles. Private companies also began to be formed based on Russia’s joint stock company law and limited liability company law, thereby introducing new forms of private ownership. Finally, the jurisdiction of Russia’s commercial (arbitrazh) courts was significantly expanded to handle economic and contract disputes among entrepreneurs and between private business and the state.


    None of these reforms were seamless—and Russians have been incredibly inventive in finding ways to undermine, distort, and get around the original intent of this business legislation. Nevertheless, the past twenty years has witnessed a remarkable upsurge in the amount of civil and commercial litigation, and as Professor Kathryn Hendley has shown in her research on the use of the courts, Russians are increasingly becoming more adept as consumers of law.2


    A third critical development since the collapse of the Soviet Union has been an increase in the basic transparency of Russian law. When I first went to Russia in the early 1990s as a program officer for the National Endowment for Democracy, I remember meeting with a leading environmental group. They proudly showed me their latest collection of relevant environmental legislation, which consisted of newspaper article cutouts that were glued into a scrapbook. In contrast, today one can go to a bookstore in Moscow and purchase a copy of the relevant legislation and accompanying commentaries. You also can find this basic information on the web, along with all relevant Constitutional Court and Higher Arbitrazh Court decisions dealing with these laws. Publication of case law does not mean that Russia is moving toward a formal system of precedent or that the practice of “telephone law” has completely disappeared. Nevertheless, access to legal information today has improved dramatically compared to what existed during the Soviet Union.


    



    The Limits to Legal Reform


    Yet, for all these changes and legitimate accomplishments over the past twenty years, Russia still is not recognized as a law-based state. Why does this remain the case? There are multiple explanations for the continuing negative perceptions of the Russian legal system, and I will only address some of the most prominent ones in this essay. To begin with, while the 1993 Russian Constitution may have evolved as a legal document over the past twenty years, it has largely stalled—and even regressed—as a fundamental statement of political principles. The basic separation of powers, as set forth under the Russian Constitution, has ceased to exist as the Russian parliament no longer challenges the executive branch in any meaningful way (as actually occurred during the Yeltsin years). The Russian Constitution further includes the right to elect, and be elected to, organs of state power. And yet direct elections for governors, senators, parliamentary deputies, and even many mayors have been eliminated, and with them the chance to challenge the ruling political elite at the ballot box.


    Other fundamental political and civil rights promised in the Russian Constitution have been undermined as well. Opposition political parties are denied registration to participate in national and regional elections. Freedom of assembly rights also have been restricted, to the extent that small protests organized at the end of 31-day months by the group Strategy 31 have been treated as fundamental threats to the ruling elite and violently broken up. Pockets of independent media remain—on radio, in print, and on the internet—but national television is tightly controlled by the state, and one cannot imagine a vibrant political system without a fully independent press.


    The aftermath of the 2011 Duma elections may yet lead to a fundamental reappraisal of Russia’s early legal development, that despite major setbacks, the first two decades of Russian legal reform somehow set the stage for important political change. A more realistic assessment, however, suggests that twenty years of legal reform has not broken the essential features of the Russian state; like its Soviet (and tsarist) predecessors, the Russian state does not feel bound by the laws that it passes. Moreover, while some positive words can be said about the evolution of civil and constitutional law over the past twenty years, criminal law remains mired in the Soviet past. For people who find themselves ensnarled in the Russian criminal justice system, there is a 99 percent chance that they will be convicted. In addition, thousands, if not tens of thousands, of criminal charges continue to be filed where the primary aim is to disgorge money or businesses from Russian entrepreneurs, not to punish genuine illegal activity.


    Russia will never modernize or innovate—the big buzz words that are used to describe current economic reform in Russia—if members of the business community (large and small) can easily be placed in preliminary detention on trumped-up criminal charges and left to rot in jail. The police are thoroughly corrupt; the Russian Minister of Interior recently announced that large numbers of police officers regularly engage in racketeering activities, and that it will take years to eliminate police corruption. The criminal investigators, procurators, and judges are not much better. The Russian Constitution did introduce jury trials as a possible check on state power, and not surprisingly, juries have significant higher acquittal rates (approximately 15-20 percent) than regular criminal proceedings.3 Yet, even this number is deceptive. Russian prosecutors reserve the right to appeal jury verdicts, a practice that has resulted in the overturning of a significant number of non-guilty verdicts and a second “bite at the apple” for the state.4


    All of the deficiencies associated with the Russian criminal justice system were on prominent display in the most famous proceeding of them all, the Khodorkovskii trial. Khodorkovskii’s original trial represented the first high profile prosecution conducted under the new Criminal Procedure Code of 2001. The code introduced new adversarial elements into Russia’s largely inquisitorial investigative system, theoretically granting more procedural rights to the accused. And yet, many of these new procedural protections were summarily dismissed during Khodorkovskii’s first trial. He was refused bail, and all requests for extending his pre-trial detention were approved, even when no formal request was made by the prosecution. The defense faced difficulties in cross-examining witnesses, and those persons brave enough to testify is support of Khodorkovskii soon found themselves under investigation.


    If one of the true tests of any country’s legal system—and its enumerated procedural guarantees—is how it responds in the face political (or public) pressure, than the Russian legal system clearly failed this test in the first Khodorkovskii trial. Yet, Khodorkovskii’s second prosecution, in many ways, proved even more egregious than the first. The second indictment was largely incoherent—How does one steal 350 million tons of oil without anyone noticing? On the eve of sentencing, Putin held a news conference where he said that a thief like Khodorkovskii belonged in jail. Medvedev issued a mild rebuke of Putin for making such a prejudicial statement before the verdict had been announced, but the final outcome was never in doubt.


    The impact of the Khodorkovskii case continues to reverberate far beyond the individuals involved. From a political standpoint, the Khodorkovskii case served as a direct statement to Russia’s oligarchs: Do not cross the line between public philanthropy to political opposition, as Khodorkovskii had done, or you will be destroyed. From an economic standpoint, the Khodorkovskii case symbolized that no one’s property rights were secure. Indeed, like the tsars of old, Putin re-asserted the notion that property rights were not a fundamental civil right but instead were a privilege that could be revoked at the tsar’s will with a single order, with no legal protections. Finally, from a legal standpoint, the Khodorkovskii verdict essentially said it was open season on Russia’s businessmen and businesswomen, that no matter how flimsy the charges, the Russian judicial system could strip you of your assets and re-sell your business without consideration of actual property rights.


    And thus, the Khodorkovskii case begat the Magnitskii case, which shed a glaring light on Russian law enforcement’s unrelenting offensive on the country’s business and entrepreneurial class. The death of Sergei Magnitskii in pre-trial detention continues to resonate both inside Russia and abroad, leading to several high-profile public inquiries and the introduction of a U.S. visa ban on some of the Russian participants in the Magnitskii investigation. The Magnitskii case further prompted the direct intervention of President Medvedev, who called for new legal protections for Russians accused of economic-related crimes.5 And yet, despite the introduction of new legislation, the abuse of pre-trial detention procedures continues, indicating that it is not simply Russia’s laws, but also its underlying legal culture that has to change.


    



    Conclusion


    As we reflect back on twenty years of Russian legal reform, it is possible to identify genuine accomplishments—achievements many observers would not have thought possible in just two decades. Most notably, Russia has made significant steps in the transition from socialist law to a more recognizable, continental-based civil law system, in the process opening new avenues of constitutional and commercial law. At the same time, the persistent abuse of criminal law, corruption, and the return of certain deep-rooted authoritarian tendencies continues to undermine—and even negate—any progress that has been made in establishing a law-based state. In many ways, the fundamental question that confronts Russia today after twenty years of independence is the same question that confronted the Soviet Union after 70 years (at the beginning of glasnost and perestroika) and Imperial Russia 50 years after the Judicial Reforms of 1864, namely is the Russian state subordinated to—or does it stand outside of—its own laws. Until Russia makes this essential choice, the rule of law will remain a perennial, and ultimately elusive, goal.
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    Abstract: This article argues that scholars and policy analysts need to take unrecognized states more seriously since they are not a temporary phenomenon. These “statelets” are not all the same, but come in a variety of different types. Their importance derives, in part, from the remaining gaps in the post-WWII international system.


    Twenty years ago the Soviet Union dissolved, leading to the formation of fifteen independent states. During the intervening period, each of these states was able to traverse the difficult path toward establishing statehood and international legitimacy. Some of the newly independent states have managed to transition from their start as former Soviet republics to becoming members of NATO and the European Union (i.e., the Baltic states), while some have faced considerable challenges and even became “failed states” (e.g., Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan).


    But the new internationally recognized states are not the only product of the USSR—one of the major consequences of the collapse of the Soviet Union was the appearance of new formations that have also declared their sovereignty: Abkhazia, South Ossetia, the Nagorno-Karabakh Republic, and the Transnistrian Moldovan Republic. Though they were able to defend themselves through armed confrontation and bloody conflict, these entities have not obtained universal international recognition even as a limited number of UN member states have recognized them. In addition to these new statelets of the 1990s, other entities have sought unsuccessfully to achieve independence through military force and internal institutionalization—the most prominent example being the Chechen Republic of Ichkeria in Russia’s North Caucasus.


    



    The Emergence of Unrecognized States


    The emergence of unrecognized entities resulting from the collapse of the Soviet Union paralleled ethno-political confrontations. In 1992, a cease-fire was enforced in the Georgian-Ossetian and Moldovan-Transnistrian regions. In 1994, cease-fires were also successfully enforced in Abkhazia, Nagorno-Karabakh, and in Chechnya (with a second deal coming in 1996). The cease-fire agreements established a new status quo and the termination of large-scale military confrontation; although violations of ceasefires and continued individual actions took place, they were not the result of overt political decisions. Conflicts, as well as the status of unrecognized entities, became “frozen.” In some cases, the military-political balance of forces determined these conditions (e.g., Nagorno-Karabakh), in other situations socio-psychological and legal reasoning complemented the political-military factors (e.g., Chechnya, with its “delayed status” for five years until 2001).


    However, the “freeze” could not last, since the “losers” in these situations were interested in changing the existing balance of forces. They sought to accumulate enough resources to change the status quo, with varying degrees of success (Georgia is in the worst situation in this context while Azerbaijan is in a better position). Periodically, Russia attempted to change the situation on the ground, particularly in Chechnya from 1999 to 2000. Georgia did similar things in Abkhazia from 1998 to 2001, and in South Ossetia from 2004 to 2008. Azerbaijan’s leaders, in contrast, focused on changing the format for achieving a diplomatic resolution, making good progress by excluding Stepanakert from negotiations between Yerevan and Baku. Meanwhile, over the last two decades, according to Russian political analyst Dmitri Trenin, “unrecognized republics actually received all the trappings of statehood—constitutions and governments as well as police and military forces.”1 Now any fruitful expert discussion about secession and territorial integrity is impossible without referring to the issue of unrecognized states.


    By recognizing the independence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia in August 2008, Russia created a precedent for redefining Soviet-era inter-republic borders and establishing new interstate boundaries. Thus, the process of ethnic self-determination accompanying the Soviet collapse is not finished. This stage in history will not be complete until there is successful conflict resolution and all new entities are recognized as legitimate. Meanwhile, without the completion of this process, it is impossible to speak about the sustainability of post-Soviet countries, their real independence, and the transition to democracy.


    



    The Importance of Understanding the Nature of the New Entities


    In this regard, an adequate understanding of the nature and characteristics of the unrecognized republics of the former Soviet Union is an urgent academic and policy task for several reasons. Problems with unrecognized states are the subject of many books and articles. However, almost all studies on the subject are characterized by “geopolitical determinism.” The socio-political situations in Abkhazia, South Ossetia, Transnistria, and Nagorno-Karabakh have been analyzed primarily in the context of the geopolitical rivalry between Russia and the West (e.g., the United States, European Union, and NATO). The internal dynamics of non-recognized entities, their state-building and identity formation, is beyond the purview of most experts. According to the British political analyst Laurence Broers, the West for many years viewed the situations in these formations as a function of the ethno-political conflicts of the early 1990s. As a result, the “unrecognized republics“ are rarely seen through the prism of Western concepts of transition and democratization, which, in fact, do apply to these states. Instead of seeing these formations in an independent political environment, the de facto states usually are considered only in the context of their interactions with external actors and the peace process.2


    Therefore, European and American political science literature defined the post-Soviet unrecognized entities as breakaway republics, separatist states, or quasi-states. This approach inherently assumes that breakaway entities in the future could go back and be converted from quasi-states into actual parts of their “maternal” state. At the same time, the returning process itself is identified with ethno-political conflict resolution. In essence, the restoration of the territorial integrity of Georgia, Azerbaijan, and Moldova, necessarily means the rejection of the quasi-statehood of Abkhazia, South Ossetia, Nagorno-Karabakh, and Transnistria. The consequence of this approach has been that Western observers consider all the internal processes in the unrecognized republics to be “temporary” or “unreal” and assert that they will disappear at the very moment when the current status quo is overturned, and the status of the “disputed territories,” in contrast, is defined. Ironically, according to Kimitaka Matsuzato, a prominent researcher of the phenomenon of de facto statehood, “the fundamental basis of political science lies, as far as it is a science, in addressing what the state is.”3


    In this article we will, first, define the phenomenon of “unrecognized states,” second, classify certain characteristics of the different formations (regardless of their socio-political and ethno-cultural contexts), and third, analyze the dynamic approaches of the major global players and international actors toward unrecognized states. Unfortunately, this issue has been politicized too much over the last two decades. Many have seen an open or latent preference for the “separatists” and “extremists” in the attempt to start studying the domestic dynamics in these entities.


    Nevertheless, unrecognized states, despite all of the above-described risks, are an unavoidable phenomenon in contemporary politics. Even the biggest states of the world (by population and territory) have held such a status. The People’s Republic of China (PRC), for example, was not represented in the UN from October 1949 to October 1971. The interests of China were represented by the Republic of China (Taiwan). Only when the UN General Assembly adopted Resolution 2758 of October 25, 1971, did the order of things change.4


    Today it is impossible to find Abkhazia, South Ossetia, Somaliland, Taiwan, the Sahravi (Sahara) Arab Democratic Republic, the Shan state, or Free Kashmir on many world maps. However, their very existence reflects the de facto nature of sovereignty among contemporary states.


    



    Defining Unrecognized States


    Let us look at the definition of the term “unrecognized state.” If it implies non-recognition by the international community, we must remember that today the international community itself, as an institution, is suffering a deep political, juridical and axiological crisis. Thus, both recognized and unrecognized states appeal to the international community, but they can hardly expect an intelligible answer. After the end of the Cold War, the contours of the new world order are not clear yet; this hinders the development of criteria for the recognition of geopolitical entities as independent states.


    The biggest problem for the international community is that unrecognized states have been recognized by their residents. One may accuse (and with good reason) the politicians of Nagorno-Karabakh, Transnistria, Abkhazia, or South Ossetia of extremism, but their extremism rests on the mass support of their citizens. Any peace-making initiative aimed at settling disputes between recognized and unrecognized states must take this extremism into account, otherwise the consequences may be grave. Also, using such a criterion as democracy to determine the legitimacy of a regime does not always work against unrecognized entities. Not all unrecognized entities are authoritarian. Many of them have held electoral campaigns and peaceful transfers of power to a member of the opposition (e.g., Abkhazia, Transnistria, Nagorno-Karabakh, and the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus). One problem when talking about democracy in the context of unrecognized states is that, in most cases, members of rival ethnic groups were often expelled, thus depriving them of their right to participate.


    Russian political scientist Arthur Tsutsiyev argues that “the family of the unrecognized [states] has a complex composition.”5 We can therefore identify several types of unrecognized states.


    First: self-proclaimed republics, which exist for as little as a few days to several years, but fail to create effective governing institutions and military structures. For example, the Gagauz Republic was proclaimed on the territory of Moldova in August 1990, even before the establishment of the Transnistrian Moldovan Republic. This territory—with a population of nearly 150,000, 80% of whom were Gagauzians, a Christian Turkic people—pioneered the movement of self-proclaimed republics in the Soviet space. However, ultimately Gagauzia did not secede from the Republic of Moldova. In 1994, the Moldovan Parliament adopted the “Law on the special legal status of Gagauzia (Gagauz-Yeri),” granting the region considerable autonomy. Today most of the political forces of Gagauz-Yeri do not demand full independence (with the exception of the People’s Front for the Salvation of Gagauzia). At the same time, there is a consensus among Gagauzian politicians and public figures that the Gagauz-Yeri autonomy should be enlarged.


    Probably the record holder for the number of self-proclaimed entities is the Russian Northern Caucasus. Five entities proclaimed themselves on the territory of the Karachai-Cherkesia Republic alone! In 1993, besides Armenian separatism, Azerbaijan encountered Talysh separatism from the Persian-speaking people living in the South of Azerbaijan. The Talysh-Mughan Republic, headed by Azerbaijan Army Colonel Alikram Gumbatov, was proclaimed in June 1993 in Lenkoran. However, this experiment failed; in August 1993 Gumbatov was arrested, after which the Talysh political movement was marginalized. The self-proclaimed Chechen Republic of Ichkeria existed for a longer time. During 1991-1994 and 1996-1999, there were attempts to build a de facto Chechen state. However, in both cases, the state-building experiments failed.


    Second: de-facto states. These entities possess suspended sovereignty and managed to implement their projects of state-building (i.e., consolidating power and establishing control over a certain territory) within two to three decades. In addition, as a rule, such de facto state entities have their own foreign policies. The Nagorno-Karabakh Republic has several representations abroad (in Armenia, Russia, France, the United States, Australia, Lebanon, and Central Europe). Their leaders, although not recognized as full-fledged presidents or heads of government, take part in the negotiating processes for determining their statuses. In some negotiations, they are considered as independent parties to the conflicts (as in the case of Transnistria). This allows them to take part in authoritative international forums.


    Third: partially recognized states (entities with limited recognition). These entities are not UN members and they are not recognized by the majority of UN member states. But they have made serious claims for international legitimacy and have attained many attributes of sovereignty. The entities of this third type are recognized by a varying number of UN member states, ranging from dozens (e.g., the Sahara Arab Democratic Republic, Kosovo, Taiwan) to several (e.g., Abkhazia, South Ossetia) to one (e.g., the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus, which is recognized only by Turkey, and Free Kashmir, which is recognized only by Pakistan).


    Purely quantitative indicators are not fundamental to assessing progress in the process of international legitimization. Abkhazia and South Ossetia are recognized by fewer countries than the Sahara Arab Democratic Republic (which is also a member of the African Union). But the independence of the two former Georgian autonomies is recognized by the Russian Federation, a permanent member of the UN Security Council and the “nuclear club.” Unlike de facto states, these partially recognized entities signed bilateral treaties with states that have recognized them (thus they are considered legitimate beyond the immediate country of their dispute). In some cases, diplomatic relations are established between partially recognized entities and UN member states.


    At the same time, a partially recognized status does not allow access to the UN at all. Despite the support for Kosovo’s independence by seven members of the “Great Eight,” two of the permanent members of the UN Security Council, Russia and China, called the full-fledged inclusion of the former Serbian land into the international community impossible (partly due to it joining international security mechanisms). Members of the EU that have refused to recognize Kosovo’s independence (Romania, Spain, Slovakia, Greece, and Cyprus) hamper Kosovo’s ability to join the European Union and other European structures.


    In conclusion, it is necessary to note that unrecognized states are an important element of contemporary geopolitical transformations. Their prominent role in current international politics is explained by the incomplete formation of the new global world-order, which emerged at the end of World War II. The current system of international relations is characterized by vagueness, legal and political ambiguity, substantial gaps between de-facto and de-jure entities, and ample room for interpretation on fundamental issues. But what is most important is that the protracted transition from one system of international relations to another strongly impedes the elaboration of common approaches and criteria for recognizing new states, secessionist movements, and territorial integrity. All this allows unrecognized republics to maintain their existence and find allies among influential international actors.
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    Abstract: Post-Soviet societies are similar in the asymmetry that defines various groups’ access to resources and power and in the multiple salient cleavages that hinder collective action. These post-Soviet civic groups differ from civil society organizations in Central Europe in the absence of a strong unified social movement that can negotiate with the regime, their tendency to act as a conservative force, and the lack of intellectual leaders who can formulate a positive unifying agenda for the future. The result is that post-Soviet societies are vulnerable to state manipulation and ineffective in resisting authoritarian policies of state rulers.


    The final years of the Soviet Union were marked by the startling proliferation of societal actors and major popular mobilization in various Soviet republics, including the Russian Federation.1 Although some scholars noted a decline in civil society activities in the first post-Soviet decade, more recent studies point to the particular relevance of societal actors either for the outcomes of competition among political elites or for the sustainability of a political regime.2 A number of new studies analyze various mechanisms that the post-Soviet authorities employ to co-opt civil society or establish indirect control over its activities.3 Some scholars warn that such social engineering may even raise the likelihood of a societal explosion further along the road.4


    While many authors point to variations in the strength and roles of societal actors in different former Soviet republics, this article pieces together common characteristics that various post-Soviet societies exhibit. It then contrasts these characteristics with those of societal actors in some socialist regimes of Central Europe in the run-up to 1989. My argument is that post-Soviet societies represent a diverse array of groups malleable to manipulation by the state due to their preference for short-term benefits, salient cultural or historic cleavages, and disjointed values. These societies have the capacity to emerge as transformational actors only through sustained social mobilization driven by a set of common long-term interests and shared beliefs.


    In developing this argument, I adopt Joel Migdal’s view of society as a mélange of social organizations that may be “heterogeneous both in their form and in the rules they apply.”5 This includes formal organizations organized around a particular set of issues and more flexible informal networks that persist through personal relationships between their members or emerge spontaneously in response to particular events.


    



    Post-Soviet Societies’ Common Characteristics


    The fall of the Soviet Union broadened autonomous space for the activities of societal groups without a serious threat of repressive intervention from the state. In fact, the unprecedented weakness of state institutions in the early post-Soviet years provided a favorable opportunity structure for the greater involvement of society in state-building processes. In some instances, as in Russia or Georgia in the early 1990s, this resulted in increased polarization and produced violent conflict due to the lack of social consensus about the country’s future path. Countries exhibiting a broader societal agreement, like the Baltics or Belarus, experienced a quicker consolidation of new political regimes, albeit along different trajectories. Yet in other instances, notably in Central Asia, the society’s passivity turned the state-building process into a bargaining game between central and regional leaders with minimal societal involvement.6


    Furthermore, early post-Soviet societies were characterized by extensive internal asymmetry in the distribution of resources, with actors linked to political patronage networks dominating all others. While communism may have destroyed old status inequalities, its collapse quickly helped to create new ones in those countries where partial reforms created a new class of nouveaux riches.7 Comprised of rent-seeking business groups acting in alliance with state elites—either old nomenklatura officials or emerging post-independence leaders—the members of this new class acted in concert to maximize their profits at the expense of the rest of the society. The nature of relations between business groups and state officials varied depending on their relative strength from outright predation or capture to mutual dependencies. In most instances, this alliance not only produced economic mismanagement and the frequent pilfering of state resources, but also prevented post-Soviet countries from undergoing institutional and political transformations by entrenching old elites in power.8 In contrast to the 1990s when business groups universally acted to protect the status quo, in the second post-Soviet decade some of them became influential advocates of political change. The first major cracks within the business-state alliance emerged in the early 2000s when business groups in several countries became strong enough to challenge the state. Seeking a more stable legal order or better access to the spoils of power relations, some business moguls openly funded the opposition and sought to replace some members of the ruling elite. This resulted either in a crackdown by the state, as in the case of the Yukos affair in Russia, and survival of the political elite, or in electoral revolutions and political elite turnover. As a consequence, countries like Belarus or Uzbekistan, which managed to centralize control over all major economic assets in the 1990s, have been characterized by elite continuity and few genuine challengers. By contrast, the more decentralized economies of Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan created independent source of funding for aspiring political challengers.9 Still, even in Ukraine the largest business groups resisted political liberalization, while the region with the highest concentration of industrialists and entrepreneurs became a stronghold of the establishment candidate.10


    Opposition political groups, in turn, proved critical in resolving society’s coordination dilemma and became focal points for joint resistance to authoritarian regression by various social groups. The centrality of credible opposition elites also explains why fraudulent elections became a rallying point for disgruntled societal groups. While many observers of electoral revolutions at the time rushed to view them as an indication of civil society’s maturity and strength, the outcomes of these events and attempts to replicate them elsewhere in post-Soviet space demonstrated that societal actors have minimal impact without the elite’s participation. In those instances when opposition elites were either weak (Russia, Kazakhstan) or prevented from participation all together (Belarus, Azerbaijan) major social mobilization never materialized.


    



    Contrasts with Central Europe


    Moreover, none of the successful electoral revolutions were preceded by or produced a sustained and organized social movement that could restrain the new authorities and impose its own agenda. The absence of Solidarity-type grass-roots organizations capable of independent mobilization and consistent bargaining with the government has been one of the distinct characteristics of post-Soviet societies. This absence contrasts with the experiences of some Central European states, particularly Poland, where rebellious civil society pushed democratic reforms forward.11 Lack of strong societal pressure can explain the subsequent failure of some post-revolutionary regimes to deliver on their promises, as happened in Ukraine, or their return to a more authoritarian style of governance, as in the case of Georgia and Kyrgyzstan.


    Another factor that makes some post-Soviet societal actors qualitatively different from those in Central Europe is that they acted more often as a conservative force than an agent of change. Civic activists—workers, writers, scholars, and students—pushed for greater political and economic liberalization by socialist regimes in communist Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and Poland. By contrast, paternalistic attitudes and a longing for centralized decision-making persisted in most post-Soviet societies, often turning them into the backbone of hybrid regimes. The growing popularity of nationalist parties in Russia and western Ukraine indicates that this conservative trend may take a more radical turn. Even in those cases when societal actors supported a democratizing agenda, as in Ukraine or Georgia, public preferences were still either too polarized or too fickle to enforce a major political change.


    This lack of unity raises an important question about the impact of value structures on the behavioral patterns and political choices of post-Soviet societies. Self-expression values indicating high levels of social trust, tolerance, and proactive attitudes to life may be a critical pre-requisite for sustaining strong democratic institutions.12 While prevalent in Central Europe, these values appear to be far outweighed by the preference for survival values in post-Soviet republics.13 Moreover, the Eurasian imperial legacies express themselves in the culture of passive path-dependency, tolerance for corruption and double standards, therefore making electoral revolutions an aberration across post-Soviet space.14 Similarly, the communist experience also destroyed traditional bases of communal solidarity in the societies without creating new ones outside of the party framework, which complicates collective action problems.15 Hence, in order to become agents for democratization, post-Soviet societies have to undergo a major transformation in their core belief systems and attitudes not only to political authority, but also on the interpersonal level.


    Furthermore, the capacity to change from within has been hindered by another common characteristic—a glaring lack of authoritative intellectual leaders. This absence made it difficult for societal groups to articulate a unifying alternative vision for their countries’ future. The leading role of public intellectuals, such as Vaclav Havel, Adam Michnik, or Jacek Kuron in social movements in Poland and Czechoslovakia turned them into a credible political alternative, enhanced their moral authority and provided their participants with a strong sense of direction. By contrast, post-Soviet societal actors were often united in their rejection of particular policies or leaders rather than in a clear vision of the new order to replace them.16 Moreover, the two post-Soviet decades produced few, if any, new public figures of the moral stature that Andrei Sakharov, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn or Viacheslav Chornovil had in the Soviet proto-civil society. Those who gained prominence did so after their tragic politically-motivated murders, like Georgiy Gongadze or Anna Politkovskaya, or during politicized show trials, like Mikhail Khodorkovsky. The fact that decidedly apolitical figures, like journalist Leonid Parfenov, writer Boris Akunin or online activist Aleksei Navalny, were most trusted by post-election rally participants in Moscow, reflected the Russian society’s search for a new type of leadership.17


    



    Vulnerable to Manipulation


    Despite all of their weaknesses, post-Soviet societies have proven to be relevant for the political process by affecting the policy choices of state elites. The model of the “managed society” and a hybrid mode of state-society relations were responses to state elites’ anticipation of a potential challenge from below.18 By advantaging various state-controlled social groups and ersatz movements, post-Soviet ruling elites intended to prevent society’s concerted resistance to the state. This creates asymmetric equilibrium, in which some societal groups draw benefits from cooperating with the state, while others are chronically marginalized. As a result, the society becomes incapable of unified action even when the state acts against its interests and violates earlier commitments.19 Partial cooptation of the society also lowers the cost of repression of disloyal groups.


    Another mechanism state elites use to weaken societal restrictions is accentuating domestic ethnic or cultural divides through policies that disadvantage one ethnic or linguistic group and reward another. This practice has been particularly visible in countries like Moldova or Ukraine with lasting historical cleavages that were purposefully politicized by competing elites. Although such tactics backfired in Ukraine in 2004 by mobilizing one part of the society around a civic nationalism presented in anti-incumbent terms, it may have had a demobilizing effect in the 2010 presidential election by fracturing the country’s democratic base.20 As long as disagreements about history or cultural values dominate the political agenda, diverse societal actors will often prove powerless to coordinate against the state.


    Finally, post-Soviet societies also proved vulnerable to the state’s attempts to manufacture popular will along the lines envisioned by Joseph Schumpeter seventy years ago.21 The combined effects of biased media coverage, editorial censorship, and careful political image-making, turn many post-Soviet media, particularly television, into a one-way communication tube intended to sell a particular state-approved political brand.22 Rather than allowing it to serve as an information resource and an instrument of accountability, state elites brazenly use the media to shape public perceptions of political and economic realities. Virtualization of post-Soviet politics through Machiavellian political technologies and reliance on various party substitutes are further examples of states’ attempts to manipulate public space and imitate the democratic process.23 Although such manufacturing may not always work, it increases public indifference and disconnect from the political process. Given that political ignorance is often a rational response to costly information gathering, many in post-Soviet societies opt to be minimally informed and minimally involved.24 The sense of inevitability about election outcomes that post-Soviet ruling elites create through hegemonic parties or Soviet-style mass gatherings depresses society’s political learning and participation even further.


    



    Conclusion


    By neutralizing post-Soviet society as a veto player in the state-building process, ruling elites managed to design new state institutions in close proximity to their ideal points. In fact, most post-Soviet constitutional arrangements were imposed on the societies without any serious public involvement and legitimized through dubious referenda. In authoritarian conditions, referenda became useful instruments for falsifying public preferences. Alexander Lukashenko, Islam Karimov and Nursultan Nazarbaev used direct democracy to extend their terms or eliminate term limits and justify their continued rule. In other cases, as in Russia, Ukraine, or Georgia, key constitutional provisions regulating the powers and the length of the presidency were renegotiated strictly among elites, reducing society to the role of a passive observer.


    Post-Soviet experience demonstrates that without sustained societal involvement elite-driven attempts at democratic transition rarely produce stable democracy. At the same time, strong and persistent social mobilization in support of democracy requires a greater degree of cohesion among various societal actors and a shift in their dominant values.25 Society may emerge as an actor in its own right only as long as all major social groups agree on the limits of state powers and see it in their interests to resist any transgressions from above.26 This will require some groups to forego immediate benefits from cooperation with the state for the sake of long-term political rewards from greater autonomy. It will require others to downplay cultural or ethnic differences while pursuing a common goal of constraining state power. Finally, it will necessitate major investments in learning and organizing and innovative solutions to existing coordination problems between various groups. Still, only by being effective in counterbalancing the state can post-Soviet societies shape policy-making and institutional design closer to their interests, ensure political accountability and deter state elites from violating agreed limits on power. The only alternatives to this will be to keep producing inconsequential sparks of righteous anger or just quietly slide into oblivion.
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    Abstract: This article lays out a methodology for studying the nature of communist legacies and their impact on current political behavior and attitudes. It identifies four possible linkages between the communist past and the present: early socialization, socio-demographic landscapes, and political and economic institutions.


    Explaining Post-Communist Differences


    In the world outside of the post-communist countries of Central and Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, younger, more educated, and more democratically inclined citizens tend to have a left-wing bias in terms of their self-placement on a standard left-right scale. In post-communist countries, however, it is the opposite: younger, more educated, and more democratically inclined citizens all tend to have a right-wing bias.1 Why might this be the case? One could point to the fact that older citizens in these countries had largely been socialized under communist—and hence leftwing—regimes. Or one could point to the fact that communism— a non-democratic regime—had a leftist orientation, and thus democratic opposition and a propensity to self-identify on the right hand side of the political spectrum could seem like natural bedfellows. Alternatively, it is conceivable that those who are less educated might still expect the state to provide for all their basic social welfare needs, precisely as the communist state had done previously, while at the same time criticizing the new democratic state for failing to provide these benefits. We have actually tested these different explanations against each other, and find stronger support for the second and third hypotheses than for the early socialization explanation, but for now, the key point is that it is difficult to imagine an answer to that question that did not somehow invoke the specter of the communist past shared by these countries.


    In order to answer the above question, and a range of other similar questions about the underlying causes of post-communist political attitudes and behavior, we really have to tackle three main analytical tasks. First, we have to establish the key features that distinguished the communist experience from the social, political, and economic experiences of other countries in the world. Second, we need to formulate a set of theoretical arguments that link these distinctive features of communist regimes and societies to the political attitudes and behavior of the citizens who now live in these “post-communist” societies. Finally, we need a rigorous, falsifiable method for ascertaining whether or not our assertions about the effects of the communist past on political attitudes and behavior in post-communist countries are supported by empirical evidence.


    We are currently at work on a book manuscript, tentatively titled Communism’s Shadow: Historical Legacies, and Political Values and Behavior that addresses all three of these tasks, and then tests these competing theoretical explanations on a wide range of political attitudes and behaviors.2 In the remainder of this article, however, we briefly present our general thoughts in terms of the second of these tasks: introducing a set of rigorous theoretical arguments about the manner in which the communist era past could affect political attitudes and behavior in the post-communist present. While this is not an empirical article, the eventual empirical analysis we have conducted3 and plan to conduct in the future strongly motivates our overriding argument: if we want to claim that the past matters, then we need to have a priori theories about how the past matters, and these theories need to have observable implications that can be tested empirically.


    We identify four potential pathways by which communist-era legacies could affect political attitudes and behavior in the post-communist present. First, it is possible that living through communism, and in particular being “politically socialized” under communism results in different attitudes about politics and/or different forms of political behavior. Conversely, it is possible that people who lived through communism do not approach politics any differently than those who did not, but that communism left behind a different socio-demographic landscape, which in the aggregate leads to different patterns of political attitudes and behavior. Alternatively, it may be the case that neither of these communist era legacies affect political attitudes and behavior in the post-communist era, but instead that any distinctions in the political attitudes or behavior of citizens currently living in post-communist countries may simply be due to the different economic and political institutions that shape their lives or to the different political and—especially—economic outcomes they have been exposed to over the last two decades compared to the rest of the world. To the extent that these different institutions or outcomes are a legacy of communism—e.g., dramatic declines in GDP in the early to mid-1990s are obviously related to economic legacies of communism—then we can still call these two final explanations a “legacy” of communism as well. Other readers, however, may be more comfortable thinking of these institutional and outcome differences as a null alternative, i.e., that there is no communist-era legacy effect on political behavior and attitudes. Either way, all four of these explanations can generate observable implications that, crucially, can be tested empirically. In the remainder of the article, we expand on each of the four in turn.


    



    Socialization


    The concept of socialization into a particular world view and corresponding set of political preferences points us in two particularly interesting directions in the post-communist context. First, it may be the case that being educated under communist rule leads—on average—to individuals developing a different set of political preferences from people who are not educated under communist rule. If we then subscribe to the idea that political preferences—and especially big picture political preferences, such as the state’s role in running the economy, or preferences for income redistribution—take hold during one’s adolescent or early adult years and then rarely waver from that starting point, then we might expect to see a very different set of attitudes from citizens who came of age (i.e., were educated) under communist rule than those who did not. We call this conceptualization of the socialization effect the “early socialization theory.”


    Of course, “communism” was not a monolithic experience across countries and over time. To put this most starkly, we might expect that someone who came of political age in Moscow under Stalinism in the early 1950s to have been socialized into somewhat different political preferences than someone who came of age under Mikhail Gorbachev’s perestroika. With this in mind, Table 1 breaks down the communist experience into five subcategories that represent different “types” of communist experiences that we might expect—if the socialization model holds—to people being socialized into different types of preferences. As with any attempt at classification, we face a trade-off between level of detail, comparability, and parsimony. Thus, we do not mean to claim that Stalinism in Albania in the 1980s was exactly the same thing as Stalinism in Romania in the early 1950s, but at the same time, we hope that the classification scheme represents a useful first step in identifying different types of communist-era experiences.


    



    Table 1. Communist Experience by Year and Country
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            Yugoslavia

          

          	
            1945

          

          	
            1946-8

          

          	
            

          

          	
            

          

          	
            1949-90

          
        

      
    


    


    


    Our five-fold classification scheme works as follows.4 First, we consider the initial years in which countries were in the process of installing communist systems of government. The next category is the Stalinist period, essentially the high-water mark of communist orthodoxy and repression. With the exception of Albania, the communist countries then all moved beyond Stalinism, and we break down these “post-Stalinist experiences” into three categories. “Post-Stalinist Hardline” refers to regimes that moved beyond Stalinism, but essentially still pursued hardline policies (e.g., low tolerance for dissent and ideological deviations, an active repressive state apparatus but without widespread terror etc.). “Post-Totalitarianism” is taken from Linz and Stepan5, and refers to communist regimes where the communist monopoly on power was still in place, but true believers in the ideology were few and far between, with most party members now associating with the party for careerist as opposed to ideological reasons. Post-Totalitarian regimes are also known for the tacit trade-off of political power for economic security; that being said, limited pluralism was tolerated so long as the state was not directly targeted. Finally, Reformist communism refers to periods like the Prague Spring, Gorbachev’s perestroika, Poland’s various flirtations with greater political openness and independent trade unions like Solidarity, etc.


    An early socialization approach would therefore suggest that we identify the year(s) in which different citizens came of age, and then see the extent to which being socialized in these different periods led to different types of political preferences, much as posited above. However, there is a second way to think about socialization building on Converse’s seminal comparative study of partisanship by age bracket across five countries.6 Converse suggested that socialization was more of a cumulative process, increasing over time as long as one continued to have the opportunity to be attached to the same political party. Transplanted to our framework, this would suggest that socialization effects would depend not so much on exactly what type of communism one was exposed to in early adolescence and adulthood, but rather the amount of time spent living under (different forms of) communist rule. We call this second type of argument about socialization processes, the “cumulative socialization theory.” One of the nice features of Table 1, therefore, is that because these different periods of communism took hold in different countries at different times, we should in many cases be able to disentangle the effects of initial socialization from cumulative socialization, and both in turn from simply being of a certain age.7


    Overall, though, both versions of the socialization theory are consistent with the idea that citizens who lived through communism will approach politics in a different way from those who did not. This will either be due to the period of time in which citizens came of age politically—and the nature of the communist regime in their country at that point in time—or to the cumulative amount of time that citizens spent living under a communist regime.


    



    Socio-Demographic Landscapes


    Alternatively, it may be the case that living through communism has no effect on how an individual approaches politics. Even if this is the case, we could still find different aggregate level patterns of political attitudes and behaviors in post-communist countries if people’s preferences, evaluations, and political behavior were all a function of their socio-demographic characteristics and if post-communist countries had different socio-demographic make-ups than other countries. To the extent that this different socio-demographic make-up was a direct result of communist era policies, then this would clearly be an example of a communist legacy effect on citizen politics.


    Consider the following highly stylized example. Imagine a world with three income categories (high, medium, and low) and three education categories (post-secondary, secondary, and less than secondary). If all political preferences were a direct function of income and education, then we would expect societies with similar distributions of education and income to have similar distributions of political preferences. Now imagine that preferences for extreme forms of redistribution were largely concentrated among those with high levels of education and low incomes. If in Country A there are very few highly educated poor people (either because there are few poor people, or few highly educated people or because income is very highly correlated with education), then that country would have a very small proportion of the population supporting extreme forms of income redistribution. In contrast, if in Country B, income was unrelated to education or if both poverty and higher education were very prevalent, then we might find a much larger proportion of the population supporting extreme forms of income redistribution. This would hold despite the fact that in both countries, individual preferences were generated in exactly the same manner: as a function of income and education. Thus, despite identical processes of individual preference formation the aggregate nature of preferences across the whole society would be different. To the extent that one of the effects of communism was to create societies with very different socio-demographic characteristics than those found in other, non-communist countries, this type of theoretical approach could explain distinctive patterns of political attitudes and behavior in post-communist countries.8


    



    Different Economic and Political Institutions


    There is a second way in which citizens in post-communist countries could approach politics in the same manner as citizens of other countries and yet still results in aggregate level differences between political attitudes and behaviors in post-communist countries and in other countries. This could occur if post-communist citizens interact with economic and political institutions that function differently than those in non-communist countries. For example, it would be conceivable that higher vote shares for radical political parties in post-communist elections are due to features of the electoral system (e.g., lower electoral thresholds or easier registration procedures) rather than to inherent differences in ideological preferences at the individual level. Similarly, political preferences for redistributive policies could be shaped by systematic differences in welfare states or the prevalence of public employment rather than an ingrained communist-era desire for paternalist economic policies.


    While such an explanation downplays the importance of individual attitudinal and behavioral legacies, they may nevertheless capture important institutional legacies. To establish the extent to which this is the case, we need to establish not only the impact of such institutional differences on political attitudes and behavior but also an assessment of the degree to which these differences can be causally traced to particular features of past communist institutions. Thus, some institutions, such as the presence of large communist successor parties in many transition countries, represent very clear institutional legacies of the communist one-party regimes, whereas other institutional peculiarities, such as the proliferation of personalistic parties,9 may be a broader phenomenon that characterizes political transitions to competitive party politics in many countries.10 Finally, of course, it is conceivable that some institutional differences are either rooted in pre-communist legacies (e.g., the relationship between the Eastern Orthodox Church and the state) or the results of more or less random shock during the post-communist period, in which case we need to control for them as alternative non-legacy explanations.


    



    Different Economic and Political Outcomes


    Finally—and following a very similar logic to the one put forward in the previous section—it is conceivable that differences in political attitudes and behavior are primarily driven by the economic and political outputs which citizens of different countries get to observe. Let us consider a world in which evaluations are simply a function of economic conditions. In this hypothetical world, as long as one’s real disposable income has gone up in the past 12 months, one evaluates the government positively and then votes for the government to be re-elected; conversely, if real disposable income has declined in the past 12 months, one evaluates the government negatively and votes for an opposition party.


    Now let us assume that in the rest of the world, at any given time 50% of citizens have incomes that are going up, and 50% of citizens have incomes that are going down. However, let us assume—not completely unrealistically—that in post-communist countries in the 1990s, due to the economic nature of the transition from central planning to market based economies,11 only 20% of the population enjoyed rising incomes and 80% saw their incomes falling in any given year. Were we then to observe evaluations of incumbent governments and voting patterns, we would conclude that citizens in post-communist countries were much more likely to have negative evaluations of their government and much more likely to vote incumbent governments out of office12 and endorse unorthodox alternatives.13 However, these patterns would not be present because the communist experience had somehow fundamentally changed citizens in post-communist countries to make them much more demanding of their governments (or much more inclined to switch parties across elections). Instead, in this world, post-communist citizens are no different from citizens anywhere else in terms of how they react to political and economic stimuli; it is instead the stimuli themselves that differ.14


    As in the institutional discussion above, interpreting the importance of communist legacies depends on the extent to which the differences in economic and political outcomes can be causally traced to the communist system. Therefore, we have to differentiate between outcomes that are directly linked to the economic and political “logic” of communism, such as the weakness of the private sector or the prevalence of polluting industrial enterprises, and others that are rooted either in pre-communist developmental differences (such as the relative backwardness of Eastern Europe15) or post-communist shocks (such as the contagion effects from the current financial crisis of the EU).


    



    Conclusion


    We hope that the theoretical framework laid out in this essay is both comprehensive and flexible enough to analyze the effects of communism on a broad range of attitudinal and behavioral outcomes. More broadly, the framework and the four mechanisms could be adapted to study the legacy effects of other types of political and economic regimes. Of course, the generality of the framework also means that for any specific empirical question it represents only a foundation upon we need to build more specific theoretical arguments and eventually derive testable empirical hypotheses. To return to the example from the introduction, the right-wing bias among educated people in post-communist countries would require us to think more carefully about the nature of communist education and its role in political socialization, about the economic and political experiences of educated people both before and after the collapse of communism, and about the institutions that could be responsible for shaping the ideological and democratic attitudes of post-communist citizens in ways that differ from other regimes. The factors likely to emerge as important for this specific issue—such as the use of ideological indoctrination in schools or the post-communist electoral adaptation of the Communist parties—may not be as relevant for other types of attitudes or behavior. However, the overall analytical approach would be the same, which will facilitate a cumulative approach to analyzing the attitudinal and behavioral legacies of communism.


    Once this framework is applied to a sufficiently wide range of political attitudes and behavior we expect to gain not only a clearer picture of the nature of communist legacies but arguably a better general understanding of how individual perceptions of and interactions with the political sphere are shaped by both their personal histories and by the historical evolution of the political universe in which they live. Furthermore, even though predictions are notoriously risky in the social sciences, a better understanding of the nature of communist legacies may offer important insights into their likely durability. Thus, if the key legacy mechanisms are through economic conditions or certain demographic particularities (such as low inequality or the emphasis on technical/vocational training), then we may well expect the half-life of legacies to be short as the communist particularities are over-ridden by transitional developments. If early or cumulative socialization in the public sphere is crucial, then convergence will be gradual and driven primarily by generational change. However, in areas where the key transmission mechanisms are rooted either within families (e.g., religiosity) or shaped by resilient formal or informal institutions, we may well observe a communist legacy well after the last generation to have lived through communism will be gone.
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    Abstract: This article briefly summarizes what the post-Soviet experience teaches us about nationalism, understood here as claims that a population constitutes a people that should have a sovereign state of its own.


    The creation of fifteen independent countries from the Soviet Union provided us a rare opportunity to observe processes of nation-state formation, for at no other time have so many new nation-states been created by secession. The Soviet successor states constitute about half of the thirty new states created between 1941 and 2011, and most of these were created following growing secessionist movements. The break-up of the Soviet Union in December 1991 occurred when its three founding members chose to withdraw from the union. The European and Caucasian states that had not already been recognized as independent chose this occasion to make good on previous attempts to secede. Only in the Central Asian states were there few significant political actors seeking independence until it was thrust upon them by the dissolution of the union. The experience of the Soviet Union and the successor states offers lessons that challenge some of our well-established views or provide us opportunities to refine these views on the consequences of secessionism and self-determination.1 I will focus on some of these lessons and venture several questions for further inquiry where we may speak not only to one another, but also to our colleagues who study other parts of the world.


    



    1. Granting independence to secessionists is not that bad an option after all.


    The prevailing approach in policy circles prior to 1991 was to discourage or resist secessionists’ demands for independence. Indeed, as late as August 1991, in his Chicken Kiev speech, the American president warned Ukrainians against “suicidal nationalism” and reaffirmed the American commitment to the Soviet federation. The usual policy argument against granting independence is that it makes democracy less likely, increases the likelihood of ethnic oppression, turns domestic conflicts into international conflicts, and serves as inspiration for a proliferation of demands in neighboring states.


    The transition from the Soviet Union should have dispelled many of these fears. What may be most remarkable about the transition to new nation-states is how few of the maladies attached to the labels “partition” and “secession” have actually been manifest in the Soviet successor states. Moreover, it is precisely in the republics that were most secessionist prior to December 1991 that independence has produced the most positive results. First, unlike the transition in Yugoslavia, there have been few wars among the successor states and these were far more localized and limited in their mayhem. The primary post-Soviet exception was the Karabakh war. The Abkhazian and South Ossetian wars and the Transdniestrian altercation were far more limited. The peacefulness of this transition is not fully appreciated and certainly not well explained by the prevailing literature of the social sciences. Second, democracy has flourished in some successor states precisely because they have been permitted to develop independently. We cannot know with any certainty what the Soviet government would have looked like if it had held together after August 1991, but any government that sought to hold together the union would face an up-hill battle in democratizing the Soviet Union. We can observe, however, that the more political distance a successor state has established from Moscow, the greater its likelihood of democratizing. Third, the independence of fifteen new states did not unleash a herd of copy-cats in the neighborhood; the contagion was largely limited to the Soviet space itself.


    This should not lead us to champion secessionist causes everywhere but to ask whether and how the Soviet experience should inform our responses to current secessionist conflicts—not only in the intractable, frozen conflicts in the successor states, but also around the world: Under what conditions should we be more supportive of the demands of secessionists in the future?


    



    2. Nationalist mobilization usually occurs without warfare.


    For many of our colleagues in the social sciences, manifest in an explosion of articles in the political science journals, nationalist secessionism is understood primarily through the frame of civil wars. Yet, in the experience of the Soviet Union and its successor states—and in a surprising number of other successful secessions—civil war was not a significant factor in the progress to independence. Our studies of the Soviet secessions have emphasized popular movements and mobilization of protest rather than armies and warfare.2 The focus on warfare, including the origins, endings, and outcomes of civil wars and the strategies and tactics of armed groups, puts at the center of analysis issues that are usually only secondary in the origins and success of national self-determination movements. We have much to share with our colleagues studying other parts of the world about the nature of national self-determination movements and the successful strategies and tactics of secessionists who do not turn to warfare. Vladimir Lenin told his followers that the success of a revolutionary movement—and this may apply to nationalist movements as well—often depends on its ability to survive the long, dull periods when there is no prospect of heroic armed struggle and then to strike without significant bloodshed.


    



    3. Nation-state conflicts are often intractable even when civil wars are not.


    Although the social sciences literature has given much attention to the ways in which civil wars have ended, it has given little attention to the ways in which disagreements over competing nation-state projects might end. The so-called “frozen conflicts” in the successor states (such as the confrontation between the Georgian and Abkhazian projects) provide substantial evidence that it is more difficult to narrow the substantive differences between the supporters of incompatible nation-state projects than to end civil wars. The faith (so widespread among students of civil wars) that there is always a contract that will leave all parties to these disputes better off seems to apply only to controlling the means used by the parties and not their ends in a conflict over competing nation-state projects. This should lead us to ask: What are the conditions that favor the emergence of nationalist movements that carry the prospects of intractable conflicts? Can we preclude the emergence of intractable conflicts either by removing those conditions or by granting independence early on?


    



    4. Democratization may be a primary cause of nationalist conflict.


    National self-determination and democracy are two sides of the principle of popular sovereignty. As the Soviet experience made clear, it is difficult to democratize a multi-ethnic society in the name of government by and for the people without raising questions of who are “the people.” Democratization not only provides the opportunity for the nation-state question to come forward, but encourages us to ask it. National self-determination conflicts occurred in some of the more democratic successor states (Georgia, Moldova) and at times of greater democracy (Russia in the 1990s). Is it going too far to conclude from this experience that the nation-state question is inherent in democracy and that conflicting nation-state claims will arise in multi-national societies as they democratize? Does the Soviet and post-Soviet experience speak to the current dilemmas of such countries as China or Myanmar that may empower secessionists by democratizing? Does the post-Soviet experience suggest strategies to democratize multi-national states that limit these dangers?


    



    5. Ethnofederalism may threaten the unity of existing states.


    The experience of the Soviet Union and its successor states has produced a lively, productive, and continuing debate over the consequences of ethnofederalism for secessionism. The original challenge came from analysts (including this author) who conclude that ethnofederalism is a singularly imprudent response to the threat of secession: Ethnofederal institutions, which assign constituent jurisdictions such as republics or provinces to different ethnic groups, give leaders with secessionist projects unique opportunities to consolidate support within their own communities and press their claims against central governments.3 Once these movements have consolidated their movements within their homelands, any last minute change in the ethnofederal structure of the state is unlikely to reverse secessionism; in fact, this is likely to spark a jump to independence. This conclusion has been challenged by analysts who argue that the proper design of ethnofederal institutions can eliminate these dangers and reduce secessionism. The research and debate among analysts of the Soviet successor states continue in the article literature as we sharpen our definitions and institutional distinctions.4


    



    6. Diasporas are not so dangerous for nation-states after all.


    Despite concerns in the social sciences at large about the inherent dangers associated with diasporas, including problems of irredentism and inter-state wars, the largest post-Soviet diasporas (Russians, Ukrainians, Belarusians, Jews, Tatars) have not become the source or focus of major secessionist movements. The most significant exceptions are the Armenian minority in Nagornyi Karabakh and the Slavic-language minority in Transniestria. Other exceptions are minor or only marginally diasporas—such as the Ossetians in Georgia. Few of these have produced the mayhem predicted for the successor states or actually observed in such countries as Yugoslavia. The explanation does not appear to be more extensive assimilation of the post-Soviet diasporas.5 This should lead us to ask: Is the concern about diasporas overdrawn in both scholarly and policy communities? Do only some types of diasporas become a focus or source of conflict and only under very specific and exceptional circumstances?


    



    7. The foundational, yet remote, importance of national identities for normal politics.


    The transition from the Soviet Union to successor states highlights a seemingly contradictory quality of national identities. (And here we enter a more abstract realm.) On one hand, for most issues on the agenda of politics most of the time national identities are a remote and not actively invoked consideration. In normal politics, national identities are seldom issues for political contention or bases for making political choices. On the other hand, national identities provide individuals one set of benchmarks on which they construct many other views of the world that are active in normal politics. These benchmarks are essential for anchoring, making sense of, and maintaining coherence among these other views. For example, although we regularly debate the best way to serve the national interest, in normal politics we seldom question the human and geographic boundaries of the nation-state that demarcate the nation and its interest.


    It is usually only in extraordinary circumstances, such as the transition from the Soviet Union to successor states, that we directly observe the consequences of the foundational quality of national interest. In these extraordinary circumstances, changes in national identities change the agendas of politics. At the individual level, when this foundational view of the “proper” organization of the world shifts, a consequence can be personal disorientation, incomprehension, or directionlessness among many who anchored their world views to the old order; and this will shape their approach to politics. During the transition, particularly if it is accompanied by civil war, contention over national identities may temporarily become hegemonic, determining the stakes that each of us sees in virtually all political issues.


    Reconciling these seemingly contradictory elements of national identities—foundational, yet normally remote—is not a simple intellectual task. Indeed, many scholars, whether analysts of the Soviet Union and its successor states or elsewhere, tend to emphasize one quality at the expense (or even to the exclusion) of the other. Is there a more nuanced synthesis to inform our understanding of the role of national identities in normal politics? Do comparisons of the Soviet successor states before and after independence offer us a unique analytic opportunity to understand the consequences of these foundational identities for normal politics?


    



    8. The situations in which national identities become salient.


    National identities are immediately relevant and actively invoked in only specific situations. Thus, the salience of national identities varies both spatially and temporally, moving between foreground and background of politics with varying circumstances. Can we identify the conditions under which national identities become more salient?6 Can we identify types of national identities that are most sensitive to those conditions?


    For example, the temporal variation in salience is illustrated by the contrast between the intensity of conflicts concerning national identities in the early 1990s and the growing marginalization of such issues in succeeding years. Analysis that embraces both phases of national identity is not as common as analysis that stresses only the moments of intense conflict. The most intense moments of secessionism in places such as Tatarstan or Chechnya often lead analysts to conclude that the parties to these disputes cannot reach a peaceful compromise, that secessionists will never become reconciled to remaining within the larger state from which they fervently want independence, and that no normal politics can ever again engage the different sides of these disputes in constructive decisionmaking. Developments in less intense periods often lead analysts to conclude that the secessionism of many like Mintimer Shaimiev or Ramzan Kadyrov was purely cynical, that nationalism is no more than an instrument used to advance individual political ambitions, and that nationalism is not an independent, powerful force in politics. There are elements of truth in all these observations.


    Rather than emphasizing only the fervent or marginal quality of national identities that emerges from snapshots of particular situations, should we develop more nuanced understanding of the situational specificity of nationalism? Comparisons across time in the life of various Soviet and post-Soviet nationalisms offer us an unusually rich body of evidence to understand the conditions under which national identities come to the foreground. Even though our inclination is to study the moments when national identities are in the foreground, there may be particular value in studies of the periods when nation-state projects are in the background (or marginalized) to identify the conditions and strategies that permit these projects to survive under adverse conditions and to mobilize rapidly in other circumstances. In addition, comparisons among the different national groups offer a wealth of evidence to identify “types” of national identities that are better able to survive and then to surge when opportunities present themselves.7
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    Abstract: The authors explain why ethnicity briefly played a role in Russian politics in the early 1990s and then faded away. They reject explanations that focus on demographic, economic, and other single variables. Instead they explain the early ethnic mobilization by emphasizing the importance of ethnic and cultural institutions at the regional level and whether ethnic entrepreneurs were able to make appeals that resonated with the masses by focusing on perceived ethnic-based labor discrimination. They then show that ethnic appeals ultimately became less important because of Russia’s shift to a market economy and the transition of power at the regional level from legislatures to executives.


    In the twenty years of Russia’s existence, one of its most notable yet under-appreciated achievements is the fact that ethnicity has played a very minor and non-divisive role in Russian politics. The Russian Federation is a multi-ethnic, culturally diverse state in which officially-recognized ethnic minorities form 20 percent of the population. Yet political parties are not organized by nationality, voting has not occurred according to ethnic affiliation, and ethno-national separatism among the republics has dissipated. All of this is perhaps not very remarkable in the increasingly centralized and authoritarian system that Putin has established. But even before Putin’s federal reforms chipped away at the autonomy that certain Russian regions had gained during the 1990s, ethnicity failed to emerge as a relevant cleavage around which politics in the Russian Federation was organized. Why?


    This outcome may seem puzzling, given that Russia inherited from the USSR over 100 officially recognized ethnic minorities, and over twenty ethnically-defined sub-federal territories with boundaries drawn around putative “homelands” of certain minorities. Moreover, serious campaigns for ethnic separatism developed among several ethnic republics in the early 1990s, at the same time that communities throughout Eastern Europe were asserting their right to nation-states. In fact, the threat of ethno-national secession was so substantial that many Russian leaders and Western observers at the time feared that Russia would follow the disintegration of the Soviet Union along ethnic lines. Yet support for ethno-national separatism in Russia’s republics faded after only a few years, with the important exception of Chechnya. And it did not recur in the late 1990s, despite the acute financial crisis and a very weak central state made even weaker by the violent, senseless war with Chechnya.


    How can we make sense of the transient politicization of ethnic identity in Russian politics, especially when we know that ethnic identities continue to be deeply felt by members of Russia’s ethnic minorities and that sub-state ethnic administrative territories (i.e., republics) continue to exist? This article examines why ethno-national separatism among Russia’s republics developed and then dissipated in the early 1990s, as well as why it did not re-emerge in the late 1990s as a viable threat to Russia’s integrity. It also briefly considers the role that ethnicity plays in the more recent political mobilizations in the North Caucasus, especially Dagestan.


    Analysis of the post-Soviet politics literature on ethnic mobilization in both the Soviet Union and Russia suggests several key points for understanding why the politicization of ethnicity is not an enduring feature of Russian politics. First, it is critical to understand the fundamental nature of the relationship between ethnic identity and political mobilization. Work by many post-Soviet politics scholars has made much progress in this regard, putting to rest essentialist explanations that view ethnic group mobilization as based on cultural differences and thus inevitable. Second, it is important to recognize the existence of variation in ethnic mobilization at the mass level across Russia’s republics. Only some of the republics had popular, mass-based nationalist opposition movements; in others, nationalist leaders were never able to win popular support. Making sense of these facts provides insight into the weakness of ethnic mobilization in Russia more generally, as well as prospects for mobilization in the future.


    This leads to a second point: the most powerful explanation for nationalist mobilization across the Soviet space concerns the effects of ethno-federal institutions. Ground-breaking work by scholars such as Roeder, Bunce, Brubaker, and Suny shows how the pseudo-federal structure of the Soviet Union—its ethnic “homelands” with official languages and cultures for certain nationalities; its use of the nationality entry on internal passports; and its korenizatsiia (indigenization) policies that granted preferences to titular nationalities within the republics—served to nurture and institutionalize ethnicity within the republics, creating both national elites and masses prepared to support nationalism when the opportunity arose during glasnost.1


    Institutionalists make a convincing case that state institutions and policies exert a powerful or even deterministic effect on peoples’ identity and thus their political behavior. Yet this suggests that ethnic minorities with territorial republics should have remained mobilized, and that Russia should have broken up into its constituent ethnic republics. Institutionalist explanations have difficulty explaining variation among Russia’s republics: if similar ethno-federal institutions were present across all 16 republics, why did some republics have more popular nationalist movements and stronger separatist campaigns than others? And they cannot explain why ethnicity did not become politicized during the period of central state weakness in the late 1990s.


    Scholars have taken diverse approaches in addressing these questions. We argue that analyses that focus on relations among all actors within the republics rather than only on relations between republican leaders and Moscow provide considerable analytical leverage in explaining ethnic mobilization. While many scholarly accounts have increased our knowledge by devoting attention to the key role played by republican leaders, a focus on individual-level motivations and behavior of both ordinary people and political actors in the republics explains a greater degree of the variance in republican ethnic separatism in the early 1990s.


    Next, we argue that the most persuasive arguments explaining why separatism did not re-emerge in the late 1990s focus on Russia’s changing macro-level political context. More specifically, policies enacted by Yeltsin’s government after 1994 affected both political actors and individual attitudes within the republics, which profoundly changed center-republic relations. These policies shifted the balance of power at the regional level away from the legislature and toward the executive, altering the relationship between the opposition and republic leaders, as well as between republican leaders and Moscow. Second, Yeltsin’s decision to fight a war with Chechnya transformed attitudes among both individuals and politicians within the republics. Thus, attention to both macro-level political context and change, as well as individual-level factors that motivate support for nationalism are critical to understanding the emergence and ultimate absence of ethnic politics in Russia.


    



    The Rapid Rise and Decline of Ethnic Mobilization in the Early Post-Soviet Era


    In the early 1990s, just about every ethnic minority in Russia with a designated sub-state territory had an organized movement with demands ranging from cultural rights to greater autonomy within the Russian Federation to outright independence. However, there was enormous variation across republics in terms of popular support for these opposition nationalist movements. In some places—Tatarstan, Chechnya, Tuva and Sakha-Yakutia—the titular population of the republic enthusiastically threw their support behind the nationalists. In other cases, popular support for nationalism was limited to a small minority of the population. In most cases, minority ethnic mobilization remained non-violent, with some exceptions. Chechnya is, of course, the most well-known case of ethnic mobilization leading to violence, but sporadic inter-ethnic violence also occurred in Tuva and, to a very limited extent, in Tatarstan.


    Ethnic mobilization in Russia in the early 1990s may be considered as two separate forms of mobilization. The first form involves popular mobilization, including mass protests and electoral activity aimed at achieving minority nationalist goals that ranged from increased language rights to independent statehood. The second form involves campaigns for greater autonomy from Moscow waged by the leaders of Russia’s ethnic republics. While these campaigns were intimately connected to mass ethnic movements, they should be conceptualized as different phenomena since different actors were involved. Regional leaders were playing a two-level game in which they used the threat of popular ethnic mobilization on a local level to wrest concessions from the central state. Negotiations between Tatarstani leaders and the center in 1993-94, for example, often revolved around the implicit threat that Moscow’s failure to provide concessions would result in a burst of popular nationalism in the republic that the regional authorities might not be able to contain. This logic can partially explain the correlation between variation in popular support for minority nationalism within the republics and the strength of the secessionist campaigns mounted vis-à-vis Moscow in the early 1990s. The correlation is not complete, however, because of the role played by the individual preferences of republic-level political leaders. Some republican leaders sought to tamp down nationalist feelings among the population instead of use them to increase their personal power,2 while others attempted to increase their power despite a relatively low level of popular support for nationalism.3 Nevertheless, the overall correlation between regional separatism and popular support for nationalism was quite strong.


    The surge of minority ethno-nationalism throughout the Soviet Union and Russia provoked a great deal of anxiety among Russian political leaders in the early 1990s. Yet it did not last long. After 1993, ethnic mobilization began to decline throughout the Russian Federation. By the mid-1990s, nationalist leaders in republics such as Tatarstan, who had once been able to attract tens of thousands of protesters to demonstrations, were fortunate to get several hundred participants. By the late 1990s and throughout the 2000s, ethnicity played a fairly small role in Russia’s politics in general and in center-regional relations in particular. Moreover, the level of ethnic violence has been quite low throughout the post-Soviet period. Even regions that had high ethnic mobilization in the early 1990s remained almost completely non-violent.


    While violence exploded in the Northern Caucasus in the last decade, it had little to do with nationalist separatism and in most cases was religious in nature, rather than ethnic.4 Common religion has in fact played a key role in overcoming ethnic differences in the North Caucasus. As Emil Suleimanov notes in a recent article, “membership in Jihadist groups (jamaats) has helped individual insurgents overcome ethnic, sectarian (tariqa-based) and clan-based loyalties, forging an unprecedented sense of social solidarity based on shared religion.” 5 The insurgency that spread through much of the North Caucasus in the last decade was organized and carried out by groups with mixed ethnic membership. Group members were united in their opposition to the Russian state by religious belief rather than ethnic identity. To the extent that ethno-nationalism still played a role in the Caucasus, it was aimed against other local ethnic groups, rather than against the central government in Moscow or against ethnic Russians. The grievances had to do with conflicts over control of resources and/or territory at the local level and did not lead to secessionist campaigns.6


    Chechnya was the one exception to these trends. A republic with some of the highest levels of mass mobilization, Chechnya experienced horrific violence as a result of the war begun by President Yeltsin in 1994, the post-war political instability in the region and the second war launched by then-Prime Minister Putin in 1999. Nevertheless, by the second half of the last decade, even Chechnya had become largely free of ethnic violence—though this turn of events can in large part be ascribed to the brutal rule of Chechen President Ramzan Kadyrov.


    This series of events presents a puzzle for scholars of Russian ethnic politics. We must explain not only the rapid but uneven emergence of ethno-nationalist mobilization at the regional level in the late 1980s, but its equally rapid disappearance just a few years later. We must also explain the subsequent absence of minority ethno-nationalism, despite a period of extreme state weakness in the late 1990s and a subsequent period of central state mobilization against minority rights and regional power in the 2000s.


    



    Why Ethnic Separatism Developed and Declined in the Early Post-Soviet Period


    The debate among social scientists concerning ethnic nationalism in Russia has been a rich and fruitful one. We briefly review several kinds of explanations addressing the emergence of nationalist separatism in the early 1990s and why Russia was able to avoid state collapse.


    All of the accounts provide plausible logics illustrating that nationalist separatism was not as inevitable as it initially seemed. We argue, however, that by paying attention to variation across republics, certain kinds of explanations are better able to account for empirical outcomes and also shed light on the conditions under which ethnic identities become politicized.


    First, we analyze two hypotheses focusing on structural factors of demography and economic wealth.7 Demographic hypotheses maintain that nationalist separatism develops when ethnic groups form a majority of a region’s total population. Because titular nationalities were a minority in most of Russia’s republics (being outnumbered by ethnic Russians) the republics did not imitate the secessionism of the USSR’s Union republics.8 While a critical mass of people supporting the project of establishing a nation-state may be necessary for successful separatism, empirical evidence from Russia does not support the predictions of the hypothesis. Republics where titulars formed demographic majorities (as of 1989) did not witness strong mass nationalism in all cases (e.g. Chuvashia and North Ossetia). Likewise, some republics where titulars formed distinct demographic minorities (Yakutia and Bashkortostan), were among the most nationalist. In general, the demographic hypothesis predicts nationalist mobilization in republics where little occurred and fails to predict it in several republics where it did develop.


    The logic of this hypothesis assumes that ethnic groups engage in politics as cohesive political blocs. However, we observe that many titulars in even the most nationalist republics opposed nationalist programs or remained indifferent to them. And ethnic Russians often supported nationalist projects, as for example, in Tatarstan, where 47% of Russians voted for sovereignty in a 1992 referendum, and in the Baltics and Ukraine prior to independence.


    Economic wealth hypotheses focus on macro-economic conditions within Russia’s republics to explain variation in nationalist separatism. In this approach, associated with work by Emizet and Hesli, Hale, and Treisman, economic resources are the critical variable that structured the incentives of leaders in the republics: leaders of resource-rich, economically developed republics made strong separatist demands on Moscow while leaders of comparatively poor republics did not.9 Moreover, according to Solnick, economic wealth can also explain why the Russian Federation survived as an ethno-federal state. In response to separatism, the federal government granted the richer republics tax breaks, credits, subsidies, and political autonomy. In appeasing the wealthy republics at the expense of both the poorer ones and the non-ethnic regions, Moscow created an asymmetric federation and avoided state collapse.10 The wealth hypothesis has practically become conventional wisdom despite the fact that empirically, it cannot account for separatism in Russia’s poor republics, nor its absence in the rich ones. The fact of separatism in Tuva—a tiny, poor republic whose economy centered on livestock herding—flatly contradicts the wealth hypothesis. The same is true of Chechnya. Though Chechen territory contained some crude oil and an oil pipeline connecting Russia with refineries in Baku, its reserves made up a miniscule 1% of Russia’s total output in 1992 and its pipeline was threatened with redundancy by new pipeline projects bypassing the republic that were already underway when nationalist mobilization began. Moreover, an advanced economy did not spur separatism in Komi—a highly industrialized republic that contained enormous coal deposits and significant oil and gas fields. Similarly, nationalism was lower in the republic of Khakassia than in Chuvashia, despite the fact that the former was more economically developed than the latter.11 Therefore, though we observe that the republics of Tatarstan, Yakutia and Bashkiria were relatively resource-rich and experienced significant separatism, the fact remains that the wealth hypothesis cannot explain variation in separatism across Russia.


    This is not to say that the presence of economic wealth in Russia’s republics was inconsequential; it unquestionably informed the strategies of some republican leaders in their relations with Moscow. But accounts that focus on economic wealth draw a direct link between regional wealth and the desire and ability of republican leaders to make separatist demands on Moscow. Because they do not conceive of the republic population outside the political elite as independent actors, they do not feel the need to consider the extent to which ethnic populations mobilized when republican leaders told them to. Accounts that take local politics into consideration, on the other hand, show that communist-era leaders of republics with strong mass nationalist mobilization and popular opposition nationalist movements were pressured to demand greater autonomy from Moscow. In other cases, the lack of popular support for nationalism among members of titular ethnic groups gave leaders no incentive to advance separatist campaigns vis-à-vis the central government. Though it is clear that republican leaders strategically took advantage of nationalist mobilization within the republics to strengthen their negotiating position with the center, republican wealth in and of itself cannot explain why ethnic populations in certain republics responded to nationalist leaders.


    Other kinds of explanations focus on a single, constitutive aspect of Russia’s political system to explain the low level of ethnic mobilization there. For example, Stephen Hanson argues that the ideological shift from Marxism-Leninism to democracy as the Russian Federation formed made it harder for people in Russia’s republics to oppose Moscow than during the Soviet era. He also claims that secessionism in Russia was hampered by a lack of support from international actors, especially the U.S.12 Several scholars, including Lapidus, Hale, Treisman and Alexseev, find that the administrative status of Russia’s republics was a significant factor in explaining why Russia cohered while the Soviet Union imploded. Russia’s lower-status autonomous republics (ARs) had fewer privileges, rights, and ethnic institutions than the Soviet Union’s Union republics making them less likely to identify as independent states.13


    Henry Hale shifts attention to the central state in arguing that the Russian Federation did not crack apart because it lacked a core ethnic region, i.e. a single ethnofederal region that contains a majority of the state’s population. The existence of a core ethnic region can lead to the breakup of ethnofederal states, as with the Russian Republic (RSFSR) in the Soviet Union. The RSFSR contributed to the Soviet collapse by “…facilitating dual sovereignty, exacerbating the security fears of Soviet minority regions, and by promoting the “imagining” of a Russia independent of the larger Soviet state.”14 Conversely, because Russia did not contain a core ethnic region, the central state could employ various strategies to deal with centrifugal pressures emanating from its regions, thus ensuring Russia’s survival. Hale shows how bi-lateral treaties placated certain republics and oblasts during the 1990s and that the absence of a core ethnic region made it difficult for non-ethnic oblasts to coordinate against the center, which ultimately allowed Putin to recentralize the asymmetric federation.


    These various accounts describe important factors and delineate convincing logics driving the various outcomes they seek to explain. We argue, however, that because they do not directly address why separatism emerged in some places but not others, they tell us only part of the story of the emergence and failure of nationalist separatism in Russia. In focusing on a single, constitutive aspect of Russia’s system, they cannot explain why certain ethnic minorities chose to support nationalism while others did not. In some instances, then, these types of accounts actually under-predict nationalist separatism in Russia’s republics.


    Moving to two accounts that address variation in the level of ethnic mobilization among Russia’s ethnic minorities, Dmitry Gorenburg focuses on meso-level institutional factors within the republics including the extent to which the Soviet state allowed ethnic and cultural institutions to develop. Ethnic institutions shaped the identities and beliefs of potential followers; they provided the resources necessary for mobilization and they helped to establish social networks that allowed nationalist leaders to connect with potential followers.15 The contribution of this approach is that it describes the mechanisms through which national leaders in some republics were able to connect with members of titular ethnic groups and mobilize them against central authority. Variation in the density and autonomy of local ethnic institutions across Russia’s republics can explain why nationalist leaders were able to attract mass popular support in some republics but not in others.


    Elise Giuliano examines another aspect of the variation in ethno-nationalist mobilization on a local level: the development of group grievances as a source for mass support for ethno-nationalist mobilization. She focuses on explaining both variation in mass support for nationalist movements among ethnic minorities and reasons for the decline in mobilization in republics where it had developed. Grievances did not simply reflect structural conditions within the republics such as economic hardship or ethnic demography, but developed out of the interaction between peoples’ experiences in local labor markets, and the messages that nationalist entrepreneurs put forward concerning ethnic group disadvantage. Ethnic grievances developed rapidly in Tatarstan, Tuva, Chechnya, Bashkortostan and Yakutia when messages articulated by nationalist leaders about ethnic inequality in local labor markets resonated with people’s experience of growing job insecurity in a contracting economy. Nationalist leaders advocated establishing a nation-state as the only way to redress ethnic group victimization. In other republics, however, where nationalist leaders focused on articulating other issues, such as cultural and language problems facing the ethnic group, group grievances failed to develop, and popular support for nationalism stalled.


    Ultimately however, in most republics, the group grievances that produced a sense of nationhood did not endure. As Russia moved away from central economic planning and toward economic liberalization, the state’s monopoly over job distribution ended and greater numbers of people began to work outside the state sector. The supposedly subordinate status of the ethnic group mattered less to people in a changing economy in which the state did not have the sole power to determine socioeconomic mobility. These developments diminished the relevance of the nationalists’ message about the need to rectify ethnic economic inequality by capturing the state in the name of the ethnic nation. As a result, popular support for nationalism declined in most of Russia’s republics as the 1990s progressed.


    Social science seeks parsimonious explanations of political phenomena. Yet this brief review of nationalist separatism in Russia and the literature addressing it suggests that parsimony often can only offer partial explanations of complicated, multifaceted phenomena. A full picture of the variation in support for ethno-nationalism among ethnic minorities in the early 1990s and the rapid dissipation of ethnic mobilization after the break-up of the Soviet Union can be gained by combining several of the approaches discussed in this paper which we view as complementary. A focus on macro-political developments and institutions (such as Hale describes), with macro-level ideational factors (Hanson), in conjunction with local-level institutional variation (Gorenburg) and the construction of ethnically-framed economic grievances against the central government (Giuliano) can best account for the behavior of ordinary people, opposition nationalist elites, republican leaders and the central state.


    



    Why No Ethnic Mobilization in the Late 1990s


    In the late 1990s, as a result of the 1998 financial crisis, the war with Chechnya, and an increasingly infirm Yeltsin presidency, Russia once again experienced a period of severe central state weakness. With a highly unstable system of asymmetric federalism brought about by bi-lateral treaties that had empowered certain republics, the threat of ethno-federal separatism re-emerged. In the words of Nikolai Petrov, Russian federalism at this time was in danger of being replaced by “…a disintegrating confederal system.”16 Yet this period did not witness a repeat of ethnic mobilization or campaigns for republican autonomy that marked the first several years of Russian statehood. Why?


    We argue that despite the weakness at the center and regional decentralization, nationalist separatism did not develop because the entire political institutional environment in the republics had shifted by the end of Russia’s first decade. This shift was due to key central state policies that moved the locus of political power within the republics from the legislative to the executive branch, effectively shutting out political opposition, including nationalist groups. Since executives in most republics were communist-era leaders who had reinvented themselves as presidents, they did not hesitate in attempting to obliterate all forms of political opposition in order to strengthen their own power. How did Moscow’s policies produce this move to executive dominance? First, beginning in 1994, Yeltsin signed bi-lateral treaties with the most separatist ethnic republics, beginning with Tatarstan. These treaties were both substantive and symbolic, devolving greater economic and political autonomy to the republics.17 As a result, presidents, rather than opposition nationalist groups, came to be seen as the defenders of republican interest and autonomy, raising their legitimacy among the general population.


    Also, the growing power of republic presidents brought elections within the republics under greater control of the executive branch. Whereas relatively competitive elections to local parliaments (soviets) in the Soviet Union in 1990 and early 1990s Russia had provided incentives for opposition politicians to organize, win political office, engage in heated parliamentary debate, and formulate new policies that put pressure on executives, by the mid-1990s republican presidents were reducing the competitiveness of elections and draining legislatures of political opposition.18 Some of their techniques specifically aimed at eliminating nationalist candidates included gerrymandering local electoral districts, co-opting national congresses, and physically harassing individual leaders into submission.


    Another major political institution established under Yeltsin—the Federation Council, or upper house of the federal parliament—also strengthened the power of leaders in the republic vis-à-vis local actors. Rules governing the eligibility of candidates to the Federation Council allowed only members of the executive and legislative branches in the regions to run for office. As a result, republic presidents (and regional governors) and heads of republic parliaments won seats in the Federation Council, which, as Kathryn Stoner-Weiss argues, was Moscow’s intention.


    Representation in national level politics raised the status and strengthened the authority of leaders within the republic, and arguably, increased their commitment to the integrity of the Federation.19 These developments made it more difficult for the political opposition to play an influential role in republican politics.


    Finally, Moscow’s decision to attack Chechnya, Russia’s most separatist republic, in late 1994 fundamentally changed the way many ordinary ethnic citizens in the republics viewed the goal of national sovereignty. Intended in part to forestall the secession of the other ethnic republics, the war successfully intimidated those who had supported opposition nationalist movements in other republics. As one respondent in Tatarstan explained in 1997, “Tatarstan does not have Chechnya’s successful result (read: independence), but on the other hand, Tatarstan has avoided violence and suffering.”20 Political leaders in Tatarstan were also quick to point out that their republic’s more moderate behavior compared to Chechnya allowed them to avoid Moscow’s violent reaction. Only a few Tatar nationalist leaders seemed to yearn for the steadfast commitment to sovereignty at any cost that Chechnya seemed to have achieved as of the late 1990s. This is not to say that Moscow’s decision to use violence strengthened the central state. The war weakened Yeltsin’s government in many ways, including perhaps, as Petrov argues, by “…forc[ing] Moscow to seek compromise with other regions to avoid another crisis that could lead to two simultaneous civil wars.”21 While central state policies toward the ethnic regions in the 1990s did not succeed in strengthening the center vis-à-vis the regions, they unintentionally brought about a fundamental change in political institutions and relations among political actors within the republics, making the re-emergence of nationalist separatism less likely at the end of the 1990s.


    



    Conclusion


    In this paper, we have argued that ethnicity has played a relatively minor role in post-Soviet Russian politics. The initial surge of ethno-nationalist mobilization that accompanied perestroika died away quite quickly after independence and did not re-emerge despite continued state weakness throughout the 1990s. This was caused by changes in the political environment at both the national and regional levels. Specifically, the transition to a market economy made ethnic grievances tied to job discrimination irrelevant to the lives of members of minority ethnic groups. At the same time, a shift in the locus of power at the regional level from the legislative to the executive branch created an environment where political opposition and societal forces had relatively little power vis-à-vis regional rulers, making mobilization much more difficult to accomplish. In fact, several of Russia’s ethnic republics unexpectedly ended up serving as testing grounds for authoritarian techniques that were adopted by the Putin administration in the following decade. For this reason, even if the Russian political system undergoes a partial liberalization during Putin’s next term in office, a new round of nationalist mobilization is highly unlikely unless a more equitable distribution of power is enacted in Russia’s ethnic republics as well.
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    Nagorno-Karabakh: Twenty Years under Damocles’ Sword


    


    Anar Valiyev


    Abstract: This article examines the consequences of the Nagorno-Karabakh war for Armenia and Azerbaijan from an Azerbaijani perspective, showing how the conflict prevents democratization and internal development while blocking external ties. Continued conflict is leading to expensive and dangerous arms races and a demonization of each other’s societies.


    


    As Azerbaijan and Armenia celebrate their 20th anniversary of independence, both countries find themselves trapped in a conflict that has taken the lives of tens of thousands and drastically affected economic development. Since 1988, the Karabakh conflict remains the major issue for the domestic and foreign policies of Baku and Yerevan. International mediation has failed to bring the countries closer to each other while the political leaderships of Azerbaijan and Armenia are unwilling and unable to make any concessions. Meanwhile, the conflict can be seen as Damocles’ sword hanging over the public in both countries, making them susceptible to manipulation. The governments, as well as societies, are trapped in a vicious circle of “no peace, no war” while this “frozen” conflict drains economic resources and political energies from their already weak and impoverished societies. The conflict also undermines the path of the South Caucasian countries toward Euro-Atlantic integration and diminishes their chances of becoming part of Europe. The following article looks at the impact of the conflict on both societies—including lost economic opportunities, unmet political expectations, arms races, and stagnated political development.


    



    Impact on Democratization


    The political development and history of democratization in Armenia and Azerbaijan cannot be analyzed without taking into account the Karabakh conflict. Surprisingly enough, in its early phase the dispute served as a key impulse for the awakening of national sentiments. The conflict stimulated ethnic mobilization and drew wide sectors of both countries’ populations into the movement for social and political reform. It created mass political opposition to the Soviet system, paving the way for the first democratic processes in both Armenian and Azerbaijani societies. Early political organizations in both countries were established on the wave of struggle for Karabakh. At the same time, the first democratically elected presidents of Armenia and Azerbaijan came to power because of the conflict. Meanwhile, the relative democratization enjoyed by these societies in the early years of independence fostered nationalism that became a very strong force in Azerbaijan and Armenia. Using Samuel Huntington’s terminology, both countries suffered from a gap between high levels of political participation and weak political institutions. In this case, the weak institutions increased the likelihood of war, which became full-scale conflict right after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Against the background of the conflict, both countries also suffered from institutional weakness that created conditions encouraging hostilities.1 After the situation moved from a “cold” war toward a “hot” one, the conflict became the major tool for keeping democracy from developing further. The political approach of the European Union and United States failed to democratize the countries because neither the societies nor the governments risked implementing liberal reforms in fear that it would weaken their stability and power to oppose the other.


    Throughout its short history, elites skillfully manipulated the Karabakh conflict in order to justify their goals. For example, Armenia’s Kocharyan-Sarkisyan government skillfully used the military clash between Azerbaijani and Armenian forces in northern Karabakh in March 2008 to divert people’s attention away from rigged elections. The political establishment in Armenia was able to distract attention from domestic affairs by highlighting an external threat to the country. It became a very dangerous precedent that increased the chance of using the conflict for domestic purposes. One year later, the Azerbaijani government initiated a referendum on changes to the constitution that abolished presidential term limits as well as allowed the government to postpone elections when the country is in a state of war. Taking into consideration that every Azerbaijani president announces that the country is in a state of war with Armenia, such a constitutional clause has significant consequences.


    For the last 20 years, countries with a vested interest in the situation, such as Russia, the United States, Iran, and the European Union, have sought to benefit from the conflict through mediation or siding with one of the conflicting countries. For example, external actors actively and successfully bargained over a range of issues, such as oil contracts, military bases, gas pipelines, and transportation links. Meanwhile, Azerbaijan and Armenia sacrificed their national interests in order to maintain a balance in the conflict.


    Russia, in particular, became one of the main beneficiaries of the conflict. Playing on fears of renewed violence, Russia kept and reinforced bases in Armenia and Azerbaijan, and stopped or delayed both countries from integrating into NATO and the EU. Moreover, limited contact with the democratic countries of Europe and a heavy reliance on Russia made the Russian model of governance quite popular among the elites of Azerbaijan and Armenia. Political development in both societies reflects the Russian model of “sovereign democracy.”


    The Russian policy toward the conflict could be described as “controlled chaos.” Russia manages the conflict, as well as puts itself in the role of arbiter, and therefore benefits from the “gifts” given by each side to win the Kremlin’s favor. Moscow, thus, is not genuinely interested in a resolution of the conflict and is able to frustrate the peace accord at any moment. The status quo of the conflict benefits Russian more than Armenian or Azerbaijani interests. The conflict allows Moscow to keep both countries, to varying degrees, in its orbit of influence. While Armenia has become totally dependent on Russian economic and military aid, Azerbaijan’s progress toward the West has been limited and possibly completely halted. Russia imitated mediation by pressing on both sides to keep a ceasefire. The Russian monopoly on mediation does not allow other regional players, such as Turkey, to participate. An analysis of the sum-total of Russian actions shows that Russia, whether under Medvedev or Putin, has not been genuinely interested in fostering a solution to the festering conflict. There is a sense that since the collapse of the USSR, Russia has revanchist and revivalist intentions.


    



    Arms Race


    The conflict and its pressure on the two societies make governments very sensitive to issues of security. Both countries spend more resources on militarization and arms races than on institution building and reforms. Insecurity has diverted the elites from investing more in institutional capacity, education, social security, and infrastructure.


    In Azerbaijan, for example, thanks to windfall oil profits, military expenses increased from $135 million in 2003 to almost $3 billion in 2011 (equal to the total Armenian federal budget). In December 2005, Baku established a defense industry ministry responsible for military production. Azerbaijan’s reliance on military expenditures follows the advice of Reagan’s famous slogan, “We will spend them to the ground.”2 Azerbaijan’s arm race is mostly aimed at increasing the military burden on the Armenian economy, especially in times of crisis.


    Armenia, in turn, despite hard economic conditions, has answered the militarization call. Armenia regularly purchases or receives weapons from Russia. In 2008 for example, Armenia received arms and weapons worth $800 million and, in 2011, Armenia purchased arms from Moldova.


    Not only Armenia and Azerbaijan are involved in the military race; we are also witnessing the militarization of Karabakh, where 65 out of every 1,000 inhabitants are under arms, surpassing almost all other countries when it comes to the proportion of a population in the military. All of this spending and efforts to achieve a military solution make the countries extremely vulnerable to shocks. Ultimately the arsenals that ostensibly were purchased with the idea of posing a threat could be used in a new war which would be much bloodier than the localized conflict of 1992-1994.


    



    Lost Opportunities and Perceptions of Each Other


    The unresolved conflict and tense relations between Armenia and Azerbaijan hinder regional economic development. Armenia has lost millions of dollars in investments that could have come from oil and gas transit fees. Meanwhile, Azerbaijan is spending an enormous amount to build transportation networks bypassing Armenia. The Baku-Akhalkalaki-Kars railroad is one vivid example. Officially, Baku is spending over half a billion dollars to construct a railroad to Turkey through Georgia, while Armenia has all the necessary infrastructure that would have significantly decreased the cost. At the same time, the conflict keeps the borders between Turkey and Armenia closed, limiting economic opportunities for the citizens of both countries. A recent rapprochement between them collapsed mainly due to Baku’s resistance. The conflict, meanwhile, does not allow the three Caucasian countries to build a common market and trading space that would facilitate economic cooperation with the European Union.


    The conflict has also changed the image and popular perception each society holds of the other. In Soviet times, interethnic marriages were common. Today around 99 percent of Azerbaijanis and 90 percent of Armenians would not marry someone from the other group.3 At the same time, only 0.5 percent of Azerbaijanis would approve doing business with Armenians, while 34.3 percent of Armenians would look positively at business relations with their eastern neighbor. On the basis of these figures, it seems that even if the conflict is resolved within a short period of time, restoring trust would take another decade. Both societies created an enemy image of the other that is engraved in their national ideologies and identities. For the young generation of Azerbaijanis and Armenians who grew up after the 1990s, it would be difficult to overcome the stereotypes and images of “the other” that they were fed for the last twenty years. The conflict, unfortunately, has stopped being a struggle for land. Instead, it has became an indivisible part of the political, cultural, and social development in both societies. Further development of this animosity would detrimentally affect future generations and make settlement of the conflict absolutely impossible.


    



    Conclusion


    Both countries understand that prolonging the conflict is not in their interests, but each side hopes that the status quo will harm the other more. The Armenians assure themselves that prolonging the conflict would lead to the recognition of Karabakh by the international community and force Azerbaijan to accept the realities on the ground. That hope is enough for the Armenian establishment to close its eyes to the catastrophic situation of the economy, demography, and development inside the country.


    In turn, the Azerbaijani side believes that the continued flow of oil money would allow the country to achieve a strategic offensive superiority which would enable it to solve the conflict at an appropriate moment. Thus, Baku is waiting for a moment to change the balance in its favor.


    Nobody, however, can answer the question how long this situation can be sustained. It is not hard to see how a tense situation can devolve into conflict.


    There are three scenarios that can be drawn from the current situation. The first envisions the continuation of the status quo with further militarization and threatening rhetoric. Such a situation would make both countries dependent on external forces in order to keep a balance. Armenia, in order to check Azerbaijani’s military build-up, would need to rely more on the Russian army. Azerbaijan, meanwhile, will continue its close cooperation with Turkey and NATO. Neither side would risk breaking the stalemate, nor would external powers prefer such a situation.


    The second scenario may lead to a certain advancement in the resolution of the conflict when Armenia returns occupied territories beyond the administrative border of Karabakh. This could happen only with the willingness and agreement of Russia.


    A third scenario could lead to a short, full-scale war, the outcome of which is very difficult to predict. Taking into consideration the tense relations on the border as well as the large stockpiles of weapons in both countries, even a small incident near the frontline could spark a war. In that case, neither side would be able to stop the escalation of conflict.


    Any of the possible scenarios could be fulfilled with equal chances. One thing is clear: prolongation of the conflict is decreasing the chances of the countries to set a path of positive and sustainable development.


    The European Union and the United States need to understand the specific character of the South Caucasus and assist Azerbaijan and Armenia in coping with their internal problems. A resolution of the frozen interethnic conflict would eventually have an impact on democratic development in these countries. In the case of a successful solution, the countries of the South Caucasus would be able to pursue development without external help. A failed resolution of the Karabakh conflict will consequently lead to the failure of democratization in both countries. It will create favorable conditions for the countries to slip into establishing strong autocratic regimes requiring arms races and harsh rhetoric. Such a situation in the region could one day ignite a new, fierce war, the consequences of which are very hard to predict.
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