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			Abstract: In this introductory essay, the co-editors of this special issue lay out the role of elections in the post-Soviet context. 

			In the fall and winter of 2016, a series of elections took place in the post-Soviet region. Azerbaijan changed its constitution via a referendum. Belarus, Georgia and Russia held parliamentary campaigns, while Moldova and Uzbekistan unexpectedly went to the polls to elect new presidents, as did the residents of the unrecognized de facto state Transnistria. All of these elections underlined the “democracy bias” problem in much of the previous literature related to elections in this part of the world, which has resulted in an innate misunderstanding of elections as an institution. Since their independence, observers have assumed that all the post-Soviet regimes are “democratizing.” Elections are therefore understood as an institution “transplanted” to these countries from democratic societies and designed to further the democratization process. In reality, however, elections in non-democratic societies perform rather different functions. We now know that the assumption of inevitable regional democratization is no longer accurate, if it ever was. The dismal state of the region is increasingly reflected in the literature on comparative and area studies: the focus is gradually shifting from how and when these regimes would democratize to autocratic diffusion, and why only a few countries failed to “autocratize.” 

			In light of this, the special issue at hand suggests that there is a need to “re-understand” elections in post-Soviet space. Rather than seeing elections purely as a litmus test for the success of regime change, the study of elections as an institution can provide much-needed insight into both regime dynamics and the evolution of the social order. This series of almost simultaneous elections in the region provides ample material for a comparative overview of post-Soviet societies and governments. We seek to offer a more nuanced understanding of how such regimes function in practice – beyond and within formal institutions, as well as the interplay of different institutional structures and how these adjust to new domestic and external challenges. 

			In this introduction, we will strive to provide a theoretical framework for the articles that follow. We will begin by outlining the background to these texts, building on previous literature on elections and regime change in post-Soviet space. After this, we will present two perspectives on elections that we believe make our analyses especially important. The first suggests that elections provide a valuable “snapshot of here and now” in terms of regime dynamics and state-society relations, thereby enriching our knowledge of domestic structures as well as existing constraints on and choices for the regime and its challengers. This “snapshot” also illuminates the current political equilibrium, providing insights about when elections disrupt or stabilize a regime, and under what conditions the mechanism and primary purpose of elections change. The second sees elections in a long-term perspective, as part of the social order and indicators of the system’s evolution and continuity. On this view, elections and their development can help explain institutional persistence and suggest historical development over time and the potential for institutional change. 

			Finally, it is important to note that the electoral campaigns that are the focus of this special issue were not conducted in a vacuum but were held in a new geopolitical environment very much shaped by the crisis in Ukraine. Therefore, the introduction will conclude by discussing how the changing context contributed to different constellations of domestic political, economic and identity crises in most of the countries in question. This certainly impacted the elections “here and now,” but has, interestingly, seemingly had little influence on the overall legacies and trajectories of the regimes thus far. 

			Beyond Regime Change: Regime Dynamics and the Evolution of the Social Order

			Democratization by Elections: The Era of Color Revolutions

			Previous studies of the post-Soviet region have placed major focus on understanding the type of regime and underlying factors that would explain the trajectories of regime change. Much effort has therefore been invested in defining regimes using terms such as “authoritarian,” “hybrid,” “competitive authoritarian,” and “electoral authoritarian,” and in dissecting the sources of their power. All of these types combine authoritarian governance with formal democratic rules,1 which “are widely viewed as the principal means of obtaining and exercising political authority.”2 As an example, in hybrid regimes, political opportunity structures are said to vary in their degree of competitiveness, but favor a dominant actor or a coalition as “some legitimate and public political competition coexists with an organizational and institutional playing field that renders this competition unfair.”3 Similarly, competitive authoritarian regimes occasionally allow pluralist electoral media competition and functioning opposition in the continuous absence of rule of law, property and civil rights and the proliferation of neo-patrimonialism and crony capitalism. The hybridity of the post-Soviet regimes and their oscillations between authoritarianism and democracy4 sparked a debate in the literature on the factors behind these developments, the sources of these regimes’ (in)stability and electoral competitiveness, and a discussion of the factors leading them towards democratization or enabling autocratic backsliding.5 Elections, “allowing diverse challengers to organize around one mass event,”6 are usually at the center of such debates. In this sense, elections become a key feature for defining regime type – to “distinguish authoritarianism and democracy”7 and identify the direction of the regime alternation by identifying the change in “degree of contestation and participation in the selection of national leaders.”8 

			After the wave of so-called “color revolutions,” studies paid particular attention to how elections may contribute to democratic transition in hybrid regimes. Elections were described as a step towards democracy that could, depending on the specific conditions, lead to the replacement of elites, regime rupture, or consolidation.9 It was believed that they could occasionally result in what was identified as a “liberalizing electoral outcome,”10 triggering a regime change that placed a less authoritarian government at the top.11 A set of competing theories was put forward to explain these oscillations and how “to finish a democratic revolution.” One line of inquiry looks at economic development, the transition to a market economy, and constitutional arrangements as key explanations for the “success” of an electoral revolution. Another major strand focuses on actors. Studies in this line of research highlight the role of elites and opposition, as well as contentious politics; they underline the importance of opposition movements, mobilizing structures and societal mobilization against the regime during democratization. The facilitating role of a unified civil society, the presence of transnational NGOs, leverage and linkage, and external democracy promoters are analyzed.12 The presence of an organized opposition is perceived as counterproductive to the aspiring autocrats’ prospects of consolidating power, while the lack of a unified opposition is predicted to impede regime change.13 

			In a similar fashion, autocratic backsliding following an election was usually explained by the ability of the government to consolidate the regime, using state power to efficiently apply tools of coercion and cooptation against its opponents.14 Effective use of repression and cooptation tools reduces political opportunity structures, and hinders or removes contentious elements in society. These tools are complemented by legitimacy and effective propaganda – “economic prosperity and lies,”15 as well as organizational capacity to “promote elite cohesion and further suppress popular dissent.”16 In turn, a lack of legitimacy and the presence of national divisions/cleavages is often seen as a limitation on both democratic and autocratic consolidation. 

			Much of the research on post-Soviet regimes heavily relies on the notion of competitive authoritarianism as outlined above. We suggest it is time to move on from this angle, since such a point of departure captures only short-term development. Despite numerous advances, there is still a lack of understanding about how the post-Soviet regimes function and why certain institutions and rules prevail within the systems. Why, for example, do post-Soviet leaders sometimes change the rules of the game, and under what conditions does this occur? It is not clear what role the formal institutions play, how they interplay with informal norms and practices, or what the main causes and effects of policy and institutional choices are. Furthermore, little is understood about the evolution of the regimes and social orders, nor about the evolving preferences of society and elites in time and under new conditions. We therefore suggest that elections, already often at the center of scholarly attention, can be used to shed some light on the above issues, but from a slightly different perspective than is usually the case in the literature on this region. 

			Functions of Elections beyond “Democratization”

			It is striking that 25 years after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, elections in this region seem to be studied merely as important events, mostly associated with regime change and typically analyzed in stylized institution-free models.17 There are two main reasons this approach is problematic. First, the era of color revolutions appears to have been misunderstood, as it was far from providing any institutional change in the region. Hence, studying the “success or failure” of electoral revolutions aimed at overthrowing an autocratic ruler is more or less redundant. In fact, the 2009 edited volume Democratization by Elections: A New Mode of Transition18 provide plentiful evidence that if there is not already a certain degree of openness in place (allowing for at least some genuine competition between the ruling elite and its competitors), elections are unlikely to have any democratizing effect. In hegemonic regimes like those of most post-Soviet states, elections are more likely to enforce the political status quo.19 Second, any observed “democratizing or autocratizing” electoral tendencies still tend not to significantly alter the major characteristics of the state system. Consequently, we argue, the question of if and how elections ultimately lead to regime change becomes less important. The particularly interesting challenge, as we see it, is to illuminate how elections can contribute to our understanding of the inner dynamics of hybrid and authoritarian regimes,20 as well as the evolution of political institutions over time. For this purpose, elections in post-Soviet regimes can be used as a focal point for studying state, elites, society, and interactions between the three. 

			The focus on elections as “a means by which dictators hold onto power” is already prevalent in previous research.21 One notable example is Schedler’s studies on “electoral authoritarianism,” where he refers to the regimes’ “menu of electoral manipulation” geared toward both averting short-term risks that arise from the particular electoral situation and preventing long term challenges that could threaten the current leaders’ hold on power.22 In this line of research, where empirical research is still primarily focused on areas other than the former Soviet Union, many emphasize the legitimizing role of elections, which help to keep the current regime in power with a minimal amount of coercion. Elections are a part of the authoritarian state power illustrating the “willingness and capacity of state agencies to repress and distribute resources in support of incumbent power.”23 As such, elections are portrayed as having a wide array of purposes for the authoritarian regime, ranging from elite cooptation of opposition and citizens, to reduction of risks, to information-gathering.24 Impressive electoral victories can deter elite defection and discourage opposition because they indicate regime strength. They are also a signal to the population that opposition is pointless.25 In addition, elections can be used by the government to emphasize and promote “loyal” (possibly systemic) opposition, which contributes to the marginalization of those who genuinely work for political change.26 

			The notion that elections in non-democracies have different functions than in democratic contexts is highly relevant to most of the articles in this special issue. Some of the elections may come across as uninteresting at first glance, due to their much-anticipated outcome – from which no regime change can be expected. Nonetheless, the articles included clearly show that even the most predictable such elections can help shed light on issues surrounding the prevalence of autocracy, such as the emergence of hybrid forms of domestic institutions, hybrid governance, novel tools of autocracy, and the new role of domestic state and non-state actors. 

			Still, most of the analytical tools used, such as “the menu of manipulation,” are not aimed at understanding the elections’ long-term implications. Thus, we recommend an institutional approach to the study of elections. This, we believe, will provide a much-needed understanding of regime dynamics around the time of the elections, while also highlighting key structures, resources and agency, plus the degree of constraints on choice – the logic behind different regime trajectories.

			Understanding the Logic of Regime Trajectories: Elections as an Institution

			Departing from the aforementioned discussions, it seems appropriate to respond to the identified challenge by focusing on elections as an institution. Institutions are a set of both formal and informal rules and norms that organize social, political and economic relations and constrain the behavior of actors and provide incentives.27 Acemoglu, Johnson, and Robinson define institutions as mechanisms through which social choices are determined and implemented.28 Political institutions are therefore used as means to distribute power in the society. Institutions can be either fast-moving or slow-moving. While the latter type is exemplified by “culture,” values, beliefs, and social norms, the former is characterized by political structures.29 The degree of their inclusivity30 determines the structure of social and political order: fragile, stable, or mature.31 Elections, as a part of a cluster of political institutions, can indicate the type of political order and aid our understanding of why certain types of institutions prevail over time or re-appear at certain times. Elections combine formal and informal regulations which outline formal enforceable rules. These provide states with the capacity to impose sanction for non-compliance, as well as incentivize adaptation and learning from elites and society. In addition, elections – as part of the system of political institutions – serve as an indicator of these institutions’ inclusiveness, their degree of representation and accountability, and the extent to which the incumbent is constrained by electoral rules and systems. The political institutions define the initial menu of options available to the actors, shaped by commonly held perceptions and practices. In turn, the electoral behavior and menu of options depend on attitudes and organizational practices that have been widely attributed to culture and legacies of previous regimes. As an example, Soviet legacies continue to affect political institutions, norms, values and practices. Certain institutional forms have persisted or reemerged, bringing up issues of path dependency and institutional change. To a large extent, the central role of elections derives from the democratization literature and their important function in democratic systems. In democracies, elections are the key to understanding politics. Electoral institutions and electoral systems impact the behavior of parties, voters, and legislators, while elections empower and legitimize political decision-making. In non-democracies, their forms and functions are different. Nonetheless, elections are a part of existing political institutions, which define distribution of political power and resources within the political regime. As such, we argue, elections “as an institution” matter in two specific ways in these types of contexts. 

			First, we see elections as an important part of the political process in non-democracies. They tell us about the nature of regimes and other key actors, and show the ways the regimes establish links with the elites, preferences of citizens and their policy choices. In this sense, they embody the fast-moving institution by being an arena of direct and indirect competition between elites, regime factions, ideas and resources, between state and opposition, society and elites. In this capacity, elections provide a “snapshot of here and now” of regime dynamics and state-society relations. The elections provide feedback on the state of society, its dominant ideas and preferences as well as the extent of intra-elite loyalty. Regimes can use formal institutions differently, giving them varied roles and degrees of influence in different systems. The choices made by actors provide insight into governance and the inner dynamics of the countries. To this end, various models can illuminate the meaning and mechanisms of elections and trace the evolution of the regime and its ability to adjust to rising challenges. In these debates, elections are conceptualized as a structural barrier, a resource in the hands of political actors and a ground for political action. 

			Second, we see elections are a part of a “cluster of political institutions,” affected by structural factors such as culture and legacies. They are a part of political institutions: a reflection of culture, norms and values in the society and government. As such, they help observers understand the longer-term institutional developments in the country, including the prospects for institutional change and a transition to a different type of social order. They illustrate the depths of legacies and mechanisms of connection between past and present. Authoritarian regimes are able to exercise their power without regard for formal institutional constraints, but they are still bound by existing norms and practices. Below follows a more in-depth discussion of these two perspectives.  

			Elections as a “Snapshot of Here and Now”

			The study of elections allows us to take a closer look at the diversity of the regimes in the region and their evolution. At this point in time, the countries in focus are at different stages in their state- and nation-building processes. They have diverse formal institutional arrangements and varied resources, and they pursue their own pace of post-Soviet transformation. In the respective regimes, more or less distinctive structures, degrees of openness, sources of legitimacy, elite structures, attitudes and value systems, and foreign policy orientations can be observed. Seeing elections as an arena of competition between actors provides insight into the regime and its toolkit, its inclinations and strengths, ideational debates within the regime and society, and the allocation of resources. Looking at the institutions from a short-term perspective, they are fixed to “allow only actions that influence outcomes at the margin” in such a way that does not upset the existing equilibrium.32 In this sense, elections can provide a better understanding of the regime’s capacity and nature, of the role of the opposition, and of societal preferences and attitudes. Elections thus reflect on the type of the regime – authoritarian or hybrid – as well as the type of access order, and thereby shed light on the stability of the regime, regime dynamics and regime change, and how and which institutions (formal or informal) matter.

			Post-Soviet Regimes and their Toolkits

			Post-Soviet regimes are rather weakly institutionalized limited-access orders in which elections are used primarily to sustain control over political institutions and resources. The electoral system, degree of regime consolidation, and state capacity, as well as the regime’s popularity within society, create different opportunities and mechanisms of control. Formal rules and practices benefit the incumbent, but they are often undermined by informal rules, and informal power tends to transform into institutionally recognized formal power. As North et al. note, “the informal limitations on access often determine who can effectively utilize the formal institutions associated with open access in the developed countries […] informal barriers (which do not much bind elites) are tolerated and perhaps encouraged, as elites benefit from the limits to competition.”33

			First, study of the formal rules of the game can illustrate how power is allocated within the political system and identify the nature of the political system, executive type, economic structure, and means of imposing authority. By tracing occurred, promised or forthcoming changes in electoral systems in, for example, Moldova, Georgia or Belarus; constitutions, as in the case of Azerbaijan; and the way formal rules are changed, and for what purposes, we can understand the evolution of the system, disposition of forces, loyalty, legitimacy, the system of incentives and constraints on the behavior of actors, and how that particular system manages competition. Electoral design gives insight into how the rules that structure ballot access, the right to vote, the fairness of the administration of the election, and the transparency of vote-counting processes are formulated and how they operate. From this particular angle, electoral bias, administrative resources and extent of the vote fraud are defining features of these regimes.34 

			Hence, second, we learn about how formal institutional rules, including elections, are manipulated and subordinated to informal practices. A growing body of literature discusses how and why regimes manipulate elections to maintain or increase formal power.35 As Wilson shows, politics have been characterized by “dirty tricks,” political corruption, and the buying of voters and officials:36 grechka became a symbol of vote buying, allowing oligarchs, officials, and legislators themselves to promote laws that advance their own interests. 

			Third, any change in formal rules tells a story about a regime’s self-perception and its assessment of key challenges and threats. On the one hand, it relates to the regime’s self-confidence and stability. On the other hand, it touches upon the state-opposition relationship and the relations of dominance and subordination within which both types of actors operate. 

			Finally, the dimension of “authoritarian adaptation” of the electoral process and diffusion of practices is relevant. Whereas in open access orders, institutions, such as elections or markets, work to manifest established values and beliefs – including high levels of trust, participation, and impersonal organizations – in many post-Soviet countries, they follow the institutional logic of limited access order and societal values benefiting elites’ own purposes instead.37 No wonder that elections take place constantly, but generally bring no change in power. Here, the effect of borrowing external rules and practices among different social orders may have the opposite effect, contributing to a decreased trust in “democracy” and even consolidation of the authoritarian regime. The regime can effectively identify democracy with a weak state and instability, explaining past misery and scaring society with images of chaos and violence in “unmanaged” democracy such as that of Ukraine.38

			In this sense, elections pose a dilemma for the so-called democratic opposition in many post-Soviet states. First, opposition can be as “democratic” as the regime is, as the recent case of Alexey Navalny shows. Yet in non-democratic countries, by joining elections that many in the population see as pre-determined, the opposition’s participation is likewise deemed “fake.” This enforces a negative perception of “opposition” within society. At the same time, the safety of the election campaign rules provides one of the few possibilities for opponents of the regime to convey their message to the public. As such, their activities come across as “oppositional for the sake of it,” which resonates well with the regimes that need “opposition for the sake of opposition” for legitimization.39 Not only is the “opposition’s” participation in elections needed for their opponents’ credibility, it is also used by the authorities to obtain information about the sources of opposition to the regime. The non-transparency and secrecy of the regime’s governance raise an information problem. While regimes benefit from asymmetric information, change rules, and adapt the electoral system to keep rivals in check or benefit the incumbent, in most cases they have a hard time finding needed information on the degree of elite support for the political leadership and the opposition, respectively. In a similar fashion, elections can be used to present the competence of the leadership or the incompetence of the opposition.40 Consequently, the opposition’s participation in elections can give the regimes a sense of their strength and societal support,41 allowing them to tailor their policies in response to what they learn. 

			Society, Ideology and Ideas

			Beyond the formalities, elections can provide useful insight into a country’s general direction by identifying dominant trends, which are typically reflected in election campaigns. Seeing what issues are at the core of the state agenda – whether the economy, social questions, or competing national ideas ­– provides insight into what the main ideological narrative is that the government should be promoting. Studying programs and central issues helps highlight the values – materialist or individualist – behind the regime’s (sometimes conflicting) priorities. It also reflects the geo-ideational battles within a country. As the elections after the eruption of the crisis in Ukraine in 2014 highlighted, the events in Ukraine, the role of Russia and the competition between the ideas of the Russian world and European values, between Russia-led integration projects and the EU’s Eastern Partnership, took center stage in domestic narratives.

			Notably, rather than revealing citizens’ preferences, elections can serve to monitor societal attitudes toward the regime: we get an idea of how society responds to public ideological narratives. In this sense, elections may offer a rare glimpse of what society is really interested in. In many post-Soviet studies, there is a notable lack of independent sociological survey data, for political as well as financial reasons. Elections therefore provide a valuable snapshot of society at a particular moment in time. Not only do they speak to current attitudes toward formal and informal ideologies, but they also provide an indication of electoral values over time through voter turnout, votes “against all” and the acceptance or non-acceptance of irregularities on election day. In this sense, elections can be a tool to trace the erosion of governmental legitimacy at different levels – local, regional, and (more rarely openly expressed) national – and the development of contagious politics in this context.42 The example of the direct elections of Russian governors is illustrative. In 2004, a new law removed direct gubernatorial elections and gave the president the right to appoint 89 regional leaders – a stepping stone in building Putin’s “power vertical.” Yet in June 2012, soon after the protests in 2011-2012, direct elections were reinstated, though partial backtracking occurred in April 2013, when governors were restricted to no more than two consecutive five-year terms.43

			In closed regimes, there are few, if any, visible venues for interaction between the state and society. There are limited ways for the population to let the government know what changes they would like to see. Hence, especially on the local and regional level, growing dissatisfaction leads to people stopping going to the polls or starting to vote for the “opposition” or “against all.” As a critical mass of disgruntled voters builds over time, it can develop into protests against the system on various levels. Elections and electoral fraud therefore can be a trigger for popular “revolutionary” protests, alongside economic grievances, massive abuse of power (such as bank fraud in Moldova, prisoners’ torture in Georgia, or use of force against students in Ukraine).44 

			The short-term focus of elections highlights the imperfection of political institutions, giving rise to problems of commitment, information and uncertainty. First, elections, as well as other nominally democratic institutions in non-democracies, serve to address commitment and monitoring problems between the dictator and his allies.45 The degree of legislative competitiveness not only affects the power sharing arrangements between different regime factions, the coalition size, and the degree of the collective action problem, but also whether the regime commits not to expropriate private investments of the political and economic elite.46 Electoral office can be a compensation for commitment. Elections thus help elites to maintain their economic power, monitor the ruler, protect their investments, and resolve disputes among factions. 

			Moreover, in light of growing popular dissatisfaction, the electoral situation provides the government with a management tool of sorts for handling relations with the population at large. Elections provide the authoritarian regime, in particular, with a set of mechanisms – including signaling, information acquisition, patronage distribution,47 credible commitment, and monitoring48 – to address information, commitment and credibility problems, show the regime’s strength, and keep potential threats from society at bay. Elections are an opportunity for the authorities to give the impression that they are trying to satisfy popular needs, at least to some degree, in order to enhance the government’s credibility and legitimacy. For example, literature points to the fact that parliaments in these contexts have often become a venue where the regimes can bargain with the opposition, its citizens,49 and even external actors. For instance, the Belarusian parliamentary elections in 2016 led to the inclusion of one opposition member and one civil society member from the Society of Belarusian Language in the parliament. In a country where the president approves each minister, member of parliament, mayor, and even monument, this move was unprecedented and is generally seen as a gesture of goodwill to the country’s Western partners and a “bridge” to the nationally-oriented opposition. In the short and medium term, this may contribute toward growing satisfaction among large parts of society, for which even symbolic political liberalization appears to produce euphoria. 

			“Observing” Elections Long-Term

			In the 25 years since the collapse of the Soviet system, the countries of the post-Soviet region have been stuck between democracy and dictatorship.50 During this time, numerous changes in formal political institutions – including constitutions; allocation of power between agencies and offices, and national and regional levels; electoral systems; and electoral rules – have taken place. Despite constant changes, the diffusion of best practices, the socialization and enlightenment of the elites, and the investment of knowledge and resources in the 1990s and 2000s, bad institutions continue to persist and formal institutional changes hardly produce the desired effect. Countries like Ukraine or Moldova face similar levels of corruption or de facto concentration of power despite their move from presidential to parliamentary-presidential systems. Political parties appear, disappear and re-appear across the region, but remain in the hands of the same oligarchic groups. The main question is, therefore, why and to what extent did the main features of these countries’ social orders remain intact. Studies point to the continuities of institutional structures, governance practices and normative patterns with not only the Soviet but also pre-Soviet ones, raising questions of sources of institutional durability and path dependency51 and the transfer of external institutional solutions.52 The careful study of the evolution of institutions over the longue durée provides an opportunity to understand their nature and the factors behind the observed outcomes.53 Are there any pre-conditions for breaking the vicious circle and the emergence of new institutions? Authoritarian institutions are part of a social order and fundamental social and economic structures; hence, a study of the organization of state and society and the evolution of their structures and values over time is needed to explain the broader trajectory of institutional change. Elections, as a part of political institutions, reflect the state and society organization and dynamics, and can provide insights into the long-term evolution of institutions, societal values, beliefs, and behavior.

			Elections, Institutions and (Lack of) Change

			For a growing part of the literature, institutions are seen as the outcome of long-term historical development.54 On the one hand, institutions are understood to emerge from a constellation of structural social and economic forces, including deeply embedded cultural practices. From that perspective, slow-moving institutions affect the design, efficiency and evolution of fast-moving institutions, including elections.55 Their composition is impacted by culture, the composition of initial beliefs, and social structures.56 On the other hand, the literature suggests that their ability to function depends on the original institutional design at a critical juncture.57 In any case, over time, institutions acquire and strengthen their causal power, so that even in case of a shift in structural forces, they continue to persist and affect the preferences, expectations, and values of actors.58 As the post-Soviet regimes drift between ideal regime types, bad institutions persist and social and political orders remain intact. The post-Soviet states remain primarily limited access order regimes,59 with the prevalence of exclusive political and economic institutions and the political and economic dominance of very narrow post-communist elite groups. If we take a closer look at the institution of elections – part of a cluster of political institutions – its design and function aims to maintain the status quo. The system of incentives and constraints takes diverse forms but predominantly favors the incumbent and the preservation of de facto power in the hands of a narrow group.60 Electoral systems and electoral practices (including monitoring, campaign legislation, party funding, and membership) are effectively manipulated. The political parties are dominated by oligarchs, or are only a vehicle for promoting narrow interests. The society is limited in its rights and is also incentivized to “invest” in the incumbent authority or systemic opposition and restrained in its ability to engage in collective action. The whole system generates preferences and behavior from the state and society embedded in the dominant political culture. 

			The literature on institutions looks in two directions relevant to the studies of elections: analysis of the sources of the institutional persistence61 and attempts to identify sources of institutional change.62 On the one hand, the emphasis is on studying institutional legacies, elite composition, and the “iron law of oligarchy:” the literature underlines the ability of elites and bad institutions to re-create constraints and incentives that would induce their constant reproduction.63 On the other hand, the sources look at the change in social and economic structures, changes in technologies, culture and the international environment, and the change in the distribution of political power in society. From these perspectives, major changes in political institutions occur gradually over time. Elections, one of the most vivid institutional examples of the interplay between state and society relations and interests, can serve as an example of causes as well as sources of institutional change in social orders. 

			The Impact of Legacies

			Elections can shed light on how legacies continue to affect social-economic and political structures. It is well established that legacies and their impact are diverse and their extent is much debated.64 Legacies shape political institutions, societal preferences, and elite structures. Variations in different combinations of political, economic and social institutional legacies, and the diverse practices and functions of the same institutions under Soviet rule, may have a profound effect on present-day regime trajectories.65 Soviet or even pre-Soviet electoral practices and behavioral patterns quickly re-emerged in the 1990s. Established electoral practices are embedded in today’s political systems and become a source of institutional learning for political actors that in turn affects the functioning of new electoral rules.66 Pop-Eleches illustrates how communist features reemerged in post-communist successor parties in Romania.67 We see the re-establishment of the governance structures, but continuity of the administrative units and their practices. The system of public administration at the national and local level, systems of incentives within the ministries, and interactions in most of the countries have to a large degree persisted, in various forms, from the Soviet era to the present.

			The literature specifically highlights a number of types of bureaucratic legacies, from patrimonial to bureaucratic-authoritarian,68 as well as different meanings and diverse mechanisms of their linkage with the present – from rupture to translation69 – which presuppose different degrees of impact on current outcomes. From that perspective, legacies can be used in studies of practices and beliefs in the government and society, state executive structures, state-society interactions, and societal preferences. As Kotkin and Beissinger point out, Soviet practices and beliefs “characteristic of a peculiar set of historical circumstances” were able to endure “in new form and to new purpose – in the context of large-scale macrohistorical change.”70 The question is how these beliefs and practices reappear and in what form, as well as what the main sources of their persistence are. Similarities and differences across the region can also help further our understanding. Finally, the question of how they interact with new institutions in times of large-scale macrohistorical change is worthy of study. 

			Culture, Values and Stability

			Culture affects institutions and elections, and voting behavioral patterns can illustrate not only the sources of current cultural attitudes and preferences,71 but also their evolution over time. A common definition defines culture as “those customary beliefs and values that ethnic, religious, and social groups transmit fairly unchanged from generation to generation.”72 Looking to Soviet and pre-Soviet histories, the differences in culture (and legacies) can explain the variation among societal and state organizations during the post-Soviet era.73 For instance, as Aghion et al. show,74 a historically low level of civic culture leads to a much greater role for the state, which in turn explains the low level of social capital accumulation and lack of norms of cooperation within the society. There are a plethora of explanations that highlight culture as an informal institution;75 an endogenous variable embodied in beliefs or values; or a social institution, such as kinship or patrimonialism. In his study on the impact of initial moral systems and kinship organizations on China’s and Europe’s distinct cultural and institutional trajectories,76 Hale forcefully demonstrates that the proliferation of patrimonialism, which has deep historical roots in the post-Soviet countries, explains current regime outcomes.77 If political institutions reflect the dominant beliefs and values, then stability is easier to maintain.  

			Elections can add to the studies of the established informal practices and “institutions,” such as neopatrimonialism, beyond the conditions for its emergence.78 Elections can capture a shift in people’s basic values and beliefs and, through the changes in interactions between moral systems and political institutions, trace their subsequent evolution. As Inglehart and Welzel note, political institutions depend on the dominant deep-rooted orientation of society, which can “motivate them to demand freedom and responsive government – and to act to ensure that the governing elites remain responsive to them.”79 Hence, values presuppose political and economic behavior. Looking back at the initial conditions in combination with Soviet legacies, two particular aspects are to be highlighted: cleavages and coherence between evolving culture and institutions. If existing cleavages allow the state to manipulate society, culture affects the incumbent’s capacity to manipulate political institutions. As Greif and Tabellini highlight, the higher the degree of complementarity between the indigenous institutions and culture, the greater the potential for institutional persistence.80 Elections illustrate changes in values, societal cleavages, and the ability to use them, as well as whether cultural attitudes allow the regime to easily and openly manipulate political institutions. The dominance of “survival values” presupposes that ordinary people refrain from politics, the prevalence of “social contracts” securing political and civil rights, and the proliferation of patronage networks and other informal arrangements. Candidates infamously offer “grechka” for votes, while voters request socio-economic improvements.

			In light of this, we can state that elections – situated at the intersection of state, political institutions and society – can help us understand the evolution of culture and social and political structure, as well as the effect of legacies. We can see the interplay between historical institutions and outcomes today – the balance of (de facto) political power within the regime and between state and society. Overall, it can give us a glimpse into the potential for significant institutional and cultural changes in the future. So far, while there is a clear break from Soviet one-party, one-ideology systems, the regimes maintain many of their practices and functions, and this form and function has to be carefully studied.81 The tendency toward institutional self-reproduction and path dependency has a much deeper cause than simply actors’ self-interest and rational choice.

			Communist rule greatly impacted political, social, and economic structures due to one party’s monopoly on political and economic power and a specific ideology that affected society’s value system and salient cleavages. Furthermore, Soviet rule was built on the fertile ground of existing patrimonialism, defined as 

			… a social equilibrium in which 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.82 

			The questions of how lasting these effects are and what causes the differences in their effects on the regime structures and citizens remain unanswered.

			Post-Soviet Elections in a Changing Context

			The 2016 elections provide a suitable starting point for looking into post-Soviet institutions and existing constellations of power. To this end, the articles in this special issue in different ways focus on the immensely different functions and roles of elections for various relevant actors (the regime and opposition within the country and others – like neighboring countries, the EU, and the rest of the international community – outside). Moreover, the timing of these elections presents an excellent opportunity to analyze them and their functions in the context of the regional and global turbulence of recent years. The elections in focus took place in a domestic and international environment that has become more challenging compared to the early 2010s or even the mid-2000s, when a wave of “color revolutions” took place. This changing environment requires careful adaptation of existing practices and rules. 

			First, the post-Soviet regimes face acute domestic socio-economic and identity problems, which affect elites and state-society relations. The countries universally face joblessness and slow economic recovery in the aftermath of the crisis of the 2010s. In 2014-2016, their economies suffered from financial and macroeconomic turbulence, leading to recession, a wave of currency devaluation, inflation, and a decline in living standards across the region. After the economic growth of the 2000s, the impoverishment and rising inequality of the 2010s in many cases eroded the regimes’ legitimacy, which was in many cases based on economic prosperity. Today, the prospects for fast and sustainable economic growth that would benefit broader segments of the society are rather dim. Over 25 years, post-Soviet economic development has produced minor improvements in the well-being of the region’s population. As an European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) study shows, 80 percent of the population in the post-communist region has seen little increase in their income, while inequality has drastically increased in post-Soviet societies.83 

			Post-Soviet countries are increasingly dealing with identity conflicts within the countries and ideational challenges to the regime’s legitimacy. Internal divisions based on ethnic, regional or political cleavages resurfaced with more strength in Belarus, Moldova and Russia, which led elites to intensify the search for a unifying national idea. In Belarus, Lukashenka ordered his vertical to create a new national idea and made some overtures to his long-term opposition rivals by adopting a few policies that improved the status of the Belarusian language. In Moldova, on the contrary, the ruling regime is ready to exploit cleavages. It not only brought the issue of unity with Romania to the forefront in 2016, but also effectively portrayed itself as the last hope for preventing pro-Russian forces from coming to power. The Russian government’s approach is a vague nationalism, attempting to use Putin (who can be presented as a nationalist, patriot, great power leader, and even a liberal technocrat, as the need arises) as a major anchor for the regime’s popular legitimacy. Georgian politics is divided between two informal leaders – former president Saakashvili and former prime minister Ivanishvili – who fight for power at the ballot box and behind the scenes. In Azerbaijan, a financial crisis and increasing religiosity, especially among the younger generations, presents a growing challenge for the authorities, who find their ideological hegemony and legitimacy questioned. Similar tendencies can be observed in most of the countries in post-Soviet Central Asia. 

			Second, the region faces a progressively more challenging international environment. With the launch of the Eastern Partnership and reelection of Vladimir Putin in 2012, the EU-Russia normative battle increasingly came to affect post-Soviet space. Geopolitical and geo-economic competition between the West and Russia was complemented by a clash of ideas, triggered by the crisis in Ukraine and subsequent conflict in Donbas, between the so-called “Russkii mir [Russian World]” and “European integration” projects. This clash continuously influenced the debates and developments within the countries. The impact and the perception of the external actors have similarly changed. The Russian occupation of Crimea, for example, fanned fears of regional instability among neighbors, both at the popular and elite level: conflict spillovers threaten to contaminate the neighborhood, and there were also more specific concerns about their country being next in line. One effect of this is that pro-Western and pro-Russian ideas, advisors, and direct and indirect support (in some cases) shape the campaigns, the candidates’ programs, and popular preferences. Additionally, we see a “Maidan effect” as authoritarian leaders in other post-Soviet countries use the events in Ukraine as a pretext to clamp down on their opponents, especially following elections, on the grounds that popular rallies threaten to destabilize the country and bring insecurity to the population. 

			Beyond the EU controversy, Russia’s continuous struggle against the spread of religious radicalization in and from its North Caucasus republics is intensifying. Unrest is increasingly extending to earlier “calm zones” like Kabardino-Balkaria and North Ossetia taking the shape of a “war” between local law enforcement agencies and believers. The spillover from this instability and the ongoing conflict in Syria contribute to a rising level of concern about security in Russia. Even though the strict conditions imposed by Chechnya’s pro-Russian regime tend to prevent locals from travelling to Syria,84 ethnic Chechens living in Europe or elsewhere have been disproportionately represented in the foreign fighter category in the Syrian civil war; they are the second or third largest ethnic group.85 In addition to other ISIS threats against Russia, these foreign fighters pose a formidable security challenge should they return.

			Obviously, these developments significantly affect the state of the elites and society and require the regimes to adapt and address new challenges. Elections can serve as a primary tool to help understand the current state of affairs, the regime’s evolution, its sources of strength, and its self-perception, as well as a mechanism to address domestic and external problems at this moment. In the current context, elections shed light on how the regime looks; how regime evolution affect the elites, the rules of the game and society; and how the regime adapts to new domestic and external challenges. Interestingly, however, the contributions in this special issue indicate that even though the dynamic of a specific regime (the “here and now” of the electoral situation) is indeed very much influenced by a changing context and environment, for example when it comes to opposition-state interaction, these evolvements have little or no impact on the overall state of affairs (regime continuity and trajectory) in social orders. In short, in none of these cases did elections contribute to “change.” Rather, for good or ill, they reinforced the political status quo.
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			Abstract: This article analyzes the presidential elections in Moldova in the context of domestic developments in the country between 2015 and 2017. It looks at how the regime consolidated its power in 2015-2016 and the role elections played in this process. First, the article conceptualizes the regime as a dual state and shows the takeover of the prerogative and normative states by a single ruling faction. Second, it studies how the prerogative state uses elections and societal cleavages to control its (potential) opponents and society. In particular, unlike in other cases of autocratic backsliding, the regime used the presidential elections to channel away widespread dissatisfaction and reinstate a collective action problem in society. As a result, although there are potential triggers for regime change, the Moldovan elections further strengthened the foundations of a new political regime in Moldova. 

			In autumn 2015, the largest popular protests in Moldovan history erupted in Chisinau against a highly discredited regime. The anti-regime demonstrations coincided with the fall of the government and upcoming presidential elections, the combination of which put the survival of the regime in serious question. One year later, two opposition candidates competed against each other in the second round of the presidential elections, in which the victory of the “pro-Russia” candidate symbolized a win for the opposition. Yet even before the presidential campaign began, local oligarch Vlad Plahotniuc and his group had already consolidated their monopoly on power in the country.

			This article looks at the process of authoritarian backsliding in Moldova. In particular, it studies how the Moldovan regime utilized elections to its benefit. To do this, it first looks into the inner dynamics of the regime, analyzing how the concept of “dual state” can help explain the evolution of the Moldovan regime in 2015-2016. Second, it explores how the regime utilized the elections as a “voice” to channel popular discontent in time of crisis and exploited existing cleavages to manage the ideational struggle within society.

			To some degree, the events in Moldova in 2015-2016 present an empirical puzzle. A significant part of the literature discussing the preconditions for regime change focuses on the role of elections in promoting democratization; it suggests that formal and informal electoral manipulations on the part of the regime may trigger regime change. As the literature shows, patterns of regime change include contention and civic revolts due to the eruption of mass grievances, elite-based modular learning, and the inability of government elites to successfully consolidate power.1 

			Furthermore, the dominant explanations highlight the importance of elites, particularly the opposition and its mobilizing structures.2 A lack of legitimacy and the presence of national divisions are often seen as placing a constraint on regime consolidation,3 allowing the opposition to organize and sustain collective action.4  Several studies point to the role of external actors – particularly Russia, the EU and the US – as well as to the role of socialization through transnational NGOs. Particular attention is paid to describing the specific mechanisms by which – and under which preconditions – elections stabilize the regime, trigger changes or facilitate changes.

			In highly unpopular regimes facing strong societal upheaval and united opposition, elections are often regarded as a step toward regime liberalization or even regime change. Yet in the case of Moldova, presidential elections become one of the factors enabling the government to consolidate and stabilize its power. Elections helped the regime to substitute protests for the popular “voice” and thus, paradoxically, use the opposition’s win to serve the interests of the incumbent regime. As a result, the careful use of “free and largely fair” elections turned out to be a convenient instrument for monopolizing political and economic power. They effectively turned the Moldovan state into a “holding company” controlled by Vlad Plahotniuc and his entourage, comprised of his business associates and relatives.

			This article proceeds as follows. First, the institutional context is discussed and key factors that explain the emergence of the current regime are analyzed. The second section reviews the nature and evolution of the regime, key state actors, and society. It discusses governance structures and the dominant societal value system. The last section focuses on how the regime uses existing conditions to consolidate power, looking at the instrumental role of the presidential elections in the regime’s careful management of the opposition, steering society, and channeling its discontent.

			Post-Soviet Regimes in Institutional Context

			This study takes as its point of departure the idea that elections are embedded in an institutional and cultural context. As such, they reflect complex interconnections between politics and economy, society and culture.5 Their purpose and meaning shed light on the dominant norms and existing practices of the political system. 

			From this perspective, legacies, culture and dominant beliefs have a strong influence on the choices and “rational behavior” of key actors. They can impede change to formal electoral rules. The literature has increasingly emphasized the persistence of Soviet legacies in post-communist regimes as an important structural factor. Legacies are a “durable causal relationship of past institutions and policies on subsequent practices or beliefs […] embedded by a deep and formative historical experience.” Though the degree to which they persist is debated, and certainly varies among countries and regions, studies show that the overlapping cultural, socioeconomic, and institutional legacies continue to affect politics, economies and societies by shaping and constraining the choices of political actors.6 

			The effects of Soviet institutions are visible in political and economic institutions, as well as the judiciary and law enforcement. Different types of communist regimes (patrimonial, bureaucratic-authoritarian, national accommodative, and mixed) and their specific organizational practices have resulted in different legacies for post-communist institutional development in different countries.7 These unique trajectories are compounded by the different mechanisms used by the regimes.8 Legacies include the impact on governance structures, the proliferation of certain authoritarian practices, specific institutional structures and practices within the government, and the dominance of informal rules. These features are far more detrimental in cases where the previous experience of statehood and democratic rule is lacking.9 

			In the Soviet Union, the Communist Party was both the state and the economy; it controlled political, economic and legal institutions. Communist regimes were therefore characterized by the emergence of a dual state, based on the coexistence of two systems: normative and prerogative.10 The normative state reflected the formal constitutional order, while the prerogative/administrative state was guided by para-constitutional practices and informal relations.11 

			In the dual state, the merging of political and economic interests,12 the absence of the rule of law and property rights,13 the proliferation of collusion between state agents, and the creation of favorable rules become integral elements of the system. Formal institutional rules are undermined; they lack credible enforcement mechanisms and commitment. Consequently, informal institutions prevail in post-Soviet hybrid regimes,14 further weakening formal rules and allowing them to be easily manipulated.

			Society, too, was deeply affected by Soviet policies. The communist power structures were complemented and dominated by communist ideology, which contributed to the formation and stabilization of the socialist system and guided political and economic action.15 Importantly, the Soviet system also affected societal norms and beliefs and state-society relations. To varying degrees, “popular socialism” continues to dominate the values systems of post-Soviet states, preserving core neopatrimonial features which are used by the post-communist authorities.16 In the case of Moldova, some authors note that the legacy of “patrimonial communism” is even deeper than communist rule, affecting both “portable skills” (state-opposition relations) and “usable pasts” (state-society relations).17 

			Neopatrimonialism significantly affects state-society relations, allowing the state to manipulate societal expectations and preferences, particularly in terms of voting behavior.18 However, its impact is further strengthened by cleavages within society. Cleavages serve to instrumentalize ethnic and/or political tensions, and can change regime dynamics. If patronal values and clientelistic networks allow the government to mobilize votes in return for rewards, cultural, ethnic, regional, class and identity cleavages allow it to exploit differences, pitting different societal groups against one another during elections and so shifting their attention from material to ideational issues. The Soviet regime promoted the emergence of these cleavages by creating administrative structures and introducing policies that would institutionalize regional and ethnic divisions within the elites and societies of the national republics. These societal divisions would become a pillar of the Plahotniuc regime’s management of society.

			Legacies take different forms and may have different impacts. Yet the reemergence of the dual state cannot be studied in isolation from other political, societal and economic processes. Thus, if patrimonialism, multiple divisions and a dual state were key communist legacies, the experience of the 1990s, characterized by the weakness of state and the spread of organized crime should also be noted. Given that in many instances the rise of economic power in post-Soviet states had a criminal nature,19 which was subsequently used to purchase state services and acquire political power, it is fair to assume that if criminal-economic actors enter politics on a massive scale, some of their organizational and behavioral features will eventually permeate the political system, merge with existing practices, and become one of the system’s pillars. 

			This is particularly important in the case of Moldova. In the 1990s, “thieves in law” directly funded most of Moldova’s political parties. In the 2000s, the local oligarchs came to power, bringing with them dubious and likely criminal records of accomplishment.20 Since then, they have complemented or even cross-fertilized with Soviet legacies and organizations, merging mentalities and practices of “raiding,” collusion, organized violence and forced privatization. An illustrative example is the quick rise (in 2014-2015) and popularity of Renato Usatii, a “gangster politician” with a “dubious reputation” and past,21 who proudly boasts of his criminal ties and connections,22 reportedly maintains links to organized criminal groups,23 and uses criminal jargon in his public speeches.24 The raiding of political opponents and the proliferation of informal institutions of economic and political control – when an outside figure is placed informally in a political or economic agency to protect the economic or political interests of his patron, known as “smotriashhie” – became commonplace. 

			In this context, elections can illustrate the inner dynamics of the regime, interactions between key individuals and groups, and the state of the society. Elections serve specific formal and informal functions, which in a dual state can be adjusted by the prerogative state. The ease of manipulation stems from the degree of consolidation of the prerogative state and extent of its control over the normative one. In this light, elections can be seen as a controlled arena for factional contestation and an indirect tool for settling disputes between factions. To a certain degree, electoral manipulation is a Soviet practice that has found a different purpose in the era of post-Soviet pluralism.

			Among an array of more usual functions, the state – like any organization – can use elections directly or indirectly as “management tools” to offer its constituents “exit” and “voice” in times of crisis.25 It may use elections to encourage citizens to provide feedback, though in most cases it deploys them when public ignorance and uncertainty regarding the state’s performance are replaced by “sudden enormous intensification of the preference for public actions.”26 

			“Voice” dominates in situations where public interest issues are at stake. It can take the form of mass protests, riots, and revolutions. Elections can play a “voice” role, pushing voters to express their grievances at the polls. This form of voice can be a natural continuation of protests; it can also substitute for other forms of dissent. Thus, states can use elections to control and manipulate voice by allowing channeling dissent through voting.

			The Reemergence of the Dual State in Moldova

			The effect of Soviet legacies on state and society in Moldova can be traced in the evolution of the regime, the eventual rise of Vlad Plahotniuc, the consolidation of the administrative state in his hands, and the regime’s increasing ability to use societal cleavages for its own benefit.

			After a period of “pluralism by default” in the 1990s, a dual state re-emerged under the Voronin regime in 2001-2009 and the Filat-Plahotniuc antagonistic duumvirate in 2010-2015. During the Voronin presidency, Moldova was a parliamentary republic, yet the president had overwhelming power and effectively controlled the system.27 The ambiguous, “soft” authoritarian regime used communist structures, methods and personnel28 to govern and control the administrative state; power was concentrated in the hands of the president and his entourage. The overlap between state and Communist Party structures was evident, as the latter were used to indirectly influence the judiciary and law enforcement. 

			Furthermore, core economic assets were under its control, primarily through relatives of the president and a small group of businessmen close to the Communist Party.29 They informally controlled the state-owned enterprises and major financial flows, and in return financed CPM’s needs. This system was aptly described as “indirect” state capture, where private actors took “advantages from the state through economic contributions made to influence resource-seeking regulators.”30 As an example, the active involvement of political intermediaries into the banking sector began in 2005-2006, followed by “kryshevanie,” raiding, and later outright plunder.31 In 2009, indirect influence over state banks transformed into quasi-ownership by political appointees and oligarchs through nontransparent ownership schemes.32

			Yet attempts to consolidate the regime were largely unsuccessful due to its eroding legitimacy and lack of elite cohesion, as well as external constraints. Major initiatives met societal resistance, while within the Communist Party of Moldova an “organic opposition” of relative moderates had strong support.33 Furthermore, re-orientation to the West opened the political regime and negatively affected its legitimacy, while simultaneously placing restrictions on the regime’s ability to repress its opponents. Though restrictions were re-imposed on the media and political parties by 2009, the inability to defeat inner factions, consolidate the regime and meet the expectations of society led to the April 2009 protests and, ultimately, to regime change in 2009-2010.

			The new coalition pledged to start by removing the communist-built “vertical of power.” Instead, however, it divided influence over institutions and established direct oligarchic control over policymaking. The coalition consisted of the Liberal Democratic Party, led by Romanian-educated businessman Vlad Filat, and the Democratic Party of Moldova, purchased by “controversial businessman” Vladimir (Vlad) Plahotniuc after his defection from the Communist camp. By 2010, the latter’s business empire was estimated at USD$2 billion, and he owned companies in sectors ranging from oil to real estate. 

			The establishment of the new coalition increased pluralism, but it also fomented political and economic competition within the government as oligarchic groups’ business and political interests collided. The coalition partners divided control of key institutions. By 2013, Plahotniuc was believed to be in control of most of the country’s judiciary institutions, including the prosecutor’s office, while Filat accumulated influence in law enforcement and among the government’s economic managers.. 

			The struggle for power was resolved by the defeat of the Vlad Filat group. After Filat’s arrest in October 2015, Plahotniuc rapidly monopolized control over state institutions.34 The Democratic Party (DPM), owned by Plahotniuc, has a parliamentary majority, despite having won only 19 out of 101 seats in the 2014 elections. Pavel Filip, his long-time business associate, is the Prime Minister. His relative Adrian Candu is the speaker of the Parliament. Close associates control law enforcement and the judiciary: another relative, Dorin Damir, who heads a Plahotniuc holding company, influences judges and prosecutors, as well as being involved in raiding state enterprises and smuggling.35 His brother, Giorgi Damir, was shown directing a special police operation in Chisinau while working as an employee of Plahotniuc’s private security company, Argus.

			Informal control is organized through a set of intermediaries and associates belonging to the Democratic Party and Plahotniuc’s business-political group. The proliferation of Plahotniuc’s business associates and relatives in the government serves as a vivid illustration of the way in which Soviet-like administrative bureaucracy and organizational culture have merged with the norms and practices of a semi-criminal business-like group.36 No wonder, then, that Ilan Shor and Sergei Jarovoi – business associates of Filat and Plahotniuc, respectively – were accused of informally controlling and coordinating bank fraud.37

			Plahotniuc’s monopoly on power within the prerogative state consists in his control of the bulk of the Moldovan economy and media (including TV channels Prime, Publika, Canal 2, Canal 3, and Moldova 1). As a result, though the normative state may be regarded as formally pluralist – there is opposition in the Parliament, in local administrations and the office of the president – Plahotniuc’s control over informal rules allows him to accumulate additional formal powers within the normative state when necessary, whether by limiting the powers of the president or initiating constitutional changes. Hence, while Moldova is described as a competitive authoritarian regime, the monopoly on power of a single group led by Vlad Plahotniuc is paramount.

			The following sections explore the ways in which the regime consolidated its hold on power.

			The Consolidation of the Fragile Plahotniuc Regime

			The regime did not monopolize power overnight. With the elimination of the main rival faction within the government, the core challenge facing the regime was to legitimize its control over the key state bodies in the face of widespread societal opposition. Since the beginning of 2015, anti-regime rallies in Chisinau had become routine. Yet the shocking revelation that a billion dollars had been stolen from the banking system triggered large-scale popular protests against the regime in September 2015 – protests that only intensified as the year went on.

			The September demonstrations, which brought together no fewer than 40,000 people, exceeded in size the mass anti-communist protests of April 2009; they were described as the largest gathering in Moldova’s post-Soviet history. A week later, some 20,000 people gathered again in Chisinau. Protests spread across the country, taking place in key regional towns. Soon afterwards, two protest camps were established in the city center, led by the pro-European Dignity and Truth (DA) and the pro-Russian Party of Socialists (PSM) and Our Party. The two camps, located in front of Plahotniuc’s house and his business office, were united in their demands, as well as in their mutual distrust.

			One of the key triggers to the mass protests was the report that $1 billion – one-eighth of Moldova’s GDP – had been stolen from the three leading Moldovan banks, and that the thieves had colluded with the country’s “whole political class.”38 Despite its knowledge of their insolvency and criminal irregularities, the government continued to provide these banks with money. It was later reported that key state officials had participated in the crime, while the banks involved were indirectly controlled by the country’s leadership. Vlad Plahotniuc, in particular, was named as an owner of one of the collapsed banks and a main benefactor of the scheme.39

			Soon after the revelations were made public, Vlad Filat, who served as prime minister between 2009 and 2013, and was the head of the largest faction in the coalition, was charged with accepting $260 million in bribes. He was arrested in Parliament in October 2015 during the early stage of the protests. He was later accused further of masterminding the bank fraud. Simultaneously, the governing coalition collapsed. Filat’s associate, Prime Minister Valeriu Strelet, a Liberal Democrat, was dismissed by a combined vote from the “pro-Russian” oppositional Socialist and Communist factions and “pro-European” Democratic Party deputies,40 in one of the first examples of effective collusion between the ruling Democrats and “opposing” Socialists. 

			The arrest of Filat and continuous public demonstrations instigated another political merger, this time between the anti-Plahotniuc campaigns of the pro-European and pro-Russian opposition groups, both of which called for national unity and used slogans like “Moldovans united!”41 Protesters, who continued to demonstrate until spring 2016, demanded that new parliamentary elections be held as soon as possible. The opposition groups formed a coordination mechanism – a Civic Forum – which became a consensus body for the opposition forces, which were united in their demands and behind the goal of dethroning Plahotniuc.42 They also announced their decision to put aside their political differences to achieve that goal: Andrei Năstase, one of the key pro-European opposition leaders, appeared on a popular live TV program with pro-Russian leaders Renato Usatii and Igor Dodon and stated that, “as regards the geopolitical situation, we are, so to speak, covering the piano with a cloth for a year and getting on with decriminalization and regulation. Dodon even suggested spending a year and a half…”

			In the meantime, Plahotniuc’s informal monopoly on power had yet to be formalized. By mid-January 2016, Moldova had no government and no prime minister. New candidates for the post of prime minister were to be proposed by the president within 40 days of the former office-holder’s dismissal. Plahotniuc himself twice attempted to become prime minister, but was not approved by the president, Nicolae Timofti. Moreover, Timofti unexpectedly proposed the candidacy of Ion Sturza as prime minister, a move that was in opposition to Plahotniuc’s plans. As a result, the president found himself facing significant pressure from the Democrats, who received unexpected support from the Socialists. Dodon’s party accused Timofti of “usurping power.” In the end, after a few heated weeks, the Democrats put forward Plahotniuc’s business associate Pavel Filip as a candidate, and the president offered his name to Parliament. 

			On January 16, 2016, Filip became prime minister during a secret night vote. The vote caught the attention of two protest factions, organized by the Socialists and Platform DA, which congregated outside the Parliament building.43 Close to 20,000 people joined three different rallies, which soon became violent. After the new prime minister was sworn in, violence erupted and thousands stormed the Parliament, even temporarily occupying it. 

			Given the background of popular protests, the Filip government was expected to be short-lived.44 The regime was unable to control the protests, which were expected to grow; the opposition was united and protesters determined. On January 24, 2016, the end of the Filat government’s first week in office was marked by a joint demonstration by opposition leaders – including Năstase, Dodon and Usatii – to illustrate the opposition’s resolution and unity. 

			The regime was highly unpopular. Polls showed that 91.3 percent of people distrusted Plahotniuc; the new government, parliament and the main political parties were viewed positively only by 19 percent, 17 percent and 17 percent, while the new prime minister Pavel Filip wastrusted by just 1 percent of the population. An overwhelming 82 percent thought that the country was moving in the wrong direction, while 78 percent supported deep structural and systemic reforms.45 The expert community shared the widespread belief that the Filip government would be short-lived and public anger would remain high. As Nico Popescu put it, “They will explode again with the next crisis to hit Moldova.”46 This view was repeated by a former judge of the European Court of Justice and a founding member of DA Platform, Stanislav Pavlovschi, who noted that “the mood of people here is very serious — they are determined in their intentions.”47 

			To some degree, the situation echoed the events of 2009, which eventually led to the collapse of the Voronin regime. Yet despite the fragility of the regime, the new government effectively colluded with the president and managed to take over the normative state. Since then, full control over “extra-institutional” resources, patronage networks, law enforcement, the courts, and the economy has been cemented by the formal takeover of normative institutions. The formation of the Cabinet was complemented by a growing coalition in the Parliament, which eventually grew from 37 to 57 MPs (out of 101). Moreover, MPs from the Communist Party and Liberal Democratic Party joined DPM to create a parliamentary majority. It was reported that the Communists who joined the coalition received financial rewards. Plahotniuc also actively tried to co-opt former PLDM supporters at all levels, in particular regional officials. The Democratic Party reportedly “incentiviz[ed]” MPs to defect from other parliamentary blocks.

			Since 2016, the number of coalition MPs never fell below 51 (the minimum for a parliamentary majority), despite the fact that only 15 Democrats were elected to the Parliament in 2014, and that the two original coalition partners – the Liberal Democrats and Liberals – left the coalition in 2015 and 2017, respectively. Many local activists, local council deputies and mayors, predominantly from the PLDM, joined the Democratic Party, which would become a crucial step in guaranteeing a parliamentary majority in 2018.

			Showing “Exit:” The 2016 Presidential Elections

			To maintain the power it had obtained, the regime had to stabilize society, which required “silencing” the protests and disintegrating the opposition. The restoration of direct presidential elections played a key role in addressing the protests by channeling popular “voice” into elections rather than protests. Furthermore, this step helped to avoid the snap elections that would take place should Parliament fail to elect a new president by 61 votes.

			As such, the presidential elections illustrated Plahotniuc’s capacity to use the resources of the administrative state to manipulate the formal political system and society. On March 4, 2016 – 19 days before the end of the term of then-president Timofti – the ruling coalition lacked four votes to elect his successor by an indirect vote in the Parliament. The election had to take place by May 23rd, and snap parliamentary elections would be called should parliament fail to elect a new president. Yet instead of purchasing these votes – an established practice in the Moldovan Parliament – on March 4, 2016, the Constitutional Court ruled Article 78 of the Constitution “unconstitutional” and reintroduced direct presidential elections. 

			This decision was considered unconstitutional, since only Parliament should have been able to change Article 78, yet it met one of the demands of the united opposition forces. Despite these constitutional violations, the Liberal Democrats, Socialists and DA announced their satisfaction with the victory of protestors and civil society over the regime.48 Only the Communist Party, which was by then regarded as Plahotniuc’s proxy, voiced its disappointment with the decision. 

			The decision benefited the regime in a number of ways. First, the new government, and particularly the Democrats, who had minimal electoral support, removed the last procedural avenue for snap parliamentary elections. Second, it prevented another round of mass popular protests outside Parliament on election day in order to prevent the election of a new president. Third, this decision redirected the attention of the opposition and public toward the elections. Four separate campaigns were launched on that day for the position, for which the ruling group would not even bother to compete. Finally, presidential office was effectively stripped of the remnants of its powers two days before the reinstatement of direct presidential elections, when the Constitutional Court ruled that the government could unilaterally approve laws if Parliament did not object without the consent of the president. The latter’s power to return laws to the Parliament for “improvements” was thus immediately removed: he could not veto laws approved by Parliament or appoint any officials, and from that point onward held purely ceremonial powers.

			As a result, this decision successfully redirected the efforts of regime opponents from protest to campaigning. This substantially eased political tensions, divided the opposition into four camps and provided the government with precious time to stabilize its hold on power. The right-wing, pro-European candidates Andrei Năstase and Maia Sandu engaged in a 6-month negotiation over a united candidate, a process that ultimately weakened the ties between the two and revealed accusations that they had been involved in corruption. As a result, six months later, some polls showed that Sandu and Năstase were trusted only by 8 percent and 6 percent of the population, respectively. An IRI poll in September 2016 put their trust at 15 percent, compared to Dodon’s 24 percent and Plahotniuc’s 1 percent.49

			In due time, the presidential elections were reported to be competitive and respectful of fundamental freedoms, despite some abuses in the realms of financing, media coverage and administrative resources.50 Yet they took place in a carefully engineered environment, that benefitted the incumbent regime. The ruling Democratic Party could even afford to withdraw its candidate from the race. The regime did it best to successfully guide Dodon toward election as president in November. 

			On top of electoral manipulation, the race between Dodon and Sandu was carefully steered to exploit existing cleavages. Geopolitical considerations were introduced as a main campaign issue in order to distract attention from corruption and the government. The debates centered around geopolitical issues and foreign policy orientations: the voters were promised integration with the EU and Russia, threatened with the prospects of unification with Romania, and reminded of the “hand of Moscow” and the “Washington obkom.”51

			Furthermore, during the campaign the regime took a number of steps that supported the Socialist candidate, including, in particular, an anti-Sandu media campaign. Plahotniuc’s verbal “support” for Sandu’s candidacy was considered a campaign-killer and particularly toxic in combination with reports of her supposed activities as a minister in 2012-2015. Importantly, the campaign also showed the lack of any feasible solutions to socio-economic and political challenges on the part of the candidates. A leading Moldovan media outlet even used a Finnish word, “myötähäpeä [shameful],” to describe the candidates’ performance in the last debate of the campaign, which featured a discussion about what Santa Claus should be called in Moldova.52 No wonder that Moldovans’ deep disillusionment and frustration with both the government and the opposition reappeared with force during the campaign.

			Managing Rules and Steering Ideas: Preparations for the 2018 Parliamentary Elections 

			Control over the administrative state allows Vlad Plahotniuc to adjust institutions to his liking, in order to win the 2018 Parliamentary elections in a “democratic manner” and preserve his power without further alienating society and Western donors. To achieve that, the government first has to continue with a combination of stabilization and populist measures. A new IMF loan and restored EU budget funding, in combination with a set of anti-corruption actions that target political opponents, are part of the agenda. In 2016, immediately after the new government was formed, the budget deficit for the year doubled: the government decreased gas prices, began distributing cheap bread and promised to raise pensions and reduce electricity prices (in both cases by 10%).

			Daily reports on the fight against corruption and arrests of officials are integral to this effort. Arrests are widespread across state agencies and administrations. New reforms are constantly announced. The implementation of the EU-Moldova reform roadmap, which is built on addressing the critique of the European Commission in the Communiqué of February 17, 2016, has been “in permanent progress.” In that communiqué, the government, in particular MFA, was pressed to show results, and now presents weekly reports on what has been done to the government.53

			Second, a major re-branding of the DPM is to follow to help the government claim a new political start. DPM held a new Congress in late 2016, where the new formal leadership was elected. Yet, even re-branded, it will fight for votes among pro-European and left-leaning voters, which are fully captured on one side by DA and PAS and by Dodon’s PSM on the other. Polls show that PSM would win between 34 percent and 39 percent of the votes, PAS between 15 percent and 24 percent, and DA 5 percent or 6 percent, while DPM could hope only for between 3.4 percent and 8 percent, which makes their chances of maintaining formal control over Parliament bleak.54 In light of these numbers, major electoral reform was launched in 2017, introducing a mixed electoral system, which is extremely advantageous for DPM due to its material resources and strong influence on local administrations. (Local authorities have much higher approval ratings than the central government [55% to 33%] and are easy to control.)55 

			Third, the regime is more capable of controlling and managing the ideational cleavages within society. On the one hand, lack of national identity, externally-focused national ideas and the eruption of EU-Russia normative competition further deepened societal cleavages. On the other hand, control over opposition parties, including the pro-Russian Socialists and the Communists, pro-European Popular European Party, and pro-Romanian Liberals – all of which have gradually fallen under the regime’s strong influence – allows the ruling group to exploit existing cleavages and control ideational conflicts within the country. 

			The regime’s ability to maintain geopolitical and identity cleavages, which divide the country, supports its external legitimizing role and allows the regime to pose as a pro-European force. This is an important element of its control over society, and is effectively used by the current regime, both domestically and toward external partners. The ability to maintain Western support plays a key role in shoring up domestic support for the coalition government. The election of the “pro-Russian” President Dodon allows it to effectively present an absence of viable alternatives to the current regime and indicate the necessity for support in order to thwart the Russian threat. It moves (geo)ideational cleavages to the forefront of both domestic and external agendas and thus assists the regime in maintaining its hold on power. The presence of pro-Russian president Dodon allows the regime to maintain reluctant Western support out of fear of establishing a pro-Russian government in Moldova. And with Western backing, the Democrats are able to claim domestically to be a pro-European government. 

			In this regard, EU-Russia competition has been helpful both externally and domestically.56 At the same time, EU policies have turned out to be inept in preventing the regime’s ideational and legal manipulations in Moldova; these occurred despite EU criticism and threats to freeze EU funding. The regime effectively utilized the EU, “self-positioning” itself domestically as a pro-Western force that defends Moldova from Russian domination. References to the EU become central to the regime. The EU’s central role in regime and opposition narratives – and its importance for maintaining societal divisions – shows that the EU unwillingly became hostage to the Plahotniuc regime’s policies – a difficult position from which to escape.

			Dodon and Plahotniuc forged an efficient partnership before the events of 2015-2017. Dodon has reportedly been involved in business dealings with Plahotniuc. Both were a part of the ruling Communist party during the 2000s. As a minister of trade and economics in 2006-2009, he helped Plahotniuc with the privatization of state-owned enterprises. Additionally, Dodon was accused of being “financially dependent” on Plahotniuc. It was Dodon who left the Communists after being paid off by DPM, helping the coalition to elect the previous president and prevent snap elections.57 Dodon voted for the government’s bills whenever necessary until Plahotniuc was able to pull together the coalition after Filat’s arrest. Dodon was regularly accused of being a shadow Plahotniuc candidate.58

			Besides the assisting role that the Socialist Party played in pushing through the DPM’s legislative agenda, Dodon has refrained from publicly criticizing Moldova’s wealthiest man fighting unspecified “oligarchs” and the EU. As president, he did not object to or draw public attention to any key appointments to the judiciary, law enforcement or economy, including Vasil Botnar, a close associate of Plahotniuc, as the head of Moldovagaz.59 Instead, he focused public attention on NATO drills, EU integration, appointments of ambassadors to Moscow and calls for Pan-Moldovan Assembly. 

			In turn, PSM gets its benefits. While all major parties – within and outside the coalition – were threatened and blackmailed in 2015-2017, the Socialist MPs were not affected. The only serious media outlet that is not run by the Democrats is now under Socialist control. The arrests of Dorin Chirtoaca – the mayor of Chisinau, the vice-president of the Liberal Party and a relative of its leader – and his supporters in the Chisinau mayor’s office in May 2017 supposedly portends the installation of a reliable Socialist as the head of the city after the dismissal of Chirtoaca in the initiated referendum.

			The electoral reform of 2017 became the latest episode of power consolidation and another example of the extent of the regime’s ability to manage the opposition and maintain societal divisions. The Socialists, who are poised to win the majority of votes on party lists in the forthcoming 2018 elections, are the main losers from any reforms that would move Moldova away from a proportional electoral system. Nevertheless, they helped to quickly push through the electoral changes. In May 2017, both Democrats and Socialists put forward draft laws in the Parliament– in favor of single mandate and mixed electoral systems, respectively – in violation of all procedures and without any of the mandatory discussions in the Parliamentary bureau or committees prior to that. 

			Before voting, it was made clear that the Socialist draft would be approved. The change to a mixed system was never part of the Socialist agenda, though Plahotniuc was on the record in favor of the change as early as 2013.60 However, before that, a process of “public discussion, state’s concessions and broad consensus” was presented. After it was rejected by the relevant Committee and the DPM’s draft law received 52 votes in favor in the first hearing, the socialist draftwas unexpectedly put forward during the second hearing and was successfully approved by 74 votes. After the vote, the legal commission of the Parliament reversed its opinion on the previously rejected draft.61 In this way, the requirements of the Council of Europe and the EU were technically met and external partners were given a display of unity across the political aisle, while the mixed electoral system, which suits the interests of the regime, was successfully enacted.

			Conclusion

			This article analyzed regime and state-society dynamics in Moldova in order to illustrate the process of power monopolization in the hands of magnate Vlad Plahotniuc. In 2015-2016, Moldova transitioned from a hybrid regime with a coalition government, which was characterized by a high degree of pluralism and competition between oligarchic factions within and outside the government, into part of Plahotniuc’s business empire. The takeover successfully occurred in 2015-2016 despite existing preconditions for regime change, including strong mass mobilization, massive dissatisfaction within society and elites, external criticism, and a united anti-regime opposition; this course of events contradicts many of the insights developed in the literature on regime change and democratization. The survival of this regime was in question due to its high unpopularity, strong public resistance and the unity of the opposition. Necessary infrastructure to sustain collective action, which would support a high level of societal mobilization, and the unification of the pro-Russian and pro-European opposition did not prevent the regime’s successful attempt in monopolizing power in the country. 

			To explain these outcomes, the article first examined the impact of legacies on the state and state-society relations. First, it showed how the concept of the dual state explains regime evolution and the nature of the regime that emerged in 2015-2016. Second, it studied societal cleavages, exploring how the regime used them for ideational control and the management of ideas. Finally, the article points to the limitations of external impact on Moldovan regime dynamics between 2015 and 2017.

			Subsequently, the presidential elections, in which the incumbent regime withdrew its own candidate, became a necessary tool for stabilizing the new regime. To diffuse internal threats to the regime’s survival, the regime used elections to restructure its relations with society and the political opposition. First, it successfully consolidated the takeover of the “administrative state” and formalized its control of a “normative state,” with the exception of the power-stripped presidency. Second, by reinstating direct presidential elections, the regime created a means to channel people’s dissent away from the streets and into electoral “voice.” It also finalized the process of coopting the systemic opposition and dismantling the regime’s opponents. Finally, with the election of a “pro-Russian” president, the regime successfully placed identity and geopolitical issues at the center of the campaign, successfully deflecting attention from rampant corruption and the lack of reforms. As a result, most domestic and external attention conveniently focused on the geopolitical and ideational struggle in the electoral field.

			In sum, the consolidation of the regime was followed by an electoral campaign that diffused state-society tensions. Competitive elections exploited existing cleavages and revived the collective action problem facing society and the opposition. The election of Dodon, a man of the system, helps the regime effectively manage ideas and keep identity cleavages at the top of the political agenda, further distracting attention from the regime’s domestic policies and manipulations. After the changes to electoral procedures in May 2017, the regime’s monopoly on power in Moldova will effectively continue even after the Parliamentary elections in 2018.

			

			
				
					1Joshua Tucker. 2007. “Enough! Electoral Fraud, Collective Action Problems, and Post-Communist Colored Revolutions.” Perspectives on Politics 5: 3: 535-551; Grigore Pop-Eleches and Graeme Robertson. 2014. “After the Revolution. Long-Term Effects of Electoral Revolutions.” Problems of Post-Communism 61: 4; Mark R. Beissinger, Amaney A. Jamal, and Kevin Mazur. 2015. “Explaining Divergent Revolutionary Coalitions, Regime Strategies and the Structuring of Participation in the Tunisian and Egyptian Revolutions.” Comparative Politics 48: 1: 1-24; Lucan Way. 2015. Pluralism by Default: Weak Autocrats and the Rise of Competitive Politics. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins.

				

				
					2Valerie Bunce and Sharon Wolchik. 2011. Defeating Authoritarian Leaders in Postcommunist Countries. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; and Sidney Tarrow. 1994. Power in Movement. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

				

				
					3Way, Pluralism by Default; Paul D’Anieri. 2016. “Ethnic Tensions and State Strategies: Understanding the Survival of the Ukrainian State.” Journal of Communist Studies and Transition Politics 23: 1.

				

				
					4Alina Mungiu-Pippidi and Igor Munteanu. 2009. “Moldova’s ‘Twitter Revolution.’” Journal of Democracy 20: 3: 136-142.

				

				
					5Kurt Weyland. 2002. “Limitations of rational-choice institutionalism for the study of Latin American politics.” Studies in Comparative International Development 37: 1: 71.

				

				
					6Grigore Pop-Eleches. 2007. “Historical Legacies and Post-Communist Regime Change.” Journal of Politics 69: 4: 909.

				

				
					7Anna Grzymala-Busse. 2002. Redeeming the Communist Past: The Regeneration of Communist Parties in East-Central Europe. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; Herbert Kitschelt. 2002. “Constraints and Opportunities in the Strategic Conduct of Post-Communist Successor Parties-Regime Legacies as Causal Argument.” In András Bozóki and John T. Ishiyama, eds., The Communist Successor Parties of Central and Eastern Europe. Armonk, NY: ME Sharpe, 14-40.

				

				
					8Beissinger and Kotkin, “The historical legacies…,” 14-17.

				

				
					9Beissinger and Kotkin, “The historical legacies…,” 14-17.

				

				
					10Richard Sakwa. 2010. “The Dual State in Russia.” Post-Soviet Affairs 26: 3: 185-206.

				

				
					11Sakwa, “The Dual State.”

				

				
					12Janos Kornai. 1992. The Socialist System: The Political Economy of Communism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

				

				
					13Ernst Fraenkel. 2006 (1941). The Dual State: A Contribution to the Theory of Dictatorship. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 24.

				

				
					14Vladimir Gel’man. 2003. “Post-Soviet Transitions and Democratization: Toward a Theory-Building.” Democratization 10: 2: 93.

				

				
					15Kornai, The Socialist System.

				

				
					16Thane Gustaffson. 2012. Wheel of Fortune. The Battle for Oil and Power in Russia. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 13; Henry Hale. 2016. Patronal Politics: Eurasian Regime Dynamics in Comparative Perspective. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; and Grzymala-Busse, Redeeming the Communist Past.

				

				
					17Herbert Kitschelt, Zdenka Mansfeldová, Radosław Markowski and Gábor Tóka. 1999. Post-Communist Party Systems: Competition, Representation, and Inter-Party Cooperation. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 39; and Grzymala-Busse, Redeeming the Communist Past.

				

				
					18Sarah Birch. 2000. Elections and Democratization in Ukraine. Houndsmills: Palgrave McMillan, 136; Pop-Eleches, “Historical Legacies…,” 2007.

				

				
					19Gustaffson, Wheel of Fortune; Mark Galeotti. 1998. “The Mafiya and the New Russia.” Australian Journal of Politics & History 44: 3: 415-429.

				

				
					20The leader of the current regime, Vlad Plahotniuc, was on the Interpol monitoring list for alleged ties with the organized crime and involvement in money laundering; see Gustaffson, Wheel of Fortune.

				

				
					21Valentina Basiul. 2016. “Portret ‘Sovetskogo cheloveka’ Renato Usatogo.” Radio Liberty/Free Europe. 

				

				
					22Ilya Azar. “Vzlet i padenie gastarbaitera.” Meduza. December 5:14, At https://meduza.io/feature/2014/12/05/vzlet-i-padenie-gastarbaytera, accessed April 29, 2017.

				

				
					23Ziarul de Gardă. 2014. “Care este Patria lui Renato Usatîi?,” At http://www.zdg.md/editia-print/investigatii/care-este-patria-lui-renato-usatii, accessed April 29, 2017.

				

				
					24Vera Balahnova and Irina Ivashkina. “Ostrosuzhetnyj killer.” Newsmaker. October 19:16, At http://newsmaker.md/rus/novosti/ostrosyuzhetnyy-killer-renato-usatomu-ishchut-status-v-dele-o-podkupe-i-pokushenii-27936, accessed April 29, 2017.

				

				
					25Albert Hirschman. 1977. Exit, Voice, and Loyalty: Responses to Decline in Firms, Organizations, and States. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

				

				
					26Albert Hirschman. 1980. “Exit, Voice, and Loyalty: Further Reflections and a Survey of Recent Contributions.” The Milbank Memorial Fund Quarterly. Health and Society 58: 3: 432. 

				

				
					27Steven Roper. 2008. “From Semi-Presidentialism to Parliamentarism: Regime Change and Presidential Power in Moldova.” Europe-Asia Studies 60: 1, 113-126.

				

				
					28Theodor Tudoroiu. 2011. “Structural factors vs. regime change: Moldova’s difficult quest for democracy.” Democratization 18: 1: 240.

				

				
					29Luke March. 2005. “The Moldovan Communists: From Leninism to Democracy?” EuroJournal.org, Journal of Foreign Policy of Moldova.

				

				
					30Theodor Tudoroiu. 2015. “Democracy and State Capture in Moldova.” Democratization 22: 4: 655–678

				

				
					31Grigore Furtune. “Ot rascveta do zahvata.” Newsmaker. At http://newsmaker.md/rus/novosti/ot-rastsveta-do-zahvata-kratkaya-istoriya-moldavskih-bankov-29054, accessed May 29, 2017.

				

				
					32Inna Kyvyrzhyk. “Ochen’ Tsennye Bumagi.” Newsmaker. April 20:16, At http://newsmaker.md/rus/novosti/ochen-tsennye-bumagi-kak-v-moldove-mozhno-lishitsya-aktsiy-24300, accessed May 29, 2017.

				

				
					33March, “The Moldovan Communists,” 4; Luke March. 2006. “Power and Opposition in the Former Soviet Union: The Communist Parties of Moldova and Russia.” Party Politics 12: 3: 341– 65.

				

				
					34Transparency International. 2017. State Capture: The Case of the Republic of Moldova, At http://www.transparency.md/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/TI_Moldova_State_Capture.pdf, accessed September 18, 2017.

				

				
					35“Pochta Moldovy dlja kontrabandy,” Actualitati. April 7:16, At http://actualitati.md/ru/vnutrennyaya-politika/plahotnyuk-ispolzuet-gospredpriyatie-pochta-moldovy-dlya-kontrabandy, accessed May 29, 2017; “Skhemy Plakhotniuka v offshorakh i litsakh,” At https://offshoreplaha.wordpress.com/2016/08/30/схемы-плахотнюка-в-оффшорах-и-лицах/, accessed May 29, 2017.

				

				
					36Gustaffson, Wheel of Fortune, 211.

				

				
					37See, for instance, Nikolai Paholnickii. “Mihail Gofman nazval glavnym benefitsiarom Plahotniuka”. Newsmaker. July 11:16, At http://newsmaker.md/rus/novosti/mihail-gofman-nazval-glavnym-benefitsiarom-krazhi-veka-vladimira-plahotnyuka-26145, accessed May 2, 2017; “Bylo chetko vidno, chto idet potroshenie sistemy.” Newsmaker. June 28:16, At http://newsmaker.md/rus/novosti/bylo-chetko-vidno-chto-shlo-moshchneyshee-potroshenie-bankovskoy-sistemy-eks-sotru-25927, accessed May 2, 2017; Nikolai Paholnickii. “Kto takoi Sergey Iaralov”. Newsmaker. July 11:16, At http://newsmaker.md/rus/novosti/kto-takoy-sergey-yaralov-biznes-i-svyazi-samogo-nepublichnogo-cheloveka-iz-okruzhe-26138, accessed May 2, 2017.

				

				
					38“Shor nachal davat’ pokazaniia.” Omega.md. September 2:16, At http://omg.md/index.php?newsid=12567, accessed May 29, 2017.

				

				
					39“Viacheslav Platon govorit i pokazyvaet.” Newsmaker. September 8:16, At http://newsmaker.md/rus/novosti/vyacheslav-platon-govorit-i-pokazyvaet-v-rasporyazhenii-nm-okazalas-zapis-vystuple-27199, accessed May 29, 2017; Vladimir Solov’ev and Inna Kyvyrzhyk. “Bylo chetko vidno, chto shlo.” Newsmaker. June 28:16, At http://newsmaker.md/rus/novosti/bylo-chetko-vidno-chto-shlo-moshchneyshee-potroshenie-bankovskoy-sistemy-eks-sotru-25927, accessed May 29, 2017.

				

				
					40Maksim Andreev. “Plahotniuc goda: Bitva za kontrol.” Newsmaker. December 16;15, At http://newsmaker.md/rus/novosti/plahotnyuk-goda-bitva-za-kontrol-nad-pravitelstvom-vstupila-v-reshayushchuyu-fazu-20785, accessed May 29, 2017.; Ivan Nechepurenko. “Moldova Parliament Dismisses Government Amid Bank Scandal.” New York Times. October 29:15, At https://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/30/world/europe/moldova-parliament-dismisses-government-amid-bank-scandal.html?action=click&contentCollection=Europe&module=RelatedCoverage&region=EndOfArticle&pgtype=article, accessed May 29, 2017.

				

				
					41Ovidiu Tichindeleanu, Vasilie Ernu and Vitalie Sprinceana. 2016. “Moldova’s Movement from Below.” Jacobin. March 17:16, At https://www.jacobinmag.com/2016/03/moldova-chisinau-protests-russia-eu-ukraine/, accessed May 29, 2017.

				

				
					42The unity of the opposition was particularly important in light of the events of 2009, which originally did not occur in the regime change to its absence. See Alina Mungiu-Pippidi and Igor Munteanu. 2009. “Moldova’s ‘Twitter Revolution.’” Journal of Democracy 20: 3 (July): 136-142.

				

				
					43Chindeleanu et al., “Moldova’s Movement.”

				

				
					44Two government officials. 2016. Interviewed by Ryhor Nizhnikau, May.

				

				
					45IRI. 2016. Public Opinion Poll. Residents of Moldova. March 2016. At http://www.iri.org/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/iri_poll_presentation-moldova-march_2016.pdf, accessed May 29, 2017.

				

				
					46Kit Gillet. “Opposition Groups in Moldova Unite to Protest New Government.” New York Times. January 25:16, At https://www.nytimes.com/2016/01/26/world/europe/oppositions-groups-in-moldova-unite-to-protest-new-government.html?_r=0, accessed May 29, 2017.

				

				
					47Gillet, “Opposition Groups…”

				

				
					48Maksim Andreev. “Konstitucionnyj zud: Komu vygodno.” Newsmaker. March 5:16, At http://newsmaker.md/rus/novosti/konstitutsionnyy-zud-komu-vygodno-izmenenie-pravil-igry-v-moldavskoy-politike-22999, accessed May 29, 2017.

				

				
					49IRI. 2016. Public Opinion Poll. Residents of Moldova. September 2016. At http://www.iri.org/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/iri_moldova_september_2016_moldova_poll_for_review.pdf, accessed May 29, 2017.

				

				
					50OSCE. 2017. Presidential Election 30 October and 13 November 2016. At http://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/moldova/300016?download=true, accessed May 29, 2017.

				

				
					51“Cherno-belye vybory.” Newsmaker. 2017, At http://newsmaker.md/rus/novosti/cherno-belye-vybory-chto-nam-obeshchali-kandidaty-v-prezidenty-20-let-nazad-28337, accessed May 29, 2017.

				

				
					52“Golosa iz budushchego”. Newsmaker. November 10:16, At http://newsmaker.md/rus/novosti/golosa-iz-budushchego-onlayn-nm-s-debatov-igorya-dodona-i-mayi-sandu-28301, accessed May 29, 2017.

				

				
					53Government official. 2016. Interviewed by Ryhor Nizhnikau, Chisinau, May.

				

				
					54IRI 2016; BOM. “Barometr obschestvennogo mneniia: Oprosy pokazyvaiut.” Newsmaker.md.  April 27:17, At http://newsmaker.md/rus/novosti/barometr-obshchestvennogo-mneniya-v-parlament-prohodyat-tolko-dve-partii-psrm-i-pa-31064, accessed May 29, 2017.

				

				
					55Galina Vasilieva. “Vlasti prodvigajut samuju nepopuliarnuiu sistemu.” Newsmaker.md. May 24:17, At http://newsmaker.md/rus/novosti/vlasti-prodvigayut-samuyu-nepopulyarnuyu-u-naseleniya-sistemu-vyborov-chto-pokazal-31530, accessed May 29, 2017.

				

				
					56On the detrimental role of the EU and Russia policies, see Ryhor Nizhnikau. 2016. “When Goliath Meets Goliath: How Russia and the EU Created the Vicious Circle of Instability in Moldova.” Global Affairs 2: 2: 203-216.

				

				
					57Kamil Calus. 2017. Moldova’s odd couple: Plahotniuc and Dodon. At http://neweasterneurope.eu/articles-and-commentary/2372-moldova-s-odd-couple-plahotniuc-and-dodon, 

				

				
					58These facts were repeatedly highlighted in interviews conducted by the author with experts and officials in Chisinau in October 2015 and May 2016.

				

				
					59“Partiia Igoria Dodona: Ob’iasniaem na shakhmatakh.” Newsmaker. 2017, At http://newsmaker.md/rus/novosti/partiya-igorya-dodona-objyasnyaem-na-shahmatah-33598, accessed September 18, 2017.

				

				
					60Cristi Vlas. 2017. Plahotniuc says Socialists’ initiative on mixed electoral system is a “political fiction,” he proposed it in 2013, At http://www.moldova.org/en/plahotniuc-says-socialists-initiative-mixed-electoral-system-political-fiction-proposed-2013/, accessed September 18, 2017.

				

				
					61Galina Vasilieva, Nikolai Paholnickii and Olga Gnatkova. “Socialisty vstali v udobnuiu oppositsiu.” Newsmaker. May 5:17, At http://newsmaker.md/rus/novosti/sotsialisty-vstali-v-udobnuyu-oppozitsiyu-psrm-i-dempartiya-objedinili-usiliya-dly-31224, accessed May 29, 2017.

				

			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			Ryhor Nizhnikau is a senior researcher at the Finnish Institute of International Affairs, Helsinki.Contact: ryhor.nizhnikau@fiia.fi

		


		
			“The Election Game:” 

			Authoritarian Consolidation Processes in Belarus

			


Sofie Bedford

			Uppsala University




			Abstract: Elections without content are characteristic of electoral authoritarianism. This article illustrates how the “election game” featuring “elections for the sake of elections” can contribute to the consolidation of an authoritarian regime. It analyzes how Belarusian authorities’ “menu of manipulation” shaped both the discourse and “practice” of “politics” in favor of the current system. Using selective repression – targeting mainly those openly wanting to change the status quo, while allowing some controlled openness for individuals, as long as they refrain from “doing politics” – discouraged political activism and contributed to a negative perception of the “opposition” as anoisy sub-group of the population.Such developments reinforced a perception of organized politics in general, and elections in particular, as abstract, unattractive and irrelevant to most.

			On September 11, 2016, Belarus held parliamentary elections for the sixth time since 1991. The results announced the next day came as no surprise to anybody. Not even the fact that two women, both seen as more autonomous than the traditional regime-friendly “independents,” won seats in the parliament for the first time in 12 years raised many eyebrows among the Belarusians, who are often described as struck by “political apathy.” Although the names of the victors were not all certain in advance, it was widely expected that some “opposition-minded” candidates would be      (s)elected, a move that is generally understood to have been orchestrated by the authorities as a gesture of goodwill toward the European Union.1 This perception of control over elections is not particularly problematic in Belarus, since parliament is almost universally considered powerless. 

			As such, Belarus can be considered an example of what is termed in the literature an “electoral autocracy.” Such regimes – where the outcome of the election is known in advance and there is a prevailing “democratic illusion” – may be the most common type of non-democratic regime in the world today.2 Electoral authoritarian states hold elections that appear democratic, but through systematic and extensive violations of fundamental liberal democratic rights and freedoms, they manage to strip the vote of all credibility.3 Nevertheless, much of the research in this field is cautiously optimistic, indicating that the momentum of insecurity brought by regular elections and the inherent unpredictability of voters could potentially disrupt the authoritarian flow.4 Yet recent events in Belarus, consistently ranked among the “non-free” countries in Freedom House’s democracy index and classified as a “consolidated authoritarian regime,” demonstrate the opposite trend. 

			In the Belarusian case, holding elections is neither a concession to democratic development nor a necessary exercise. Instead, it serves to reinforce authoritarianism and the stability of the state system. Hence, electoral authoritarianism has not only not brought openness, but is in fact key to understanding the persistence of the country’s non-democratic regime. This article analyzes the Belarusian authorities’ “menu of manipulation”5 targeting electoral rules, actors and issues, which has the effect of shaping both the discourse and “practice” of Belarusian “politics” in favor of the status quo. The overarching purpose of this study is to highlight how electoral authoritarianism is contributing to the consolidation of the non-democratic regime in Belarus. Relying on around 30 semi-structured interviews with “opposition” actors in Belarus in 2015 and 2016, as well as a focus group discussion with five participants – all working in what can be referred to as the “cultural and creative sector”6 – in Minsk in October 2016, the article aims to shed light on processes that generate predictability and contribute to the growing irrelevance of Belarusian elections.7 Although this sample is not representative of the entire populace, it provides insight into the reasoning of independent actors who understand the situation in their country well. Importantly, it includes the voices of those who are in some way (not necessarily in the political arena) actively working to change the political status quo, as well as those who choose not to. 

			In such contexts, to equate “opposition” rigidly with parties seems counter-productive. Although parties exist, in reality they cannot act as such. Instead, their work becomes similar to that of non-party actors fighting for democracy. In light of this, interviews were conducted not only with major opposition party leaders, but also with other actors, including journalists critical of the regime, civil society activists and human rights advocates. The interviews largely focused on what interviewees perceived as the major problems with Belarus’ current system, their views on change, and the concrete work they were undertaking to improve the situation in the country. The focus group covered similar topics, though with the specific goal of understanding how “non-activists” relate to politics and political participation. Interestingly, narratives of both clusters of respondents show how the so-called “menu of manipulation” seems to have neutralized any electoral insecurity by reducing the idea of “politics” to a recurring “election game” with little relevance to those who are not specifically involved. Thus, the Belarusian case illustrates an interesting paradox. Here a political process – elections – can be said to have contributed to the “disappearance of politics.” Notably, the two most effective features of the authorities’ manipulation strategies are both reinforcing and seemingly contradictory: repression and openness. Selective repression, which traditionally targets only those who openly express a desire to change the status quo, discourages political activism and has contributed to a negative perception of the “opposition” as a specific sub-group of the population known for being useless troublemakers. At the same time, a certain amount of controlled openness allows individuals to act independently as long as they refrain from “doing politics.” The fact that this limited openness permits personal civic and cultural engagement contributes to the perception of organized politics as something abstract, unattractive and irrelevant. 

			Electoral Authoritarianism: Menu of Manipulation

			For people to have the opportunity to choose their representatives in decision-making assemblies is usually seen as the ultimate proof of democracy. Consequently, to hold free and fair elections – or at least to give the impression of having done so – has become immensely important. Today, regardless of regime type, most countries in the world hold regular popular elections. However, elections in so-called electoral authoritarian regimes are often more like a show put on by national governments to maintain their image as modern democracies. For example, for elections to serve as instruments of democracy, they must include credible opposition.8 Quite the reverse is usually the case in the post-Soviet space, where opposition parties are marginalized, discredited and fractured – and, in fact, a majority of post-Soviet countries are considered electoral authoritarian regimes.9 Electoral authoritarian regimes, Schedler writes, “are regimes in which opposition parties lose elections – often by a landslide, sometimes by a hair’s breadth.” 10 However, as studies by Teorell11 and Lindberg12 show, of the non-democratic regime types, electoral autocracy has the greatest tendency to become democratized over time. This can be understood as the outcome of what Schedler describes as the “politics of uncertainty:” 

			When authoritarian rulers introduce multi-party elections, they make themselves vulnerable, not to horizontal threats in isolation, not to vertical threats in isolation, but to the articulation of them in the electoral arena. Dissenting elites without electoral support as well as disgruntled citizens without electoral agents may look troubling, but not threatening. As long as electoral supply and demand fail to meet, dictators can stay calm. Managing interdependencies among threats forms a central part of authoritarian regimes’ struggles.13

			No matter how much authoritarian leaders may try to control the outcomes, all regularly occurring elections have an element of uncertainty. These regimes strive to minimize the politics of uncertainty at the same time as their democratic front is dependent on a display of democratic representation. Thus, they struggle to ensure that elections are minimally inclusive (universal suffrage), minimally pluralistic (opposition parties are allowed to participate), minimally competitive (parties and candidates outside the ruling coalition are allowed to win votes and seats, but not to win the election), and minimally open (dissent is not subject to massive constraints, but often selective and sporadic repression).14 They do this by applying what Schedler refers to as a “menu of electoral manipulation” – “the exercise of power over access routes to power for the sake of conserving the power.”15  

			Manipulation strategies are geared towards averting specific threats, which depend on the category of electoral authoritarian regime – that is, whether it is hegemonic (in full control of opposition and political activities) or competitive (where a certain degree of contestation is possible).16 For the hegemonic regime, electoral manipulation serves two purposes. It needs to contain the short-term risks that arise from the particular electoral situation, but at the same time it should ensure the prevention of long-term challenges that might hinder the current leaders’ ability to remain in power.17 In this article, manipulative strategies are divided into four general categories: controlling the rules of the electoral game, political repression, manipulation of the issue space, and manipulation of the actor space. These will be used to analyze the components and processes that enable the Belarusian “election game.” Using this framework, important lessons about the mechanisms of authoritarian consolidation can be learned. 

			“Taking Autocracy Seriously”

			Much of the research on elections in hegemonic autocracies like Belarus indicates that they do not ultimately lead to political change. The “politics of insecurity” and the trend toward democratization of electoral authoritarian regimes seem to apply primarily to competitive authoritarian regimes, where “although the odds are low, the opposition does have a chance at an electoral upset that could result in the defeat of those in power.”18 In fact, authoritarian states that hold multi-party elections, regardless of the quality of these elections, are more durable than even one-party or military states.19 Elections in hegemonic autocracies tend to reinforce the regime, thanks to the strong character of their political institutions,20 the creation of dynamics that undermine public support for institutions and individuals associated with democracy, and the provision of more efficient mechanisms for the distribution of patronage, which allow incumbents to remain in power at lower cost.21 Accordingly, this study can make a significant contribution by linking the research on electoral authoritarianism to another emerging field of study that is focused on mechanisms of authoritarian consolidation.22

			Taking its cue from the “end of the transition” paradigm,23 the literature on authoritarian consolidation recognizes that any expectations of democratic regime change in the countries of the “third wave of democratization” are unlikely to be realized in the short- to medium-term. Hence, it does not focus on obstacles on the road to democracy, but instead “takes autocracy seriously,” seeking to understand the nature of authoritarian consolidation – the process by which authoritarianism is solidified and entrenched within a political system. It does so by looking at factors that can be said to work to “complete,” “deepen” and “organize” authoritarian consolidation.24 These relate to the regime’s ideological and institutional hegemony and its ability to impose it by coercion if necessary. Göbel describes authoritarian consolidation in terms of three types of state power: despotic power (e.g. torture, disappearance, imprisonment, and murder), infrastructural power (e.g. extractive and redistributive capacity, organizational coherence and state embeddedness in civil society) and discursive power (e.g. consistent official ideology). 25 Ambrosio likewise identifies four categories, which, in his words, “affect authoritarian consolidation and help to determine the likelihood of regime survival:” institutional, attitudinal, economic, and external. His last category adds an often-neglected dimension that has certain relevance for the case at hand. 26 

				In the case of the Belarusian regime, which Silitski described as either pre-emptive democracy27 or pre-emptive authoritarianism,28 political and social alternatives are seemingly eliminated before they become at all threatening. As such, disgruntled elites and opposition alike are prevented from using the potential window of opportunity provided by elections – without any need for brutal repression or even co-option. Still, the “election game” is important and the presence of opposition is necessary to the maintenance of these regimes’ democratic front. Importantly, all these authors refer to the concepts as part of the process of stabilizing the authoritarian regime. In what follows, the menu of manipulation will be the point of departure for analyzing such processes and their effects in the Belarusian case.  

			Controlling the Game: Neutralizing Elections  

			The authorities in electoral authoritarian states are in a position to control the rules of the electoral game. Their strategies are focused on limiting the regime’s exposure to electoral risks by keeping the elections non-competitive, but still at least superficially legitimate.29 Parliamentary elections are held in Belarus every four years. Everyone has the right to vote unless they are in pre-trial detention or serving a prison sentence. Most voters never encounter any harassment. On the contrary, Election Day is a national holiday celebrated with good food, drinks and other treats at polling stations across the country. Still, there is a darker side to this idyll. Despite Western calls for free and fair elections, the authorities have repeatedly failed to provide such competition throughout the process.30 In 2016, the electoral campaign, which was only two months long, took place between July and September, when (conveniently for the authorities, oppositional actors claim) most citizens are vacationing at their summer houses, making it hard to reach them by traditional electoral methods. State control over the media leaves election coverage lacking. As can be expected in a pre-determined election, the information that is provided centers on organizational and technical details; information about candidates is limited and impersonal. This system limits the opposition’s opportunities to convey its message, and during the election campaign, many of the interviews broadcast with opposition candidates were censored in one way or another. The Belarusian Association of Journalists notes that poor election coverage, which has been the state-run media’s standard practice for decades, has deprived the voters of the ability to engage in electoral campaigns, with the result that the electorate has become detached from elections:

			As neither the electorate nor the expert community discuss the political parties’ platforms or the candidates’ agendas, elections are depoliticized and deprived of any meaningful political competition.31 

			“During the last elections I was an observer, but I did not vote because it really seemed that would be participating in fraud. This time I did not even observe the elections because it seems to me that to participate even in this way is to be an accomplice to a crime,” one focus group participant noted.32 In general, the participants of the focus group did not feel that they had any mechanisms for participating in the political life of their country, since they do not see the elections as legitimate or even real. 

			To some extent, this growing resignation also resonates among opposition activists, for whom the protracted struggle without tangible achievements is both traumatizing and tiring.33 Already after the 2015 presidential election, many of the respondents spoke of the campaign’s “lacking energy,” and, interestingly, framed this as a positive. “What was good with this election was that, since there was no expectations, there were also no frustrations,” noted the chairman of the BPF party.34 The head of the human rights organization Viasna, which has traditionally been involved in election observation, agreed: 

			Earlier there was a lot of disappointment after the elections – it was a tough time and it took a long time to get over it. Now, nobody expected anything so they were not disappointed. They could go straight back to work.35 

			Oppositional actors, as well as members of the international community, have repeatedly raised concern about one aspect of the election process: the lack of diversity in the Precinct Election Commissions (PECs), which are responsible for conducting the vote count. In 2016, only 53 of the 65,856 representatives across the 5,971 PECs were from the so-called “democratic opposition,” though this was still a higher figure than previously.36 Moreover, as always, the counting process revealed a dramatic lack of democracy. Independent observers reported several instances of electoral fraud, carousel voting and irregularities. Early voting in Belarus has been describedas the “most convenient time for falsifications,” as observers report the forced and incentivized voting of students and workers, as well as the artificial inflation of turnout via voter list manipulations or specific protocols.37 

			“We are all equals in the parliament – we are all selected,” says Alena Anisim, one of the “independent-minded” representatives who found herself in the parliament after the election.38 This quote illustrates the extent to which systemic manipulation has caused Belarusians to lose faith in elections as an instrument of democracy – even those who are part of the system do not believe in elections’ veracity. In fact, most respondents from both groups seem convinced that the votes are not even counted. Mikalai Statkevich, a former presidential candidate and long-time “oppositionist,” describes the elections as “a ritual for confirming the legitimacy of the rulers.”39 

			Nevertheless, oppositional actors see it as their duty to participate. “We have no choice but to use the elections,” explained the chairman of the Belarusian Popular Front Party.40 Many other oppositional actors likewise describe the election campaign as the only time they have “access” to the population at large. Under such circumstances, elections are not about the results; they become a tool for communicating with the people and raising awareness about specific issues. 

			“We made a decision to participate in all election campaigns,” explained the chairman of the United Civic Party, adding, “All our campaigns strive to inform people about our program on the social situation. We want 1 million new workplaces, systematic economic reforms. We know how to solve the problems – but the government does not count the votes so we do not get elected. Previously we could boycott but then this possibility was prohibited.”41 

			On the one hand, the election campaign is (as noted above) often the only opportunity for oppositional actors to get sanctioned access to the public. It is, as oppositional actors indicate, an opportunity to show that there is an alternative. “The political apathy is more dangerous than the repression – people think there are no alternatives,” says Yury Hubarevich from Movement for Freedom.42 Indeed, much previous research supports the notion that political apathy is widespread among the Belarusian population.43 On the other hand, through their participation in elections, the opposition comes across as supporting a democratic charade, or what can be called the “election game.” All oppositional engagement, even the “boycotts” (which are no longer legal), takes place within the limits set by the authorities: they choose who can participate, and even manipulate the outcome to ensure the desired result. As such, electoral debates within the opposition about whether they should put forward a single opposition candidate (or not), boycott the election (or not), or focus on grassroots initiatives (or not) come across as irrelevant to outside observers.44 

			Another problem highlighted by the focus group is that by participating in the “fake” election, the opposition is likewise deemed “fake,” which contributes to its poor reputation within society. As one of the participants put it: 

			…elections are not a real struggle for power, they are just an imitation of a power struggle by both the state and the opposition. And when this is imitated by the opposition, it removes the incentive to somehow empathize with them. Many people ignore the opposition here, because you do not see any real struggle or even good imitation of a struggle.45 

			Most observers perceive the inclusion of Elena Anisim and Anna Kanopatskaya in the Parliament along these lines: as something pre-determined. Cynics suggest that the two were carefully selected because of their positions within their respective organizations (both subordinated to slightly eccentric men in a protracted unquestionable leadership position). Not only having had to adapt to this restrictive working environment, but also being unable to act independently due to their subordination makes them unlikely agents of change, and hence safe choices.46 As noted above, the women themselves have no doubt that they were indeed selected rather than elected. The appointment even caused conflict within the United Civic Party, as some members protested against the party’s decision to accept the mandate, which they believe was a result of unfair and undemocratic elections. Nevertheless, both MPs nurture hopes that their participation will be in some way useful for their cause. Kanopatskaya believes the mandate provides her party with more of an opportunity to suggest changes without having to collect a large number of signatures.47 Anisim says she will look for likeminded individuals within the legislature with whom to work for change: 

			I will work for the parliament to get its power back. I hope to find people within the parliament who have open minds. The possibility to speak in the parliament about certain problems is nevertheless an important step.48

			Political Repression: Discouraging Public Activism 

			Violent political repression rarely, if ever, targets voters in Belarus, though certain groups – like state employees, students and pensioners – are often pressured into casting their votes, both in general and in favor of specific candidates. Election observers are occasionally subject to repression, either intimidation or having restrictions placed on their activities. As often happens in authoritarian regimes where the population is generally accepting of the status quo, repression in Belarus takes a selective and intermittent form, traditionally targeting the regime’s political opponents, civil activists, journalists, and others who question the current system. The co-optation of the opposition is also a common method.49 In Belarus, the idea of some oppositional actors having “connections” to the authorities or to the KGB negatively affects both intra-opposition relations and public attitudes toward the opposition, although it is, in my view, difficult to say that this has in fact happened. Such rumors seem more or less constant over time and have circulated about various actors, but in recent years they have been particularly persistent with regard to the Tell the Truth movement. It appears that this is a result of the movement’s constructive, rather than confrontational, approach to government interaction, and its conscious attempts to separate itself from the “traditional opposition,” which have not been well received.50 

			“I do not see the others [in the opposition] as my enemies – I am a politician. I understand that there has to be competition. But at the same time, there are very few of us, so we need to give each other space – but they are not listening to me,” said Tatsiana Karatkevich, Chairwomen of Tell the Truth.51 Prior to the 2016 election, rumors abounded that Tell the Truth would “win” at least one seat in the new parliament thanks to its alleged connections with the KGB. Instead, Kanopatskaya won her seat in the same electoral district where Karatkevich (also a former presidential candidate) was running, reinforcing the impression of the elections as a well-choreographed play or game put on by the authorities in charge.

			Although there have been individual cases of severe political repression, such as the disappearance of four political activists in 1999 and 2000,52 the most notable electoral oppression has been the violent crackdown on post-election protests in 2006 and 2010. In Minsk, anti-fraud protests following the 2006 presidential election, in which the incumbent won a crushing victory over the United Democratic Forces candidate, gathered over 10,000 opposition supporters, the largest anti-regime protest in many years. Inspired by events in Ukraine, activists set up a tent camp on October Square that – despite pressure from the authorities – lasted five days until it was finally dispersed by force. In the aftermath of the election, the military detained at least 500 people on charges of taking part in illegal actions.53 Notably, after this, the terms “street struggle” and “creating a Ploshcha” [Belarusian for “square”] became mainstream in the traditional opposition’s rhetoric and an important feature of a majority of opposition candidates’ 2010 presidential campaigns.54 As a result, following Lukashenka’s fourth re-election, opposition candidates again managed to rally thousands of people to protest the official results, though this time it ended tragically. The protests were even more brutally scattered and hundreds were arrested, including seven of the nine presidential candidates.55

			Both these events, and especially the latter, raised expectations, among people in general and those actively resisting the regime in particular, that “revolutionary change” was possible. Given these expectations, the outcome was severely disappointing and hugely traumatic for many. Not only do opposition-minded individuals today refer to “creating a Ploscha” only as something that is no longer possible, but these unrealized opportunities are widely seen as having been the “last chance” for political change. The opposition’s “failure” to overthrow the government caused it to lose respect in the eyes of an already disillusioned population, and may have caused ordinary people to settle into “political apathy.” The same is true of most participants in the focus group of “non-oppositionists,” who were “on the Square” in 2010. “At the square, I got the feeling that it was hopeless,” said one participant, explaining:

			…the state has shown itself to be an actor which is ready to use violence. I’m not ready to use violence, so for me this way is closed. If I were ready, it would be a completely different story. The Square, de facto, showed many that either we say ‘ah’ and do our own things, go ahead and live in a parallel world and expand it as far as possible, or we turn to the use of violence. 

			As this quote shows, participants were traumatized not only by the outcome, but also by the level of violence in which the regime engaged, which cemented their disillusionment with the system. Focus group members described feeling depressed, pained and melancholic long after the event. “A year later, everyone was depressed,” one person said. “I can say that the depression did not end - it stayed, 6 years have passed, but it still exists,” clarifies another.56

			Guriev and Treisman suggest that hard repression is not necessary in authoritarian states, since mass belief can be manipulated sufficiently by means of censorship, co-optation, and propaganda.57 This appears to be at least partly true in the Belarusian case. In recent years, the authorities seem to have avoided engaging in direct violence against or imprisoning opposition-minded individuals. In 2015, all remaining political prisoners were released; as a reward, the European Council, to the great disappointment of Belarusian human rights and political activists, abolished part of the sanctions it had imposed Belarus following the 2006 and 2010 events. 

			The regime has compensated for the decline in displays of force by increasing fines on opposition activity, especially those related to organizing and participating in unauthorized protests and other public events.58 This “low level” repression, in combination with the omnipresent structural repression used by the government to limit the space of action for its opponents59 and the lasting memories of 2010, appears equally effective in encouraging “self-censorship” and dissuading dissidence, especially of the public kind. Until recently, politics “of the square” appeared to have been abandoned entirely. 

			In February-March 2017, Belarus was shaken by an unusual wave of popular protests over the tax on “social parasites,” i.e. unemployed youth.60 Though protests all over the country indirectly targeted the state’s inability to maintain the social contract due to economic crisis, they were, surprisingly, allowed to take place basically undisturbed. It was not until the opposition, trying to capitalize on this wave of unrest, announced a major rally in Minsk on March 25 that protest activity was impeded and prospective participants were forcefully dispersed by the police.61  Many were brutally detained, then given short jail sentences in combination with heavy fines. Both beforehand and afterwards, oppositional activists, independent journalists and human rights activists were particular targets. Notably, all opposition leaders were given prison time.62 

			Manipulation of Actor Space: The De-politicization of Parliament and “Routinization” of Protest 

			The third category can be seen as a continuation of the above discussion. In the contemporary Belarusian context, there are no relevant political actors, whether within the parliament or in “opposition.” There are 110 deputies in the House of Representatives.Candidates can be registered by collecting 1,000 signatures in their district, receiving a party nomination at a congress, or being nominated by a labor collective. It is no overstatement to say that the party system is underdeveloped in Belarus; some say it has been dismantled as the result of an earlier power struggle between the president and parliament.63 In 2016, there were 15 registered parties, and since 2000 all applications to register new parties have been rejected.64 Following the 2016 election, five parties are represented in parliament, compared with two and three parties after the 2008 and 2012 elections, respectively. Nevertheless, the majority of the deputies in the newly elected parliament are “nonpartisan,” just as the majority of deputies in previous parliaments were. This classification denotes representatives who are perceived as supporters of the president, a denomination that applies to all current deputies expect the newly-elected Anna Kanopatskaya of the United Civic Party. In fact, 68 of the “independents” are formally members of the government-organized NGO (GONGO) Belaia Rus, which – according to widespread rumors – might be turned into a party in the not-too-distant future.65 According to Bruchovetsky, Belaia Rus and other GONGOs play an important role in legitimizing illegitimate elections by imitating a genuinely active civil society.66 

			The Parliament (sometimes referred to as a “puppet” parliament) is indeed an organ with little formal and informal power, situated within a super-presidential system where the presidential administration is able to regulate and control all official political processes.67 “All real executive authority is heavily concentrated in just two socio-political institutions, namely the president himself and ‘the people,’ understood as the majority of voters that support President Lukashenka,” wrote Eke and Kuzio. 68 Full control rests with the President, who has the power to overrule any law with a personal decree. According to Kukhlei, “feeble attempts of deputies to perform their main function in the legislative process through participation in initiating laws are still not welcomed by the Presidential Administration.”69 Notably, only three laws have been initiated by the Parliament in the past four years, and surveys show that Belarus is second only to Turkmenistan in the degree to which political power is concentrated with the president.70As a result, the parliament is widely considered a mainly decorative body that serves to rubber-stamp the decisions of the executive. At times, voices from within the population, frustrated by the impotence of MPs, have openly questioned the necessity of having a parliament at all.71  

				Likewise, parties outside the parliament – that is, the “opposition” – are completely marginalized. This is intrinsically linked to the structural repression that limits the civil and political freedom of regime critics while cementing the ideological and discursive hegemony of the current authorities. In Belarus, opposition parties are not included in the political dialogue and President Lukashenka is known to characterize some of them, in particular, as “enemies of Belarus and/or in the pay of foreign governments.”72 Those who are not targeted are simply disregarded.73 The negative attitude toward the opposition resonates with the population, and the opposition is accused of contributing to its own demise by being disorganized, fractured, disillusioned, and weak.74 A particularly harsh anti-opposition discourse can be detected among the Belarusian online population. Equating oppositional actors with “clowns” is popular, as illustrated by this blogger’s outburst: 

			Why has the opposition not been able to win for almost 20 years? Because they are the same clowns! Instead of fighting against the regime, the party activists spend all their power fighting among themselves. And clowns - this is far from the softest characterization; read the comments on the Internet [where there is much worse].75

			In his recent book, Navumau shows how collective protest action in Belarus has gradually become a ritualized and symbolic outlet for the “traditional opposition” and consequently irrelevant to the general population. It is likely that the authorities’ harsher stance after 1996 contributed to discouraging people who were not themselves opposition actors from participating (being an open critic of the regime was detrimental to career opportunities, etc.). In light of this, protests appear to have been routinized in large part because they were a way for the opposition to get the attention of Western countries. “Witnessing the rapid decline of mass activity,” Navumau writes, “opposition leaders addressed their speeches to the international community rather than to their typical Belarusian auditory.” 76 

			Vinatier and Pikulik explain the routinization of protest as the failure of democracy promotion efforts, which created a system of interdependency. Oppositional actors became dependent on donors, who in turn became reliant on a preferred group of trusted recipients. This did little to inspire new approaches to working for change. Instead, it cemented a “professionalized opposition core” that seemingly had a monopoly on fighting a losing battle with the regime. This in turn contributed to a negative popular image of the “opposition” and “their” protests.77 

			Surveys over the past twelve years seem to indicate that the population consistently has limited trust in any political actors, oppositional or otherwise.78 Throughout the focus group discussion, participants repeatedly returned to this alienation, describing themselves as living a “parallel life” where they try to ignore both the government and the opposition as much as possible. Allegedly, they are only  

			… interested in politics and the state to the extent that it can affect their lives. Most of them perfectly understand ‘how the wheels are turning in this country,’ and this is primarily those people who actively emigrate and create projects abroad.

			It is interesting and important to this study to note that this does not mean that focus group participants believe they cannot do anything for their country. Instead, they are working to “widen the framework” in the way they see fit by changing “their and others’ attitude to life.” As explicitly stated by one participant: 

			I think that all of us here belong to the group that ignores the state – that is, a group that builds its life, projects and business not paying attention to this ‘machine’ threatening you, hanging over you, calling you and sending letters sometimes. We just do something, trying not to violate any rules of decency and laws in order not to be found in its way.79

			Manipulation of Issue Space: Removal of Politics 

			The final category relates to the ability of authoritarian leaders to politicize as well as de-politicize contested issues.80 In a sense, it ties together all the processes discussed above – it illustrates the complete removal of “politics” from the public interest. This manipulation has both discursive and practical aspects. 

			To begin with, studies show that the government dominates political communication. The use of legitimation to justify a specific political order is not limited to authoritarian states but, according to March, the distinction between democratic and authoritarian systems is the intensity with which authoritarian regimes try to shape the political agenda.81 To this end, the Belarusian government can be said to use a “performance-oriented” legitimation strategy,82 emphasizing its role in the creation of a unique Belarusian model of socio-economic development.83 As noted in previous research, citizens’ positive attitudes toward the political regime in Belarus are linked to the regime’s economic performance,84 particularly the idea of the “social contract” – state-sponsored benefits in exchange for loyalty.85 (That being said, some researchers argue that economics are less important to loyalty than Lukashenka’s personal traits.)86 The recent wave of socio-economic grass-root protests across Belarus in 2017 indicates the importance of the social contract to popular acceptance of the status quo. The authorities’ decision, after the protests, to delay the implementation of the unpopular “social parasites” tax for one year indicates that they, too, are aware of this. Still, it remains to be seen whether popular protests will survive the authorities’ harsh responses.

			Another important, and related, feature of the Belarusian state discourse is highlighting its capacity to maintain security, stability and peace.87 The president’s speeches make it clear that whereas the current political regime brings “order” and “calmness,” the opposition is a threat to the Belarusian society, as it offers “chaos” and “outrage.”88 Most people are convinced that what matters is a stable country and having food on the table; issues such as political freedoms and basic human rights are seen as irrelevant. Nonetheless, many liberal NGOs and opposition politicians persist in trying to raise these questions,89 although they increasingly recognize that these are issues in which the majority is not interested. With that in mind, the BPF undertook the People’s Referendum initiative to try to reconnect with the people, the party chairman indicated.90 It was, he said, “a way to show the general public that we care about their problems, too, social problems. Not only free elections, human rights, political prisoners, etc., that they feel are only our [the opposition’s] problems.”91 Chausov’s observation that civil society organizations appeared to abandon their political ambitions over the course of 2015 is yet another indication of the disappearance of politics – though this could, he notes, be construed as a positive, considering that political activity is “not typical” of the Third Sector.92

			Notably, according to the state discourse, democracy is not “the power of the people, but…the power of the state authorities in deciding what is the best for the people.”93 Hence, in practice, “being political” is, for obvious reasons, not popular with the authorities and can bring repercussions. Topics like politics, economics and human rights are more or less taboo for activists, while others, e.g. culture, sport and ecology, are allowed because they are considered unthreatening.94 A representative for the Young Social Democrats provides a telling illustration of this complicated reality: 

			In 2010 we [the organization] participated in some street actions and had some trouble with the police as a result. After this, we decided to focus on “internal” rather than “external” activities and not touch politics. This is indeed a bit strange given that we are the “Young Social Democrats” and we are thinking that maybe we have to change our name.95  

			Rohava’s focus group study likewise found that “ordinary Belarusians” avoid entering into discussion explicitly about the political – that is, mentioning of the president in any form or expressing political attitudes toward the opposition and public protests:

			Whenever the discussions reached that point, in each focus group there was a person who would try to redirect the conversation back to an acceptable public transcript. Such attempts were phrased as signals to the other participants about going off public transcripts: “We don’t talk about politics” (FG1), “Let’s not discuss politics” (FG6). Others would point out that the discussion was being recorded: “There are cameras here, so let’s not discuss it” (FG2).96

			Symptomatically, and not completely surprisingly, the focus group participants said they found politics “tiring” and “uninteresting.” One elaborated:

			I decided that for me the word “politics” from December 2010 in this country will be associated only with cultural policy. For me it’s all a puppet theatre with a bad director and even worse actors. And as I’m a person who loves quality art, even just to watch, not to mention participate, is painful. I do not like this performance.97

			Like the respondents from the Young Social Democrats and other studies, the focus group participants suggested that as long as you “stay out of politics,” being active in Belarusian society is not impossible. “I’m not interested in being a participant in political processes, but I’m interested in changing the state of mind of the people who live here through culture,” one participant explained, going on, “I think that in the Belarusian context it is the most convenient, because first, contemporary art is still uninteresting…for the state. Second, unlike any political activities, culture does not frighten people, and on this territory you can talk on subtle topics.” In this sense, despite their aversion to politics, the focus group participants still claim to be working for change “one individual at a time,” as one of them put it.98

			International Aspects of Manipulation – the 2016 Parliamentary Elections and Beyond

			Although not explicitly part of Schedler’s “menu,” in the Belarusian case electoral manipulation has obvious international dimensions. Perhaps most notably, the Russo-Ukrainian crisis has become a main element of the state’s “stability discourse.” The disorder that followed the Euromaidan protest in Ukraine amply reinforces the state’s “better stability than war” mantra by illustrating that such popular revolts can threaten a country’s integrity and independence.99

			The influence of the Ukrainian events on electoral manipulation in Belarus goes beyond discourse, however. In the words of Melyantsou, “traditionally the election campaigns in Belarus serve as a kind of test for ‘seriousness’ of the official Minsk to normalize its relations with the EU.”100 In 2016, most observers indeed seem to agree that the selection of Anisim and Kanopatskaya was arranged by the Belarusian authorities to please a “West” that has seen Lukashenka as “the lesser evil” ever since the war in Ukraine erupted and is therefore keen on interaction no matter the cost. The European Council’s lifting of sanctions against Belarus in 2016 provides a telling illustration of the EU’s change in its approach toward the country: officially the sanctions were reduced as a “reward” for the 2015 presidential elections being peaceful and non-violent, despite the fact that these elections were just as non-democratic as any previous election in Belarus.

			It is possible to see the interaction between the EU and Lukashenka as a window of opportunity. Even though the inclusion of Kanopatskaya and Anisim does not change the fact that political decision-making is inaccessible, not only to the general public but to the house of representatives as well, it does in theory provide those who work to change the political status quo with a public voice.101 The less optimistic reading is that elections in Belarus are increasingly a show not for an internal but for an external audience. According to Potocki, the 2008 parliamentary elections were already “primarily for U.S. and European consumption, with the primary purpose of improving Belarus’ international image.”102 Following the 2016 elections, joint statements by OSCE/ODIHR, OSCE Parliamentary Assembly and Council of Europe, and the US Department of State noted that long-standing systemic shortcomings remained, while at the same time emphasizing that there had in fact been improvements, such as minor legislative changes, access to media, freer campaigning, an increase in the number of candidates, and an allegedwillingness to initiate electoral reforms.103 

			Opposition actors have been extremely critical of this increasingly optimistic jargon on the part of the international community, and especially what they see as a premature lifting of sanctions. “People who were on the sanctions list were those who were responsible for the falsification of elections in 2006. Now they were removed, which in practice says, “Go on and continue with what you are doing,”104 remarked the head of Viasna, a human rights organization that has long conducted election monitoring in the country. 

			In fact, before the 2016 election, Kent Harstedt, Vice President of the OSCE Parliamentary Assembly,noted that the elections were “of great importance for the OSCE countries and will be even more important for the image of Belarus than the presidential election.”105 His words, which illustrate international actors’ determination and strong wish to interpret any step taken by the Belarusian regime in this regard (however lacking in substance) as a positive development, seem to suggest that international actors are playing “the election game” as well. This message is received not only by the Belarusian authorities, but also by the “opposition,” who consequently perceive the international community’s support for their struggle as not genuine. Moreover, this is the message received by the general population, which contributes to sustaining the public perception of the irrelevance of politics. 

			Conclusions

			This article has strived to shed light on how the predictability and growing irrelevance of Belarusian elections contribute to further consolidating the authoritarian regime. It did so by discussing how Belarusian authorities have successfully shaped a discourse and “practice” of “politics” that favors the status quo. Two aspects, in particular, deserve to be highlighted.

			The Election Game – Irrelevance of Politics

			The study shows how the authorities’ manipulation has contributed to making “politics” increasingly irrelevant in the Belarusian context. Nobody – not even the so-called opposition – believes in changing the system in a political way. Oppositional actors conduct different activities to challenge the authorities’ hegemony in the present rather than working to achieve impossible long-term political objectives. This is not surprising, given that their work takes place within a “system” fully dependent on and controlled by state actors. The role of the “opposition” therefore – and for good reason – comes across to society as symbolic, rather than relevant, which suits the electoral authoritarian regime well. The continuous “election game,” featuring “elections for the sake of elections” and “opposition for the sake of opposition” is the ultimate manifestation of the authorities’ ability to manipulate the system. By managing to remove “politics” from the electoral arena (and every public arena), the current leaders have secured their status. If politics does not matter, changing the government becomes a non-matter and the system is safe for the duration. 

			Selective Repression and Controlled Openness  

			Another process that has contributed to the consolidation of the authoritarian regime, and is at least indirectly linked to the “election game,” is that of selective repression and controlled openness. Owing to the manipulation of actors and issues, “politics” is largely perceived as “somebody else’s business” and is of little interest to most. Additionally, by only targeting those who are explicitly political, and especially those who openly challenge the regime through street actions (often election-related), the regime decreases individuals’ motivation to engage in such activity. Such selective repression also makes it clear that as long as ordinary people stay out of the “dirty” field of politics, they can feel safe – and, importantly, relatively free. The latter is crucial for the consolidation of the authoritarian regime, as it further reduces the incentive for political activism. Both the focus group and interviews revealed that, politics aside, the respondents feel that they do have room for maneuver – that they are able to work for what is important to them in the business, culture or civil society sectors. “Most of the time you don’t actually feel that you live in an authoritarian state,” one explained.106 

			To conclude, all players (whether government, opposition or external actors) tend to reinforce the “game” by continuing to move and act within it, which has implications beyond the electoral arena as well. This is by no means unique to the Belarusian case, hence hopefully these insights will prove useful for others studying the same category of cases. One important task for future research is to focus more directly on the “non-players” – the seemingly disinterested population. An analysis of their perspectives and role in the “game” would contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the mechanisms that facilitate the maturation of the authoritarian system.

			Against all Odds: Change Beyond the Political?

			While the “game” described above is detrimental to the development of a sound political culture and therefore to political change, it became clear from the focus group discussion that representatives of the Belarusian “cultural elite,” at least, believe there are other ways to change the current system that might prove more efficient than the political. The main suggestion seemed to be to influence the population to think more independently and constructively. 

			 “The opposition parties have one person with whom they are fighting for twenty years, and they do not understand that he is secondary to the situation, and not primary, and has been so for a long time, if not from the very beginning,” one of them said, explaining, “Revolution occurs in the minds…if you want to change something in the ranks then you need to start to walk with small cultural steps. You have to start with yourself.”107 Moreover, they indicated that relative freedom from state interference made this type of change not only possible but also already visible in their sector. As such, a challenge for future research related to this specific case could be, firstly, to look further into what constitutes this alleged change and if it is experienced in other spheres of society. Secondly, it would be interesting to analyze if, and if so how, this could be translated into much-needed development at the political level.  
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			Abstract: This paper examines continuities, adaptions and innovations in elite electoral processes in Central Asian states between the Soviet and post-Soviet period. We argue that the authoritarian leaders of these states have utilized menus of manipulation developed during Soviet times to manage potentially challenging electoral processes, adapting these menus to changed circumstances, including the new reality of nominally pluralist political landscapes. The continuities highlighted by this analysis, particularly in the means used to manufacture implausibly high turnout figures and overwhelming vote shares for incumbents and ruling parties, illustrate patterns of autocratic governance practice in Central Asia and the continued relevance of Soviet legacies in understanding electoral processes in the region even more than 25 years after the end of the Soviet period.

			Post-Soviet Central Asia is composed of five states: Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan.1 In late 1991, each Central Asian republic declared independence from the soon-to-be-defunct Soviet Union. All five countries had previously been socialist republics within the Soviet Union and, as such, owed their borders, political institutions and governing elites – as well as other social and political endowments (mass literacy, “invented” traditions, transportation systems, etc.) – to Soviet-era governance. All five were Muslim-majority states, albeit countries where the public practice of Islam had been severely restricted throughout the Soviet period. Each state also possessed its own titular nationality. At independence, the leaders of these states faced a number of challenges, chief among them the need to maintain their own power in the absence of old certainties and in a context where independence had come unexpectedly, with little or none of the nationalist mobilization that supported their counterparts in other parts of the disintegrating USSR (such as in the Caucasus and the Baltic states). It was in this context that the leaders of these newly independent states, all of whom had risen up the ranks during the Soviet era, began to organize elections in order to secure their (often fragile) mandates and continue in power.

			This paper examines continuities in elite electoral processes in four of these five Central Asian states – Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, and Tajikistan – between the Soviet and post-Soviet period, with a particular focus on electoral practices inherited from the Soviet period.2 We argue that the authoritarian leaders of these states have utilized “menus of manipulation” developed during Soviet times to manage potentially challenging electoral processes. The continuities highlighted by this analysis illustrate patterns of autocratic governance in Central Asia and the continued relevance of Soviet legacies to electoral processes in the region more than 25 years after the end of the Soviet period.

			Institutions, Continuities and Authoritarian Elections

			In everyday parlance, the word “institutions” is typically associated with organizations and related structures of organization. An institutional focus on elections, for example, would pay particular attention to the formal organizational structure surrounding elections and electoral processes: electoral commissions, political parties and international observer missions. In political science and economics, however, institutions can also be understood in a much broader sense. The well-known economist Douglass North, for example, defined institutions in such a way as to include both the formal and informal constraints that define the incentive structure of societies. These include formal structures and informal norms, behaviors and conventions.3 This broader approach has also been adopted in political science more generally.4 This wider focus on norms, behaviors and conventions, as well as more formal structures of political and social organization, is important, because it is only through an appreciation of continuities in both formal and informal norms and practices that we can understand the dynamics of authoritarian elections in Central Asia. And while the “shadow of the past” frames the development of new political processes, incumbent strategies, public expectations and contemporary political processes also contribute to reproduction mechanisms that maintain such continuities.5

			While early democracy theorists tied the development of democratic structures to long-term processes associated with the consolidation of formal state institutions,6 later theorists moved away from long-term structural changes to focus on processes of transition and mobilization in support of democracy.7 This reflected, in many ways, a very different pattern of democratization, particularly in the immediate post-Cold War period.8 This trend moderated in subsequent years, as theorists refocused on what Beissinger described as the structural conditions required for successful democratization, including a renewed focus on partial democratization and the ongoing resilience of authoritarian regimes.9 Studies of authoritarian regimes have also highlighted the importance of particular formal institutions, including national assemblies, ruling parties or the military, to extending the life of autocracies.10 Meanwhile, Central Asia specialists have focused considerable analytical attention on formal and informal governance processes, with a particular focus on elite networks,11 continuities in elite power sharing practices inherited from Soviet times12 and neo-patrimonial and informal practices.13 However, these studies have not compared Soviet-era electoral practices with current practices, despite increased recognition of the importance of these elections to authoritarian governments from both an international and domestic perspective.14 A long tradition of studies on authoritarian elections in the post-Soviet period has also largely ignored authoritarian practices in Central Asia.15 

			In this article, we will examine an understudied aspect of the Soviet Union, namely its electoral processes, and identify “menus of manipulation” that were utilized to maintain the fiction of state legitimacy. We will then go on to trace continuities and adaptations of these Soviet-era practices into post-Soviet Central Asia, highlighting the path-dependent nature of authoritarian electoral practices in Central Asia and the ways in which neo-Soviet electoral practices have become more entrenched over time. 

			To this end, we focus on periods of authoritarian rule in Central Asian states. In the cases of Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan, periods of authoritarian rule have been unbroken since independence. In the case of Tajikistan, we focus on the period since the consolidation of the Rahmon regime in late 1992/early 1993. This focus on authoritarian continuities between the Soviet and post-Soviet period can be distinguished from other studies of historical legacies,16 largely because of the absence of a historic “rupture” disrupting the control of neo-Soviet ruling elites.17 In contrast to other parts of the Soviet Union, independence in Central Asia was noteworthy more for its continuities than for its break with the past.

			State Formation and Elections in Soviet Central Asia

			Central Asian states are relatively recent creations and are – in their present form – entirely products of Soviet power, which carved out new territories for those peoples on whom Soviet ethnographers bestowed the title “nation.”18 Indeed, in the Central Asian context, Soviet ethnographers and bureaucrats actively worked to ensure that pre-colonial patterns of governance, such as the Emirate of Bukhara and the Khanate of Khiva, did not individually constitute the core of any of the new Soviet states.19 Soviet rule came at a significant cost for Central Asians. Millions died during the process of collectivization and in purges, while traditional ways of life in both settled and nomadic communities were changed irrevocably. However, the new political regime also brought with it modernization, industrialization and literacy. Though Soviet state boundaries were entirely arbitrary, Central Asian states were afforded (within the sometimes suffocating limitations of Soviet democratic centralism) the emblems and structures of statehood, including anthems, flags and parliamentary institutions. The Brezhnev years, in particular, are remembered by many as a golden age of stability and relative prosperity. Brezhnev’s policy of cadre stability meant that Central Asian peoples enjoyed relative autonomy under the (often corrupt) patronage of leaders who shared the ethnicity of the titular nation.20Independence, when it came, was accepted reluctantly, more a burden than a gift. Communist cadres reinvented themselves as national leaders and changed their political lexicon from Marxism-Leninism to national independence, democracy and market reforms.

			During the Soviet era, law was considered subservient to the regime; its role was to facilitate the leadership, never to restrain it. Marxist ideologues argued that socialism was superior to any law and that the quest to achieve full communism was too important to be subjected to legal straitjackets. In 1927, the USSR Supreme Court effectively defined itself out of existence by declaring that, “Communism means not the victory of socialist laws, but a victory of socialism over any law.”21 Five Year Plans and policies enunciated by the Communist leadership would obviate the need for laws. This system, with modifications, remained intact for decades. Writing in the early 1980s, T.H. Rigby noted that,

			The Soviet Constitution, even in its latest variant, is a notoriously misleading and incomplete guide to the distribution of power in the system … [The] core aspect of the Soviet system, the party-state relationship, is regulated, as it always has been, by discretion and not by law …The Soviet regime … has never been prepared to limit itself within the rules it itself prescribes.22

			Consequently, institutional governance remained focused within political structures (notably the Communist Party) and – to a lesser but important extent, particularly for titular nationalities – within the formal governance structures of each Central Asian Soviet Socialist Republic.

			It is in this context that Soviet electoral processes took place. Elections in the Soviet Union were quite elaborate affairs and required immense organizational effort. Over 50,000 Soviets at republican, regional and local levels were regularly elected and subordinated to the Supreme Soviet, the Soviet of Nationalities and, of course, the Politburo. In 1984, during the last pre-Gorbachev elections, a staggering (and almost identical) number of citizens were reported to have cast votes in elections to the Soviet of the Union (99.95%) and the Soviet of Nationalities (99.94%). In none of the 15 republics did reported turnout dip below 99.9% (with Russia the lowest at 99.91%). In Central Asia, turnout for the Soviet of the Union elections was 99.93% (Kyrgyzstan), 99.96% (Kazakhstan), 99.98% (Uzbekistan), and 99.99% (Turkmenistan and Tajikistan), with almost identical turnouts for the Soviet of Nationalities.23 Of the almost eight-and-a-half million voters in Uzbekistan, only thirty failed to vote, according to official sources, while in the whole of Turkmenistan there was reportedly just a single non-voter.

			Such spectacular turnouts could be achieved only by a combination of great organizational effort and rule-bending. The way in which voters cast their ballot spoke volumes. Voters were usually presented with a single candidate and could either leave the ballot unmarked, thus signaling approval, or put a line through the name of the candidate, indicating that he or she rejected the candidate. Thus, a “good citizen” who readily endorsed the party nominee would simply register at the table, collect his or her ballot and walk to the ballot box to vote, without ever making a mark or entering the booth. To enter the booth could only indicate an intention to cross out a candidate’s name, spoil one’s vote or to write comments on the paper. This procedure was therefore a subtle but effective deterrent to dissident behavior, as well as a powerful tool promoting conformity and acquiescence. Mobile ballot boxes, brought to those unable to make it to the polling station, also boosted turnout and limited the options for making a protest.24 In the 1984 elections, votes against candidates were extremely rare. Only one in every 1,686 votes cast to the Soviet of the Union and one in every 1,897 votes for the Soviet of Nationalities were against candidates.25

			During the Soviet period, there was little one could do with a vote beyond fulfilling one’s duty and demonstrating loyalty to the regime. According to official figures, there were few invalid votes. Of the 183,897,278 votes cast in the 1984 elections to the Soviet of the Union, only 17 were deemed invalid. In small villages, where only a few votes were cast, it was sometimes possible to reject a candidate. It was still a rare occurrence; in 1975, just one in every 30,000 electoral contests ended with a candidate failing to secure 50% of the vote.26 Very few voters entered the polling booths.27 The majority of the between two and five percent28 who did go into the polling booth most likely did so to write something on the ballot paper, knowing that the vigilant bureaucracy would take note of any marked ballots and that through this form of petitioning something might be done to redress their pet grievance. Since voting was anonymous and comments were not usually accompanied by names or addresses, appeals were often general.29 Great effort was also devoted before an election to selecting candidates who would be reliable and acceptable to their peers. Competition, if there was any, generally occurred at this selection or nomination stage, rather than during the election itself. The general practice was to only put forward candidates who would be endorsed rather than elected. Any opposition actor brave (or foolhardy) enough to try and stand for election would find him- or herself strangled by red tape and confronted by all manner of obstacles to registration. That the interests of the state should predominate over the candidate is not surprising, considering that the election was designed to validate not individual candidates but the regime itself.30

			Elections had an important legitimating function for the Soviet government,31 not least by highlighting past achievements and promoting future plans.32 As Alec Nove noted, “campaignology” was an indispensable feature of societies, such as the USSR, that required mass mobilization to implement centrally devised development tasks.33 Elections complemented regime efforts to rally society and achieve economic and political goals. They involved Herculean organizational efforts; it was estimated that up to 15 percent of registered voters participated in the administration of the elections, whether as official agitators or as members of local election commissions.34

			Elections also provided evidence of the strength and dominance of the Communist Party.35 Moreover, they enabled the authorities to fine-tune the repressive state apparatus. Before each election, the electoral register was checked, a process which required house-to-house visits where the identity of occupants and their intention to vote could be established, with anomalies sometimes reported to the police. This survey of the population also enabled the party hierarchy to gauge the efficiency of districts in overseeing the mobilization of the electorate and bringing regime opponents into the open.36 Finally, involving such a large percentage of the population in the kind of regular pro-regime activity that elections represented kept potential malcontents from organizing against the state.37

			Though many Western scholars interpreted the 99% turnout to be the share of the entire electorate who voted, it actually only referred to those who had registered to vote for the election.38 By the 1970s, up to one-quarter of the electorate received absentee certificates, allowing them to avoid voting. In part, the Soviet regime liberalized access to these certificates (once difficult to obtain) to assuage those who might otherwise be tempted to engage in more overt acts of dissent,39 as there was a strong correlation between non-voting and hostility to the Soviet regime.40

			While past accomplishments and future ambitions were emphasized during election campaigns, the election was not a referendum on these accomplishments. Nor were voters asked to choose between candidates offering different assessments of these triumphs and projections to any meaningful extent. Rather, “the campaign [was] manipulated so that the single election issue [was] whether or not the voter favour[ed] the Soviet system.41 Election literature was limited to a standard advertisement prepared by the election commission containing a photo and biography of the sole candidate.42

			While most electoral manipulation took place before Election Day, the authorities were also not above amending election results to make them smooth to the eye. The objective of legitimating the regime through elections was not necessarily to get citizens to embrace the deception but to make them acquiesce to communist rule and not mount a challenge to it.43

			This impressive organizational effort was conducted to elect members to political bodies that were bereft of power. Membership of the Supreme Soviet, for example, did not entail giving up a deputy’s regular occupation, as the body held only two sessions a year, with all bills adopted unanimously. Its role was to legitimize the directives of the Communist Party leadership; it was not a forum for deliberation, let alone initiating legislation.44 As such, elections offered sinecures to loyal party functionaries for services rendered.45

			Soviet electoral practices therefore bequeathed Central Asian states a specific patrimony, including the organizational structures required to hold elections, political norms that subordinated such elections to the authoritarian system, and a degree of social acceptance of largely symbolic elections and electioneering. As we shall see, this institutional legacy continued to be important after the collapse of the USSR, particularly in the more dynamic early post-independence period, when the potential fragility of authoritarian governance structures and pressures to democratize (or at least be seen to democratize) were significantly more salient than in Soviet times.

			Legitimation in the post-Independence Period – Strengthening Authoritarian States

			Newly independent Central Asian states inherited Soviet electoral infrastructure. Incumbent Central Asian leaders, many of whom had risen to prominence in the late Soviet period thanks to the Gorbachev-era purges of entrenched leaders, found themselves presiding, somewhat unexpectedly, over sovereign states. These leaders could no longer depend on Moscow to guarantee their continued hegemony at the republican level. Nor could they rely on previously dominant Communist parties to mobilize support. Instead, independence necessitated new legitimating myths with which to justify existing elites’ continued dominance and crush any nationalist and/or democratic movements that had managed to take root during Glasnost.46 While political outcomes in the immediate post-Soviet period were by no means certain, elections provided these leaders with an important means of legitimating themselves. As newly independent authoritarian regimes consolidated themselves, elections in Central Asia became ever more managed affairs with pre-determined outcomes, rather than contests to be won or lost. Central Asian leaders achieved this by managing when and how often elections could take place, manipulating the electoral process and rates of electoral participation, handling their own support bases, and minimizing threats from the opposition and independent media. In the sections that follow, these strategies will be examined in turn.

			Managing the Timing of Elections

			Regimes throughout Central Asia initiated constitutional changes that permitted both term extensions and the abolition of term limits. Interestingly, these changes have been designed to benefit only incumbents and not their successors. The presidents of Tajikistan, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan have all extended their terms by arguing that earlier two-term limits were part of the old constitutional order and the clock started ticking afresh with new basic laws. Thus, Tajik President Emomali Rahmon (then known as Rahmonov), who had already been in power for a dozen years by the time of the 2006 presidential contest, gave himself a new lease of political life in 2003 by pushing through a referendum allowing him to stay in office until 2020. Islam Karimov, president of Uzbekistan since independence, simply ignored the two-term limit by running (after earlier extensions) for a third time in 2007, and again in 2015.47

			In Turkmenistan, presidential elections were done away with altogether, on the understanding that the status of “president for life” would only be conferred on the first incumbent, Sapmurat Niyazov, who had bestowed on himself the title of “Turkmenbashi” (“leader of all Turkmen”). The precedent of discarding constitutional niceties has evidently influenced Niyazov’s successor, Gurbanguly Berdymuhamedov, who, since assuming office in February 2007, has shown little inclination to step down during his lifetime.48 In Turkmenistan, there is in fact no election pendulum; instead, like a monarchy, it is presidential mortality that is the harbinger of change. 

			The latest to jump on this bandwagon was Kazakhstan’s president, Nursultan Nazarbayev, who, having exhausted the usual possibilities of extending his term and starting afresh after a new constitution, rammed through a proposal in 2007 that would allow him to contest an unlimited number of presidential contests – with the proviso that this indulgence would apply only to him and not to his successors. Whether his political heirs will demonstrate the self-restraint Nazarbayev himself could not muster remains to be seen. In general, however, enthusiasm for referenda has waned somewhat. Since the 1990s, making constitutional changes through pliant parliaments has been preferable to bothering with the exigencies of a national plebiscite.

			Managing Electoral Participation

			When elections occur, Central Asian presidents make determined efforts to secure a resounding mandate. Limiting the franchise risks denying regimes much-sought-after legitimacy. Instead, Central Asian regimes have fallen back on the Soviet practice of endowing everyone with a vote with which they are unable to effect a change of government. Potential voters may decide not to go to the polling booths, but turnout figures can be boosted to deny them even this token act of defiance. Consequently, similarly to Soviet-era contests, Central Asian elections in the post-independence period are noteworthy for extraordinary turnouts, probably the highest amongst states whose electoral legislation does not prescribe compulsory voting (see Table 1).

			It is the state apparatus (including client parties that can, for all practical purposes, be considered part of the regime), rather than widespread mobilization by autonomous political parties, that brings the vote out. In cases where the regime fails to arouse the electorate from its political slumber, official figures will nonetheless invariably record astonishingly high turnout. Campaigns in such environments are generally “issue-free,” lest a debate on policy lead to an interrogation of regime performance. Thus, candidates cajoled into contesting the presidency have frequently been reduced to talking in terms of vague aspirations without conceding that anything was actually wrong with the status quo.

			Managing Electoral Processes

			A two-round majority system for presidential elections is thought to have a “decisive effect” on opposition attempts to forge successful coalitions.49 However, while all Central Asian states have employed this electoral system, there has never been a second ballot in any presidential election. Instead, the incumbent has always won in the first round by an overwhelming majority. Indeed, rather than suffering from voter fatigue as the same face presents itself for endorsement again and again, referenda and election votes have often became more emphatic over time (see Tables 2 and 3).




			Table 1. Turnout at Presidential and Parliamentary Elections50
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							Presidential

							Elections

						
							
							2000: 95.1%

						
							
							2007: 95%

						
							
							1999: 87%

						
							
							1994: 95%

						
					

					
							
							2007: 90.6%

						
							
							2012: 96.7%
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The presidents of Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan spent much of the 1990s avoiding elections by extending their terms of office. The president of Tajikistan did not confront this challenge until after the turn of the millennium, due to delayed elections and electoral mandates caused by the civil war there, which formally ended in 1997.

			Turkmenistan’s President Niyazov proved most effective at extending his sojourn in power. In 1999, after a one-term extension, he dutifully accepted the recommendation of the People’s Assembly he had personally appointed that he be relieved of electoral burdens and made President for Life. Unlike “Turkmenbashi,” his successor, Berdymuhamedov, has not yet made himself de jure president for life but rather has been content with its de facto equivalent. He has thus committed himself to a periodic carefully-managed electoral ritual, converging with other Central Asian autocracies that have embraced non-competitive elections as legitimation devices.51 In 2016, the Constitution of Turkmenistan was changed to extend the presidential term from 5 to 7 years and to remove the age limit of 70 for incumbents, paving the way for Berdymuhamedov to rule for life. 




			Table 2. Referenda: Votes in Favor of Proposition and Turnout52
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The Turkmen regime maintained that the 2017 election was an important landmark in the country’s democratic development, given that it was the first in which multiple parties could nominate presidential candidates. Despite the unprecedented number of candidates, however, the incumbent did not face any real competition. This is unsurprising, given that his eight anonymous challengers represented either façade parties or worked for government agencies subservient to the incumbent president. Indeed, echoing Uzbekistan’s occasional opposition candidates, these “rivals” took pains to praise Turkmenistan’s remarkable economic and political successes in their campaigns. Notwithstanding his nation’s deteriorating economy, Berdymuhamedov’s official popularity reached ever-greater levels during that election, with almost 98 percent supporting him and near-universal turnout (97.28%). Indeed, officially, levels of support for Berdymuhamedov and election turnout have increased at every presidential contest since he assumed power in 2007.

			Nazarbayev’s position has not been as all-powerful as his Turkmen counterparts’. In the late 1990s, he endeavored to preempt rising opposition, first by calling early elections in 1999 (all the more bewildering considering that he had earlier sought a term extension) and then by debarring his main rival, Azezkhan Kazhegeldin, on a trumped-up misdemeanor (in Kazakhstan, an “administrative crime”). Though he “won” by a landslide, one must assume that Nazarbayev felt he had allowed too much room for the opposition to develop. Subsequent amendments to the election law made it much more difficult to form a political party.53 After a complex piece of constitutional maneuvering, Nazarbayev – who has since 2010 been referred to by law as the “First Kazakh President – Leader of the Nation”– called an early election for April 3, 2011. If official figures are to be credited, the veteran incumbent received over 95 percent of the vote in a four-man race and with 90 percent turnout.

			In January 2011, Kazakhstan’s parliament voted in favor of holding a referendum on a plan that would have skipped the next two presidential elections and allowed Nazarbayev to govern uncontested until 2020. After digesting the public and international reaction to the idea, Nazarbayev opposed the proposal in an address to the nation, claiming that he had “taken the decision not to hold the referendum” because “I cannot set the wrong precedent for future politicians.”54 This position was difficult to reconcile with the fact that during the 1990s he had approved a referendum that canceled elections scheduled in 1996 and extended his mandate until 2000. The 2015 election followed the standard pattern in Kazakhstan: it was called early, at least in part to disorientate potential opponents, and two nominal adversaries who offered no sustained critique of the president were placed on the ballot paper. Despite not stooping to debate with his “rivals,” Nazarbayev took almost 98 percent of the vote, with over 95 percent of the electorate alleged to have turned out to vote.

			In 2000, Uzbekistan saw two presidential candidates pitted against each other in what was a badly acted theatrical performance. The incumbent, Islam Karimov, accepted the nomination of his latest political creation, the Fidokorlar (Self-Sacrifice) party, and prodded a willing lackey, Abdulhafiz Jalolov, to run against him for the top job. Jalolov, a member of another Karimov-created party, was put in a difficult position, having to feign enough enthusiasm to present himself as a willing candidate but not so much that his loyalty to the president could be seriously questioned. When asked of his voting intentions on election day, Jalolov, most likely perplexed as to what constituted the correct answer, let the cat out of the bag and admitted to television viewers that he was voting for his “rival,” Karimov. According to official results - surely a fabrication - over half a million people (4.3%) voted for a man who would not vote for himself. Interestingly, the 2000 Uzbekistan election remains a rare example of a two-man presidential contest in Central Asia. The clear preference of incumbent autocrats has been to allow several candidates to contest a presidential election (as was the case in the subsequent contests involving Islam Karimov, in 2007 and 2015). Thus, rather than one candidate emerging as a serious challenger, the “opposition” vote is relatively evenly divided between candidates so that the margin between incumbent and losers is overwhelming (see Table 3).55

			When Uzbekistan’s first and only president, 78-year old Islam Karimov, died in 2016, the country faced a potentially important transition.56 The regime adopted a process similar to that implemented in neighboring Turkmenistan a decade earlier. The constitutionally mandated successor was quickly sidelined in favor of a candidate agreed behind closed doors.57 Prime Minister Shavkat Mirziyoyev was quickly elevated to anointed successor. As with elections held during the Karimov years, the acting president was faced with fictional adversaries, who did little campaigning. As the OSCE final election report noted:

			The campaign lacked competitiveness and voters were not presented with a genuine choice of political alternatives. Candidates refrained from challenging each other’s platforms and government policies. The campaign was held in a highly regulated environment and was characterized by an ostensible homogeneity of materials and events of the four candidates.58

			Mirziyoyev secured almost 90 percent of the vote in an election that also demonstrated the usual implausibly high turnout. The departures of Niyazov and Karimov demonstrate that in Central Asia, the death of an autocratic president does not necessarily undermine the regime or the electoral practices that legitimize it.




			Table 3. Subsequent Presidential Elections59
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Election observers afford a potential break on authoritarian excesses during national votes and for many Central Asian elections the OSCE provided the only detailed assessment. These missions were, however, increasingly challenged by more favorable assessments from the (Russian-dominated) Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO).60 More recently, the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), most of whose 57 members are non-democracies, has also proven increasingly useful in providing observers who dutifully validate elections with glowing reports.61 Turkmenistan’s 2008 parliamentary elections, for example, were enthusiastically endorsed by a CIS election-monitoring mission. Despite the usual array of fraud and irregularities, the organization’s Executive Secretary, Sergey Lebedev, concluded that,

			The parliamentary elections were well-organized, competitive and free. They were held in compliance with election legislation in effect in the country and generally recognized norms of democratic elections, and were marked by high voter turnout … The parliamentary elections in Turkmenistan have become an important factor in the further democratization of the Turkmen state and society.62

			CIS observers dispatched to oversee the 2017 presidential elections in Turkmenistan also wholeheartedly endorsed what they described as the “transparent, free and competitive” contest.63 Not surprisingly, Central Asian dictators have increasingly sought the services of CIS and SCO monitors to counterbalance Western critiques. In this way, autocrats have formed something of a mutual support group, as monitors from non-democracies like Belarus, Azerbaijan and China descend on Central Asia to approve the electoral process and results, a favor happily reciprocated.

			Managing Support Bases

			Considering their shared inheritance of a dominant Communist Party, it is perhaps surprising that Central Asian presidents were slow to establish strong pro-government political parties. Instead, they based their power on personal “charisma,” state coercion and informal patronage politics. The pro-presidential parties that were founded shared some characteristics with the Soviet-era Communist Party. Indeed, parties like the Democratic Party of Turkmenistan and the People’s Democratic Party in Uzbekistan were simply names applied to the Communist Party at the republic level. In the former case, the name change took place during a lunch break.64 However, the Central Asian presidential parties fundamentally differed from their Soviet antecedents in a number of ways. In general, the parties did not penetrate society to the same degree. Whereas the Communist Party and the USSR were indistinguishable, with the Communist Party serving the ambitions of all Soviet leaders, post-Soviet Central Asian pro-presidential parties were pale shadows of their communist predecessors. They existed at the pleasure of the president, and could be dissolved or ignored at the president’s whim.

			As parties did not enjoy real power, voters could not exploit them for resources, nor could they use them to exert control over the system or hold presidents to account. Party leaders have been public non-entities and are often subject to frequent rotation. New faces, programs, and initiatives all confuse the electorate and make it difficult to gain voter loyalty. Party membership is routinely exaggerated to create the impression of vibrant civic activism. It is difficult, for example, to reconcile the staggering number of party branches alleged to exist in Uzbekistan with the complete absence of visible party activity in the country. Moreover, the parties relate to people in the abstract; their appeals are Soviet-style and wooden, offering no mobilizing calls for change or critique of the status quo. Instead, they maintain that the regime has performed remarkably well and should be endorsed indefinitely.

			There have been some variations in the manner in which Central Asian autocrats have approached political parties. In Uzbekistan, President Islam Karimov decided in the middle of the 1990s that he should not be a member of any party. Though he presented this as a noble attempt to put the president above politics, it was more likely designed to ensure that he would be unencumbered by any party duties or obligations. At each parliamentary election, Karimov oversaw the creation of a new pro-presidential party to inject momentum in the elections and reinforce the image of Uzbekistan as a multiparty democracy. In all, Karimov created five pro-presidential parties (while simultaneously outlawing all opposition parties) but never accepted the presidential nomination from the same party twice, further freeing himself from being, in the public mind, tied to any of his political progeny.65

			Kazakhstan’s President Nazarbayev also vacillated throughout the 1990s until, under renewed pressure from presidential aspirants, he established Otan (“Fatherland”) to provide a nursery for pro-presidential sycophants. His experiment with allowing another strong pro-presidential party, Azar (“All Together”), admittedly led by Nazarbayev’s daughter, Dariga, to vie for the people’s affections ended in 2007, when Azar merged with Otan to become Nur Otan (“Fatherland’s Ray of Light”). Nur Otan won all seats in the 2007 parliamentary election, completing Kazakhstan’s journey back to a one-party state. Parliamentary elections in January 2012 reinforced earlier trends, with Nur Otan taking over 80 percent of the vote; the only genuine opposition, the National Social Democratic Party, received a paltry 1.68 percent.66Two pseudo-opposition parties scraped over the 7 percent threshold and were given 15 seats between them in the 108-seat assembly.67 Despite an acute economic crisis, during which the national currency almost halved in value, Nur Otan received 82.2 percent in the 2016 parliamentary elections. The same two faux-challenger parties received 7.18 percent and 7.14 percent, respectively, allowing them to retain seats in the legislature. These elections were the third consecutive parliamentary elections to be held prematurely. Indeed, of Kazakhstan’s seven post-independence legislative contests, only one – that of 2004 – was conducted on-schedule, mirroring the pattern of presidential elections. And while the OSCE observer mission reported the familiar tale of a low-key campaign bereft of genuine debate between candidates or criticism of government policy,68 the Commonwealth of Independent States and Shanghai Cooperation Organization observer missions dutifully described the elections as “a model … free, open and democratic.”69

			In Tajikistan, the People’s Democratic Party, established in 1994 in the midst of the country’s violent civil war, was founded as a counter-pole to the opposition, which had set itself the task of ousting President Rakhmonov.70 It has dominated parliamentary politics ever since. In contrast to Karimov, Rahmon has taken a leading role in the party, becoming its chairman in April 1998 before accepting the party’s nomination to be its first presidential candidate in September 1999.71 The timing corresponds to the beginning of what could best be described (at least in Central Asian terms) as the country’s slow authoritarian normalization in the wake of the 1997 peace agreement.72 The peace agreement provided for an open democratic system that allowed political competition by opposition parties, including former insurgents represented by the Islamic Renaissance Party (IRP). However, since the signing of the agreement and the related demobilization the armed opposition, the Rahmon regime has consolidated its power over time. Setting aside a proliferation of pro-regime opposition parties, a genuine rump opposition (in the form of IRP deputies), was tolerated in parliament until relatively recently. In the 2010 parliamentary elections, two IRP deputies were elected to the 63-seat parliament.73 This changed during the 2015 legislative elections, when no IRP deputies were returned to parliament. In the wake of that election, the Rahmon regime moved to suppress the IRP. Tajikistan’s Supreme Court declared the party an illegal terrorist organization; its offices throughout the country were permanently closed and its leaders imprisoned or forced into exile.74

			For the first two decades after independence, Turkmenistan refused to engage in the pretense of multi-party democracy. In Washington, DC in 1998, President Niyazov was asked why he did not allow opposition parties to organize freely. The president drolly replied that there were no opposition parties in Turkmenistan, “so how can we grant them freedom?”75 Turkmenbashi’s successor, Berdymuhamedov, cognizant that the one-party state weakened Turkmenistan’s democratic credentials, introduced a new Law on Political Parties in 2012, which facilitated the establishment of the Party of Industrialists and Entrepreneurs just in time for it to contest the 2013 parliamentary elections; the Agrarian Party launched in September 2014. These parties are the progeny of the presidential administration and are in no way rivals. The parliamentary election of December 21 produced 47 seats for the Democratic Party of Turkmenistan and 14 for the new Party of Industrialists and Entrepreneurs. The remainder were divided between non-party groups, such as the Organization of Trade Unions in Turkmenistan, the Women’s Union of Turkmenistan, the Magtymguly Youth Organization, and citizens’ groups. Transitioning Turkmenistan from a one-party to a multi-party system was primarily motivated by a desire to improve the regime’s international reputation.76

			Managing the Opposition

			In a competitive system, genuinely high voter turnout is a potential danger to incumbent power. In a single-party system, such as that of the Soviet period, no such threat existed. In the post-independence period, however, Central Asian presidents faced a dilemma: new leaders (with the exception of Turkmenistan) could not yet exercise monopoly control over political parties, yet forbidding opposition parties outright would have dented these new presidents’ democratic credentials. Instead, Kazakhstan and Tajikistan chose to erect extraordinary barriers to the formation and operation of political parties not beholden to the government. While vote counts were invariably rigged, primary fraud typically occurred long before Election Day.

			In most Central Asian states, presidential and parliamentary campaigns are low-key. In Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan, no outdoor rallies are generally permitted, election material is scarce and there are few visual reminders that an election is taking place, save for occasional isolated billboards exhorting the population to vote. Candidates in Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan are not allowed to organize meetings with voters by themselves; rather, they are invited to participate in discussions organized by the District Election Commission. At such controlled gatherings, candidates speak to small groups of voters, in a format that inhibits debate between rivals. As a rule, the candidates say little or nothing about their policies or those of the parties they represent when in dialogue with voters. Instead, they typically provide audiences with details of their personal and professional background. During the 2007 presidential election, for example, the Uzbekistan National News Agency (UNA), which was entrusted with reporting on the contest for an international audience, repeated some telltale signs of carefully managed electoral choreography. When Karimov spoke at meetings, UNA reports always ended by claiming that the participants had said that all progress and stability in Uzbekistan “are directly linked with the name of Islam Karimov” and that supporting his candidacy “was a reliable guarantee of the continuation of wide-scale reforms and increasing the people’s prosperity.” This contrasted with how the meetings of the other candidates were reported. On no occasion did other candidates solicit a vote for themselves. Rather, they were reported as saying (in exactly the same words, irrespective of the candidate or place of meeting): 

			“Wide-scale reforms implemented in Uzbekistan in the years of independence have produced notable results. The country’s economy is developing and the people’s well-being is improving. Reforms in the economic and socio-political spheres are deepening.” 

			These “opposition” candidates offered no program except praise for current progress. UNA reports always ended cheerily by saying that the voters present had claimed that the “conduction of the Uzbekistan presidential elections on a multiparty and alternative basis is proof that the principles of democracy are being observed in the country.”77

			Authorities typically provide meager funds for each party or candidate to conduct their campaign, and parties are often prohibited by law from obtaining alternative campaign funds. This has produced very modest election campaigns that further skew resources in favor of the regime. During the campaigns for the 2004 and 2009 Uzbekistan parliamentary elections, for instance, all candidate posters had a uniform layout that included the Uzbek flag and state emblem, a picture of the candidate and the candidate’s biography.78 In Turkmenistan’s 2004 and 2009 parliamentary elections, it was the Central Election Commission, rather than the candidates, which designed, printed and distributed campaign leaflets, posters and pamphlets. Posters were for the only legal contender, the Democratic Party of Turkmenistan, with identical-sized candidate photographs and lettering. Candidates were encouraged to address their constituents at approved “corner meetings” and the media (entirely state-controlled) were instructed to cover these meetings.

			Opposition parties not manufactured by the regime have usually been co-opted, neutralized or exiled. The regimes have devised a wide variety of technical means to destroy opposition to the executive, be it in the form of parties, NGOs, media, or universities: an entity’s tax affairs are deemed not to be in order, organizational buildings are found to be fire hazards, registration signatures are discovered to be invalid, and so on. In Kazakhstan, one of the most novel approaches was to counter oppositionists and confuse the electorate by inducing political nobodies to run against oppositionists with whom they shared strikingly similar names.79 Language laws, which confine competition to those fluent in the “state language” in spite of the fact that in many parts of Central Asia this is spoken only by a minority, are another mechanism that has used national populism to annihilate opposition.80

			Independent media outlets are also targets. Central Asian leaders noted that the media had been central to undermining authority in Ukraine and Georgia, and facilitated “color revolutions” in these post-Soviet states following rigged elections.81 The media environment in Central Asia, however, is not one that lends itself to lively election campaigns.82 As local media are tightly controlled, the Internet frequently provides the only means through which alternative views can be obtained. However, Internet penetration of the countryside (where most of the population live) has remained poor and subscriptions are relatively expensive.83 Opposition websites are periodically blocked, and government pressure means media self-censorship is deeply ingrained. Newspapers no longer have to receive formal instructions and are therefore rarely admonished. Moreover, opposition forces have found it impossible to establish alternative media sources.84 Though woefully partisan, Kazakhstan’s 2005 election coverage was perhaps the best in terms of allowing opposition access to the airwaves and even permitting a presidential debate. However, the president himself used the opportunity to make an official visit to Ukraine and allowed the other four candidates to debate among themselves at a time few employed television viewers were likely to be at home.85

			Where genuine opposition parties have existed, as in Kazakhstan and Tajikistan, they find themselves in something of a quandary. Since their only role in elections is to lose, there is often a debate about the value of participation and the appropriate response to the inevitable defeat.86 If they participate in what they know can only be a rigged contest, they may simply lend legitimacy to a system designed to marginalize them in perpetuity. Their role, as in the warm-up gladiatorial acts of old, is to provide an opponent for the star of the stage and expire gracefully in public view. The decisive manner by which they are dispatched reinforces the perceived strength of the victor and the impossibility of challenging him. It is not only a win, but also a warning: look what happens to those that take me on, challenge at your peril. If the opposition boycott, however, they risk further marginalization and may simply confirm their impotence in the eyes of the electorate.87 A national contest provides opposition parties, ignored between elections, with a brief moment in the spotlight to show their wares, be afforded some media coverage, and, thanks to international scrutiny, organize with relatively freedom from harassment. The presence of election monitors and media correspondents reduces the chances of opposition actors being summarily imprisoned for agitation. Once the election count is over and the regime re-installed for another term, the opposition is again faced with a choice: bow out (with or without scowls of derision) or mobilize a challenge to the result. The fate of the IRP in Tajikistan in 2015 and the progressive squeezing of opposition in Kazakhstan highlight the failure of a democratic opposition to work within the system in the face of increasingly concerted efforts to consolidate authoritarian rule. Whether such efforts are a sign of regime strength or vulnerability is moot. The consequences for opposition members and those associated with them – imprisonment, exile and/or worse – have been severe.

			Conclusion

			The Central Asian regimes of Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, and Tajikistan have successfully embedded authoritarian systems in their countries over the last 25 years. Managed elections have played an important role in maintaining a veneer of regime legitimacy and in copper-fastening an everyday sense of independent statehood. These regimes have drawn on a repertoire of techniques for managing their electoral processes. These “menus of manipulation” are varied, drawing on continuities with Soviet practices but also adapted to present-day realities. The current regimes most resemble the Soviet Union with respect to their management of participation and electoral processes. Despite post-Soviet voters’ supposed choice of candidates, their ability to vote is essentially meaningless in terms of changing the government, though it is meaningful as a means to legitimize the status quo.

			However, the presence of an opposition – if only of the most nominal and ephemeral kind – has also resulted in practical adaptations when it comes to elections. First, and most obviously, the illusion of an opposition must be sustained in the contemporary period in a way that was unnecessary in Soviet times. Illusionary or weak opposition parties nonetheless still need to be managed. Central Asian regimes do this by manipulating the timing of elections, support bases and the opposition itself. These all represent new variations on an old theme.

			After a quarter-century, we can come to some conclusions with respect to elections in the four Central Asian states of Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, and Tajikistan. Faking democracy is not an unintended consequence of electoral mismanagement or inexperience. Nor is it a mistake, the unfortunate result of incompetence or an inability to digest imported western electoral methodology. Election fraud in Central Asia, through the use of menus of manipulation, is deliberate and designed to preserve presidential power in perpetuity. Everyone, from the president-appointed Central Election Committee to the humble voter, has a role to play in the deception. A popular myth propagated by incumbent regimes attributes imperfections to the common people’s failure to embrace democratic values. They remind us that there is no such thing as a perfect democracy and that establishing refined democracies takes time. In this version of events, enlightened (and benign) elites are doing their best to promote democracy and implement reforms as quickly as possible, but are held back by a recalcitrant people attached to old Soviet practices, tradition and “Asian values.”

			All the evidence, however, suggests that it is elites, not Central Asian electorates, who fear democracy most. Indeed, for Central Asian states, Soviet-era Glasnost was a temporary interlude between two periods of authoritarian rule – rule that was often consolidated by the same leaders as during the Soviet period. Historical continuities from the Soviet period remain important to a proper understanding of politics in the region, as does an understanding of the ways in which Central Asian regimes have adapted to new and potentially more dynamic political circumstances, building upon Soviet institutional legacies through the development of enhanced menus of manipulation. Far from promoting new democratic polities, this combination of continuity and adjustment in authoritarian electoral practices has, over time, allowed new Central Asian presidents to turn the clock back to 1970s-style centralized authoritarian rule. A democratic façade belies a pre-Glasnost model of dictatorship.
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			Abstract: This article investigates the reasons for the constitutional referendum held in Azerbaijan on September 26, 2016 and the functions that it played. It analyzes why President Ilham Aliyev opted to hold a referendum instead of using other tools to modify the Constitution and explores the implications of that referendum for the current rulers. Hence, by looking at how direct democracy instruments have been used in the past, the study provides a broad picture of the referendum’s significance for the development of the Azerbaijani regime. The research contributes to the literature on the use of instruments of direct democracy in nondemocratic contexts by providing insights on why and how these are applied by authoritarian rulers.  

			The constitutional referendum that took place in Azerbaijan on September 26, 2016 noticeably changed the institutional structure of the regime. The adopted amendments allowed President Ilham Aliyev to tighten his family’s control over state structures. Chief among the provisions was the installation of his wife, Mehriban Aliyeva, as First Vice President, a brand-new position in the regime hierarchy that enjoys important privileges. As a result, the Azerbaijani regime is now closer to a traditional dynastic regime than to a democratic system. 

			The Referendum Act was proposed by President Ilham Aliyev and approved by the Constitutional Court on July 18, 2016. Voters were called to vote on 40 amendments to 29 articles of the Constitution. According to the Azerbaijan Central Electoral Commission (CEC), all the proposed amendments were approved and voter turnout was 69.7 percent.1 Nonetheless, as is often the case in nondemocratic regimes, the electoral process was far from free and fair.2 Overall, the civil and political rights situation had been deteriorating since the 2013 presidential election.3 The Azerbaijani authorities passed a law that worsened conditions for NGOs in the country; meanwhile, the government continued its repression of the media. 

			This was the third referendum that had been held in the country since the adoption of the 1995 Constitution. (The first took place in 2002, the second in 2009.) In this time, Azerbaijan has never invited OSCE/ODIHR election observer missions (EOMs) to monitor the referenda. Instead, until 2013, OSCE/ODIHR EOMs were invited to monitor only parliamentary and presidential elections. During the 2015 parliamentary election, the Need Assessment Mission (NAM), sent by OSCE/ODIHR to evaluate the situation in the country a few months before Election Day, highlighted that “the country faces significant challenges with respect to the exercise of fundamental freedoms.”4 Azerbaijan subsequently imposed several restrictions on the observers, forcing the ODIHR to cancel the mission.5 Later that year, the government took the unprecedented decision to close the OSCE office in Baku, a move which heightened Western officials’ and international human rights watchdogs’ criticism of Azerbaijan’s record on civil society and media freedoms.6 The closure of the OSCE office was interpreted as a sign of “the aggravation of relations with the West.”7 

			In this article, I draw on the literature addressing mechanisms of direct democracy,8 electoral integrity,9 elections in nondemocratic regimes,10 and patronal politics11 to explore the meaning of this latest referendum and its implications for the country’s future political and institutional development. The overarching question that underpins the inquiry is, “Why did the regime organize the referendum?” This is a pertinent question, since Aliyev could have used other tools to achieve the same results. The Constitution of Azerbaijan establishes two distinct procedures for constitutional reform: while “changes” to the Constitution (regulated by Chapter XI) are only possible through a referendum, “amendments” (regulated by Chapter XII) can be introduced by a “constitutional law” adopted by a supermajority in two consecutive votings in Parliament.12  However, the Venice Commission noted, the difference between “changes” and “amendments” is not entirely clear, leaving the executive with the power to decide which procedure to follow.13 By investigating the regime’s decision, this article therefore seeks to shed light on the meaning and purposes of the instrument of direct democracy in nondemocratic settings. 

			The article is based on an analysis of primary material, such as electoral observation reports, newspaper articles and interviews, as well as on secondary literature about the recent history of Azerbaijan and elections in post-Soviet countries. In the first section of the article, I present the conceptual framework and discuss the key theoretical concepts upon which the analysis is based. The second part of the article sketches the trajectory of the latest referendum, examining recent elections and referendums in Azerbaijan. Finally, in the third section, I explore the 2016 referendum in its broader context, namely its relation to President Ilham Aliyev’s regime. 

			The Role of Elections and Referendums in Nondemocratic Regimes

			The Azerbaijani regime can be considered an autocracy (Polity IV) or a not-free country (Freedom House), characterized by a high degree of power concentration in the presidency, a neopatrimonial public administration and the use of “patron-client networks as the principal institutional mechanism for wielding political power.”14 Thus, for this regime, elections and referenda have different implications for incumbents and voters, respectively. 

			The literature acknowledges the specific roles of elections in nondemocratic regimes. In fact, since the institutional turn in the study of authoritarian regimes,15 the most widespread understanding of elections in nondemocratic regimes has been that they serve the interests of the incumbent elite by using the spoil of offices to co-opt other elites,16 members of civil society,17 and even other party members.18 Others view elections as a way for the incumbent to cope with informational uncertainties about intra-elite dynamics, power sharing and popular support.19 One common point in these analyses is that elections are congenial for the sustainability of non-democratic regimes. Similarly, the literature has addressed the role of referenda in authoritarian settings. Referenda, which are part of the so-called Mechanisms of Direct Democracy (MDD), have frequently taken the form of plebiscites. 20  Referendums, more than elections, serve three purposes: a) maintaining the illusion of an existing democratic process (an illusion directed at both domestic and international actors); b) mobilizing and exciting populations (especially in the case of totalitarian regimes); and c) showing the strength of the regime both within and outside the country.21 One of the most important attributes of referenda is that they foster legitimacy, since their results are considered to represent the will of the people.22 Both voting systems entail some risks for incumbents, yet referenda are considered less destabilizing for nondemocratic rulers. 

			Elections entail moderate uncertainty, as they can trigger anti-systemic dynamics.23 For rulers, this possibility is particularly dangerous in patronal politics regimes.24 (“Patronalism” refers to a social equilibrium whereby elites organize their political and economic pursuits primarily around the personalized exchange of concrete rewards and punishments.)25 Such clientelistic networks tend to generate cyclical phases of elite contestation and consolidation that are defined by elites’ expectations about the future distribution of power among networks.26 Three of the most important factors that can influence expectations are presidentialist constitutions, succession politics and public opinion.27 In this scenario, elections are one of the institutionalized circumstances in which elites can contest the status quo by reaching out to the population. Therefore, as Andreas Schedler recently argued,28 elections are arenas of asymmetric struggle between incumbents and contesting elites, characterized by a two-level game “in which the struggle for voters goes hand in hand with the struggle over rules at the meta-game level.”29 Parliaments and legislatures are sites where elites may find convergence or divergence30 in terms of patron-client networks, rules of the games and future expectations. Accordingly, elites play an important role as intermediate actors between the rulers and the ruled, making elections, government positions and parliament not mere window-dressing institutions.

			Here, I argue that referenda, by contrast, entail a more straightforward link between the top and the bottom of the patronal politics regime, bypassing intermediate players. Therefore, when there is a risk of disunity between elites, referenda constitute the best option for an autocratic ruler who wants citizens to participate and vote for their authoritarian polity. That makes a referendum the perfect tool for introducing changes to the regime structure. 

			Referenda have been used widely throughout history in nondemocratic regimes,31 especially when rulers were not keen to rely on legislatures. In post-Soviet space, MDDs have been widely used to strengthen the power of the executive branch at the expense of the legislative branch.32 Moreover, in no region in the world have “plebiscites been abused as much as in the Commonwealth of Independent States, especially in […] Azerbaijan.”33 The term “abused” refers to the integrity of the electoral processes, which have been undermined by electoral fraud and malpractice.34 In recent years, the literature has identified different determinants of electoral fraud: i) political competition;35 ii) electoral rules;36 iii) the quality of the electoral management body that organizes and conducts the elections;37and iv) the presence of international or local monitoring missions38 and Western democratizing pressure.39 The study of electoral fraud and malpractice can provide useful information about the organizational capacity of the regime and the odds of defeat, as well as the meaning of an election. 

			The next section will contextualize these conceptual and theoretical insights through an outline of electoral development and circumstances in Azerbaijan since independence. 

			The Outset: Establishment of Superpresidentialism

			From the beginning, Azerbaijan acquired and developed a number of democratic institutions, such as its Constitution (1995), which sealed the founding principles of independent Azerbaijan and set out a nominally semi-presidential regime. Yet the distribution of powers was already uneven, as the president enjoyed extensive powers vis-à-vis the prime minister. As such, Azerbaijan could equally well be described as a “superpresidentialist” regime, in which the president “enjoys virtually full control of the government’s composition and operations.”40 Democratic institutions were constantly voided by rigged elections: according to OSCE/ODHIR missions, none of the elections in Azerbaijan have thus far been regarded as “free and fair.” During Heydar Aliyev’s rule, Azerbaijan’s progress was more toward economic strength than democratic governance.41 Despite the adoption of a democratic Constitution, the new Law on the Election of the President of the Azerbaijan Republic, and the creation of an independent CEC – which granted Azerbaijan accession into the Council of Europe in 2001 – Azerbaijan continued to be harshly criticized by international organizations for its many legislative shortcomings and its flawed implementation of democratic rules and principles.42 

			Azerbaijan’s first referendum was held on August 24, 2002. Initiated by President Heydar Aliyev, it was a constitutional referendum that concerned amendments to 23 articles. For the first time since the adoption of the Constitution in 1995, citizens were called to vote for constitutional changes. The referendum was considered the first test of the Azerbaijani electoral system since the country had been admitted to the Council of Europe, and it offered hope that it could make concrete progress toward meeting its obligations to international institutions like the COE and the OSCE.43 However, the Council of Europe expressed serious concern about the fact that the Azerbaijani government did not inform or consult with them about the referendum’s amendments.44  

			The proposed amendments were designed to facilitate the succession from Heydar Aliyev to his son Ilham, with the former maintaining his tight grip on the patronal-client networks.45 The elder Aliyev had to speed up the handover of power as his health deteriorated. Among the amendments, there was a new provision that allowed the prime minister to assume the role of president in case the latter were unable to complete his term.46 This conflicted with the original 1995 Constitution, which had envisioned that the speaker of the parliament (Milli Majlis) would be first in line should the president be incapacitated. A few months before the election, on August 4, 2003, the Milli Majlis appointed Ilham Aliyev to the post of prime minister. Another amendment reduced the percentage of the vote required to win the first round of balloting from two-thirds to a simple majority. Finally, the abolition of proportional party list elections transformed all 100 seats in the Milli Majlis into majoritarian single-member constituencies. The succession between Aliyev father and son was one of the most delicate issues of Heydar Aliyev’s rule, as it could have altered elites’ expectations concerning the future development of the country. Not all the elites were in favor of a dynastic succession and the continuation of the Aliyevs in power;47 moreover, the implication of the constitutional amendments was that political parties as such could no longer compete for Parliament, as they would have to unify or else disappear. 48 Heydar Aliyev successfully struck this delicate balance by calling for a referendum, which allowed him to cement the reform by an appeal to the “popular will.” 

			The 23 amendments were divided into eight questions on the referendum ballot. All eight questions passed with approximately 97 percent support.49 The high percentage of votes in favor of the constitutional amendments served to signal to elites that the population welcomed the reforms.50 In turn, the amendments allowed Heydar Aliyev to ease the father-to-son transfer of power in the upcoming presidential election. However, as during the political campaign that preceded the referendum, some domestic observers reported the abuse of administrative resources, the destruction of campaign materials and pressure on political activists.51 On the day of the referendum, a small delegation from the Electoral Monitoring Center (EMC) observed many irregularities, from ballot box-stuffing and fake ballot boxes to multiple voting systems and police violence against members of district electoral commissions.52 Overall, it is possible to suggest that serious and widespread irregularities took place on voting day.

			The election, scheduled for October 15, 2003 could have exacerbated intra-elite tensions and provoked a rupture within the ruling class.53 Heydar Aliyev was experiencing “lame duck syndrome:”54 there were rumors that, because of his poor health and age, he would not be able to run for the presidency again. Indeed, both international and domestic actors expected that they were about to witness a change in power.55 Despite his health, however, Heydar Aliyev registered as a candidate in order to avoid an intra-elite split.56 However, his health rapidly declined and he was hospitalized in the United States. Political observers and citizens were not surprised when, on October 2, 2003, the media reported that the president had decided to withdraw from the presidential race for health reasons and called on the electorate to vote for his son, Ilham.57 This transfer of power presented the opposition with a great opportunity to back a single alternative candidate, but it “proved unable to capitalize on this tactical advantage.”58 Isa Gambar of the Musavat Party was the most popular opponent, but opposition parties failed to come to agreement.59 

			International observers from the OSCE/ODIHR (many of whom suffered from some constraints on their movement imposed by the Azerbaijani authorities) reported flaws in the conduct of the election before, during and after Election Day. The EOM’s final report concluded that the election “failed to meet OSCE commitments and other international standards for democratic elections.”60 After the publication of the election results, which declared Ilham Aliyev as the winner of the election with 77 percent of the vote, violent protests broke out in several cities across the country. The following day, several thousand protesters gathered in Azadliq Square in the center of Baku. The authorities, having anticipated the protests, deployed soldiers and riot police to the scene, and demonstrators were violently dispersed.61 The clashes ended badly: four people were killed and many others injured (including almost 100 police officers), while 600 opposition members were detained. The authorities relied extensively on the preliminary statement by the OSCE/ODIHR, which reported minor breaches of electoral integrity,62 to assess the electoral process, rather than the final report (which was published about one month after Election Day).63 The Azerbaijani authorities also resorted to publicizing the report from the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) observation mission,64 which claimed that no serious violations in the election process could be determined.

			Western actors did not condemn the events of the electoral process. Actually, it appears the West wanted to avoid further pressurizing the regime, due to the domestic political situation in Azerbaijan.65 In particular, there were several factors that made putting stronger pressure on the government unfavorable: there was a lack of unity between opposition parties, the regime’s organizational strength was solid, and there was neither independent media nor any organized civil society movement that could mount a large-scale mobilization campaign. As some of the literature on the Color Revolutions demonstrated, these factors can play a powerful role in determining the outcome of revolutionary movements.66  

			The Rise and Consolidation of Ilham Aliyev’s Regime

			In Azerbaijan, dynastic succession eventually became a reality. The election marked the start of “a new model of state management in the country, with an emphasis on ‘strong statehood’ and ‘economic growth.’”67 However, the period between 2003 and 2005 was one of comparative government weakness, as the regime was still in a readjustment phase. The newly elected president was aware that “the greatest challenge to his rule came not from the weak opposition, but from within the ruling elite.”68 Indeed, there is evidence that some elite factions were competing for more power and influence.69  In October 2005, Ilham Aliyev, who had to that point been seen as a weaker president than his father,70 decided to address the intra-elite rivalry by arresting two of the most prominent figures in his administration, health minister Ali Insanov (patron of one of the biggest patronal networks) and economic development minister Farhad Aliyev, one month before the parliamentary election. 71 Both ministers were accused of colluding to overthrow the regime, and were then handed long prison sentences. The arrests sent a strong message to those political elites who were campaigning for the upcoming parliamentary election. Moreover, Ilham Aliyev was even more brazen than his father when it came to dealing with opposition: the authorities “did not even bother to conceal the new president’s antipathy toward his political opponents, which included all pro-Western, pro-Russian, and pro-Islamist movements.”72 In the parliamentary election, the president’s party – the New Azerbaijan Party (YAP) – won 56 of the 125 seats in the unicameral National Assembly, with a further 50 seats going to YAP-aligned “independents.”73 The genuine opposition parties gained only 8 seats. The election was marred by fraud and malpractice perpetrated by the authorities, particularly in the run-up to Election Day: there were many more cases of vote-buying than in previous elections, offering voters a financial incentive to go to the polls.74 

			In subsequent years, Ilham Aliyev relied heavily on the increasing exploitation of natural resources to increase his support both at the popular and elite level.75 From early 2006 onward, the opening of the new oil pipeline connecting Baku to Ceyhan (Turkey) has allowed the regime to fully exploit its enormous oil reserves. What followed was rapid economic growth, which also supplied some “visible benefits to substantial parts of the population and thus served as one important basis for Aliyev’s popular support.”76 According to World Bank data, the country averaged a 15 percent economic growth rate between 2003 and 2010. This was reflected in the government’s high approval ratings, which suggested that 55 percent of adults “trusted” or “fully trusted” the government, at a time when approval ratings in Armenia and Georgia were 42 percent and 31 percent, respectively.77 Aliyev easily won the first round of the 2008 presidential election, with more than 87 percent of the vote. And while the election was again marred by fraud and malpractice, it was better managed than the previous one.78 This can be explained by two observations: firstly, most of the opposition candidates boycotted the election, meaning there were no serious challengers;79 and secondly, in 2008, Aliyev had finished purging his entourage of defectors80 and reunited the elites under his control.81 This consolidation process reduced the uncertainties that could have shaken his power during the election period, which is one of the most vulnerable moments for any nondemocratic regime.82 

			Soon after the election, Aliyev prepared his next step, which aimed to further consolidate his power. As the Constitution at that time prescribed a maximum of two consecutive terms, President Aliyev had to reassure the elites that the power structure would not change.83 From his position of renewed strength, he prepared the process to review the Constitution.84 The reform envisaged adding a clause to the article about presidential term limits, allowing the president to run for a third term in case of war. (At that time, Azerbaijan was officially at war with Armenia.) This controversial step breathed new life into the opposition, which openly criticized the initiative, describing it as a way of transforming Azerbaijan into a full dictatorship and monarchy.85 The government responded that thanks to the amendment, the people would have the opportunity to choose (or reelect) the leader they preferred.86 Moreover, the authorities wisely scheduled the referendum on the eve of the country’s major holiday, Novruz, in order to lessen the possibility of protests.87 Aliyev was confident that he could bet on the unity of his pyramid system to win the ballot. The referendum, which was conducted without the presence of an OSCE/ODIHR observation mission, resulted in an overwhelming victory for the president’s proposal. Aliyev was therefore already able to anticipate his reelection in 2013.88 

			The 2010 parliamentary elections saw the full consolidation of the president’s New Azerbaijani Party (YAP), which won 71 of 125 seats. Moreover, for the first time, the opposition parties did not enter the Milli Majlis,89 as YAP-aligned “independent” candidates won the remaining seats. In the months that followed, youth movements started to develop alternative methods for contesting power. New grassroots groups born out from the experience of other post-Soviet states (including Georgia, Kyrgyzstan, and Ukraine) aspired to challenge the regime.90 This lively activism, which sometimes resulted in tumultuous events, was labeled the “Azerbaijan spring,”91 and demonstrated both to the regime and to the international community that Azerbaijani society was not completely apathetic.92 However, these groups were halted by government repression, which hindered numerous activities. Several opposition leaders were also arrested in the run-up to the 2013 presidential election.

			The 2013 presidential election saw the participation of ten presidential candidates, of which only one, Jamil Hasanli, a renowned Cold War historian at the Academy of Sciences in Baku, firmly opposed Aliyev’s rule.  The others spent “the majority of their airtime giving Hasanli a hard time or defending the incumbent from the ‘vicious attacks’ of the outspoken opposition candidate, as he was not present to do this himself.”93 Aliyev himself did not undertake any political campaign activities, leaving his “puppet” candidates to defend him and disorient voters. Meanwhile, the authorities were fully engaged in deterring any possible forms of dissent around the country, especially any type of public gathering.94 The election was also characterized by a negative assessment of the voting process, with many instances of fraud, including ballot-box stuffing, obscure voting tabulation procedures, tampering with protocols and entry lists, and votes being reassigned to a candidate other than the one chosen.95 The incumbent president eventually won the pool, with more than 84 percent of the votes; the opposition candidate, Hasanli, received only 5.53 percent. Soon after the results were announced, the latter issued a statement in which he claimed that he would not recognize the results and called for a repeat of the election. The newly re-elected president, however, affirmed publicly that the electoral process was free and fair. Overall, the presidential election did not create fissures in the patronal politics structure.96 

			In 2015, the Azerbaijani populace was called on to vote in a parliamentary election which the opposition parties decided to boycott.97 For the first time in Azerbaijani history, the OSCE/ODIHR refused to send an electoral observation mission to the country because of the restrictions on observers’ activities imposed by the Azerbaijani authorities. The election was won comfortably by the NAP, which gained 69 seats; the others were occupied by YAP-aligned “independent” candidates (43 seats) and by other minor political parties that gravitated toward Aliyev’s pyramidal system. 

			In sum, this overview illustrates a process within which the latest referendum can be understood as the final component of a political project to create a superpresidential (or dynastic) regime. It highlights a potential motive for the referendum: the president’s preference for relying on the people’s “voice,” rather than on that of the elites.      

			The 2016 Constitutional Referendum: Completion of a Political Project

			On July 26, 2016, the president called for a new constitutional referendum, to be held on September 26 of the same year. Voters were called to the polls to accept or reject 40 amendments to 29 articles, which would alter the political and legal system of the country. According to official data, 91.2 percent of voters expressed support to the constitutional amendments (turnout was 69.7%).98 Yet the management of the political campaign, as well as the voting day and vote counting, suffered from many irregularities. A report provided by the EMDSC affirmed that serious violations99 had been observed in around 40 percent of the polling stations; in 66 percent of the observed polling stations, inaccuracy in vote counting was also noted.100 It should be mentioned that in comparison with previous referendums, observations by domestic NGOs were limited, thanks to a government crackdown on civil society that had been underway since 2013.101 

			I argue that the September 26, 2016 referendum held in Azerbaijan served to legitimize – and secure the completion of – Aliyev’s political project. The changes had to rely on the largest source of legitimization, as public opinion is one of the most important components in securing elites’ expectations.102 The proposed amendments would have abruptly changed the structure of the regime and would have further contributed to increasing the power of the president, at the expense of the power invested in the Parliament. Indeed, the Venice Commission stated (after the referendum) that, “The new powers of the President introduced by the [reform] are unprecedented even in comparative respect; they reduce his political accountability and weaken Parliament even further.”103 

			Even a quick glance at the 40 proposed amendments reveals the authoritarian rationale underpinning this reform. For example, the modification of Article 101-1, which concerns the procedure for electing the president of the Azerbaijan Republic, extended the president’s term from five to seven years. It also gave the president the power to call presidential elections early. Another relevant innovation, under the new Article 103, is the creation of the post of first vice president, appointed directly by the president. Moreover, according to the modification of Article 105, the first vice president would succeed the president without the need to consult the Milli Majlis, were the latter to be unable to perform his duties effectively. The new Article 106 grants the first vice president personal immunity. 

			The referendum amendments do not apply only to the executive; the Milli Majlis is also affected. A modification of Article 89 introduces the possibility that an MP could lose his or her seat in the Milli Majlis in case of a severe violation of the code of ethical conduct. The new Article 98 envisages the possibility that the president could dissolve the parliament following two consecutive votes of no confidence in the cabinet within a year. President Aliyev conceived of reforms that would provide legal justification for the longstanding informal practices that have underpinned his rule.104 In fact, the constitutional reform entrenched in law several informal practices that characterized the uneven relationship between the executive and the legislative power, as mentioned above.

			However, it is important to understand why Aliyev decided to use IDD to pass the amendments. As previously mentioned, the Constitution of Azerbaijan envisages the possibility of introducing amendments through a “constitutional law,” which must be adopted by a supermajority in two consecutive votes in Parliament.105 Therefore, Aliyev made a political decision to opt for a referendum. Why did he do so? 

			Though the President was already enjoying strong control over both formal and informal power relations, his regime had recently experienced a prolonged economic and financial crisis. In January 2016, due to a sharp decrease in oil prices, Azerbaijan entered into recession.106 Moreover, since February 2015, the national currency had been devalued vis-à-vis the U.S. dollar twice, in order to boost exports, and some analysts believe a third devaluation is possible.107 This difficult situation destabilized intra-elites dynamics,108 which relied on oil state revenues.109 President Aliyev therefore wished to reform the regime by increasing his family’s control at the expense of parliament. 

			This was not the first time that the Milli Majlis experienced drastic reform. Heydar Aliyev successfully managed to alter the voting system in 2003 by relying on the popular will. Moreover, Ilham Aliyev relied on public opinion to stabilize elites’ expectations.110 The Milli Majlis is the least trusted institution in the country;111 thus, it could not expect to receive the public support required to institutionalize his family’s grip on power.112 The decision to call a referendum avoided relying on political elites while directly linking the president’s desire to the “people’s will.” 

			The popular vote per se did not present many challenges to the government. First of all, Azerbaijan has experienced a sharp deterioration in civil and political freedoms and rights. The situation was already poor in 2005, and it deteriorated from 2013 onward with a heavy crackdown on civil society. Second, the evolution of electoral management has been affected by the overall decline of the human rights situation in the country, which has hindered the development of a genuine or at least meaningful opposition. Azerbaijan has proven to be unreceptive to suggestions from both international and local actors aimed at improving the electoral framework or the conduct of the electoral process. Instead, the government has passed some amendments that were detrimental to the country’s electoral integrity. Third, the government has successfully reduced the impact of Western leverage in the country: it became capable of engaging in so-called “caviar diplomacy” with multiple actors without being forced to accommodate any external power.113 Finally, as this overview of the country’s election history showed, the Azerbaijani case bears evidence of enduring blatant and trivial fraud, including ballot box-stuffing, voter intimidation and tampering with voter registers.114 Overall, it seems that the regime’s organizational strength115 has increased by insulating itself both from external (Western pressure to democratize) and vertical challenges (bottom-up threats, such as popular protests and riots). Meanwhile, horizontal threats (from within the elite apparatus) were also possible. 

			By putting the adoption of these 40 amendments to the popular will, Aliyev exploited some of the characteristics of IDDs in nondemocratic regimes. These include maintaining the illusion of an existing democratic process (both for domestic and international actors); displaying the regime’s strength (to both domestic and international actors); and passing reforms that would deeply alter the regime structure. First of all, the constitutional referendum held on September 26, 2016 maintained the illusion of democratic constitutional reform; indeed, most of the amendments were supported by the rhetoric of modernizing the country and bringing it closer to European standards.116 Secondly, President Aliyev signaled to his pyramid of power, as well as to possible challengers, that he was in firm control of his country. Soon after the result of the referendum was published, President Aliyev told Sputnik International News Agency, a Russian media outlet, that, “2016 has been the most difficult year for Azerbaijan in economic terms, despite the fact that we are completing 2016 with a good performance. […] And this year, we have conducted a referendum which was supported by an absolute majority of the Azerbaijani population.”117 Thirdly, the referendum stabilized elite expectations concerning the political development of the country. Ilham Aliyev recognized this particular factor in the same interview and affirmed that he may run for a fourth term, saying, “If the public continues to support me like today, I will, of course, try to live up to it.”118 Finally, thanks to the referendum, Aliyev appears to have bypassed patron-client dynamics, cementing the reform directly with the people’s will. In this sense, the constitutional referendum represents a typical use of the instrument of direct democracy in a nondemocratic setting. 

			Conclusion

			This analysis demonstrates that IDDs are secure mechanisms for consolidating regime change,119 especially when there are risks of elite splits. By looking at historical political developments in Azerbaijan, the article investigates why Aliyev decided to go to the polls rather than pass the constitutional changes through the Milli Majlis. Azerbaijan’s recent electoral history teaches us that referendums were used each time the ruler preferred to rely on the people’s will rather than on the elites in order to reform state institutions. The referendum was a political choice, aimed at achieving the largest legitimacy vis-à-vis elite networks, for far-reaching reform. In fact, all three referendums concerned the future distribution of power  - 2002 was about succession policy, 2009 about presidential terms, and 2016 about the creation of the position of first vice president. According to the literature on patronal politics regimes, public opinion is one of the three factors that can influence elites’ expectations.120 Indeed, when voters went to the polls on September 26, 2016, they were actually taking part in a plebiscite that, by institutionalizing informal power structures, abruptly transformed the political regime and stabilized elites’ expectations about the future of the country. With the creation of the position of the directly appointed first vice president who would take full control of the country if necessary, it can be affirmed that Azerbaijan is acquiring all the necessary tools to eliminate the separation of powers and to establish a formal dynastic regime. Finally, the latter produced a stronger imbalance of power between the executive and the legislative branches than previous referenda had done.

			Due to a dramatic crackdown on domestic NGOs and on opposition parties, the electoral playing field was even more uneven than in previous elections. The ill effects of this mismanagement for the regime were limited by the creation of a sort of insulation from international democratizing pressure (signaled by the closure of the OSCE Office in Baku in 2015). The manipulation of the electoral process mitigated possible unintended election risks. The reports available reveal the widespread use of electoral fraud and malpractice, which contributed to achieving the outcomes the regime expected. Thanks to the high appreciation rates on the proposed reforms, Aliyev achieved three main results: signaling the regime’s strength, keeping the elites united, and finalizing his consolidation of power. In short, the regime clearly demonstrated the art of using direct democracy instruments to shape the authoritarian polity.
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			Abstract: Elections do not always serve as instruments of democracy, but can successfully sustain modern forms of authoritarianism by maintaining political cooptation, signaling the regime’s invincibility, distributing rent among elites, and maintaining linkages with territorial communities. Russia exemplifies electoral practices adapted to the needs of authoritarian survival. Recent institutional reforms reflect the regime’s constant adjustment to emerging challenges. This study traces the evolution of the role of elections in Russia for ruling elites, the opposition, and parties. It argues that the information-gathering and co-optation functions of elections help sustain authoritarian rule, whereas insufficient co-optation and failure to signal regime strength may lead to anti-regime mobilization and weaken the regime. The study utilizes new data from an expert survey on electoral integrity and malpractice in Russia carried out immediately after the legislative elections to the State Duma in September 2016. 

			Successive uninterrupted election cycles – even rigged and substandard ones – are often expected to foster democratic rule through gradual learning and the embedding of the electoral game as the standard procedure for transitioning power.1 However, evidence from a number of political regimes suggests that this is not always the case. The post-Soviet space and Southeast Asia are two regions where repetitive elections over more than two decades have not strengthened democratic practices but rather seem to have solidified authoritarian regimes. Russia, for instance, holds regular national and subnational elections, yet a range of indicators clearly indicate that the political regime falls short of an electoral democracy.2 

			The blossoming literature on electoral authoritarianism has already demonstrated that elections do not always serve as instruments of democracy,3 but can instead successfully sustain modern forms of authoritarianism.4 Some scholars claim that elections maintain political cooptation,5 while others draw attention to how elections may scare off the opposition by signaling the regime’s invincibility.6 Still others stress the role of authoritarian election in distributing rents among elites,7 or in maintaining linkages with territorial communities.8 Yet, few studies to date have explicitly examined the possible interplay of these functions and their dependence on the needs of a regime at any given point in time.

			Our study addresses this gap by arguing that each autocracy relies on a strategically deployed toolbox of instruments, or “menu of manipulation” to facilitate the exercise of political power over the ruled. The toolbox may include “lies, fear and economic prosperity,” as posited by Adam Przeworski.9 This involves restricting the flow of information; censorship; targeted or wholesale repression; and specific forms of upholding political legitimacy. On the one hand, elections make it easier for the incumbent to collect politically relevant information. On the other hand, they urge the ruling elites to minimize electoral uncertainty, specifically uncertainty about remaining in office, ex ante. This leads incumbents and regime officials to tilt the electoral playing field through a variety of manipulations, from re-drafting electoral and party legislation to ballot stuffing or the intimidation of voters and opposition.10 Recent research has demonstrated that the role of elections varies dramatically from one form of authoritarianism to another, reflecting its ambiguous role in triggering democratization.11 But does the role of elections also change over time and space within a given autocracy?

			The research question we pursue in this study is: what role do elections have in authoritarian regimes for a) the regime, b) the opposition, and c) the citizenry? More specifically, how can one understand the functional evolution of the role of elections in the context of electoral authoritarianism and shifts in the international environment? 

			We pursue this research question with a longitudinal case study of electoral malpractice in the Russian Federation from 2007 to 2016. Russia provides a vivid example of how electoral practices were adapted to the needs of authoritarian survival, sending signals to the real and potential opposition and maintaining political cooptation and rent distribution via electoral means. Moreover, the role and function of elections in upholding electoral authoritarianism has changed from one electoral cycle to another. The recent institutional reforms and the variety of electoral malpractice observed throughout electoral cycles reflect constant adjustment to emerging challenges on the part of the regime. 

			Previous research has argued that on the eve of national elections, the incumbent deals with a trade-off between the need to learn about the genuine level of popular support and the imperative to keep electoral uncertainty as low as possible.12 This is known as the Electoral Dictator’s Dilemma. The incumbent chooses whether s/he seeks to send a signal about his/her strength or, alternatively, obtain credible information about the compliance of regime subordinates, elites support, and potential pockets of political resistance. 

			In a contribution to this research, we argue that Russian elections have evolved from being a mere tool for coopting elites or opposition and gathering information about regime support and potential ruptures to being a means of sending signals about the regime’s strength and monitoring loyalty. We thereby consider another trade-off facing an incumbent, namely his/her rewarding strategies. Does s/he wish to please either his/her core constituency (members of the ruling coalition) or swing constituencies? In following existing game-theoretic reasoning, we argue that this depends on the political context and the size of the economic pie.13 

			In developing this argument, the study draws on a variety of empirical evidence – specifically mass and expert surveys, as well as comparative indicators of electoral integrity. In particular, the study takes advantage of new data on electoral integrity and malpractice in Russia from an expert survey carried out immediately after the legislative elections to the State Duma in September 2016,14 as well as a related survey of electoral integrity in Russian subnational elections.15 Drawing on these and other sources, we show that the role of elections varies depending on ruling elites’ perception of challenges and current needs. 

			The article proceeds as follows. Section 1 speaks to the theoretical debates over the role of elections under authoritarian regimes in the Russian context. Section 2 analyzes how the role of elections evolved between 2003 and 2016. Section 3 provides an overview of electoral malpractice and discusses how it is linked to the functional role of elections in an authoritarian regime. Finally, the conclusion summarizes the findings and discusses elections as a source of authoritarian legitimacy.

			Theory

			According to Staffan Lindberg’s theory of democratization by elections,16 even rigged and substandard elections are ultimately conducive to the entrenchment of democracy. This function of elections is expected to operate as outlined by Robert Dahl: the costs of repression gradually increase, while the costs of toleration of political opposition decrease.17 The regime is expected to become trapped in the electoral game, forced to play by its declared rules. Elections, even flawed ones, purportedly change the balance of costs in a way that encourages democratic transition. Authoritarian regimes strive to avoid bone-crushing repression, as this comes with high reputational costs. It is easier for the regime to govern when it enjoys a good deal of genuine popular support.18 These periodic flawed multi-party and multi-candidate elections constitute a specific mode of democratization by elections. Lindberg,19 Hartlyn and McCoy,20 and Bunce and Wolchik21 provide empirical evidence from Sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America and the post-Communist world that this theory holds true.

			Morgenbesser and Pepinsky, meanwhile, raise doubts about the unconditional effect of repetitive elections, bringing the Southeast Asian cases of stable and enduring authoritarianism to the table. They claim that competitive multi-party elections constitute the outcome of a democratization process, rather than a cause.22 Furthermore, there are alternative mechanisms which prevent elections from fulfilling their liberalizing potential. These mechanisms are state strength – specifically its infrastructural capacity – and the widespread proliferation of neopatrimonial practices in maintaining political domination.23 A strong state equips the incumbent with a powerful bureaucratic machine that implements his or her policies, including the demand for a controlled and predictable electoral process. Neopatrimonialism, as a form of regular vote buying and clientelism, forces voters into making a choice in favor of short-term benefits instead of voting programmatically.24 As Morgenbesser and Pepinsky stipulate, these mechanisms are autonomous and operate independently of one another.25

			The post-Soviet space, and Russia in particular, represents another island of authoritarian resilience, where repetitive multi-party and multi-candidate elections for more than two decades have largely failed to produce a democratizing effect.

			Other arguments similarly cast doubt on the “democratization by elections” thesis. First, since the theory does not shed light on how many elections would suffice to produce pro-democratic outcomes, it is hard to falsify it empirically. Second, the approach relies heavily on the assumption that political institutions do, by definition, bind the incumbent and reinforce the rule of law.26 However, authoritarian regimes vary greatly in their level of institutionalization and their reinforcing capacity.27 Third, if elections inevitably lead to authoritarian subversion, why hold them at all? One may argue that pressure from the international community, coupled with the attitudes of foreign investors and the prestige of membership in an international organization, should provide incentives for the regime to introduce competitive elections and demonstrate – at least on the surface – high electoral integrity.28 But if there are no international incentives to please foreign investors, or if an incumbent is insulated from such pressures due to oil wealth or other geopolitical factors, and if elections can bring about unexpected anti-incumbent effects, one returns to the same question: Why hold elections at all?

			This leads us to the proposition that elections neither force incumbents into adhering to the rules of fair competition nor serve as instruments of external legitimation. Rather, in view of the needs of authoritarian survival, this institution has been adapted to pursue other goals.

			The burgeoning literature on authoritarian politics suggests that authoritarian institutions can serve to strengthen the regime’s resilience if they 1) decrease the level of uncertainty by gathering valuable information about the level of support for the regime, and 2) solve the “credible commitment” problem by co-opting potential rivals and monitoring political compliance.29 Following Malesky and Shuler’s framework,30 we argue that elections under authoritarianism serve this function because they reveal valuable information about the level of popular support and the loyalty of regime officials and subordinates. The incumbent faces the Dictator’s Dilemma31 when there is an inherent deficit of credible information that makes the regime more vulnerable. On the one hand, holding competitive elections facilitates information-gathering. On the other hand, it increases the uncertainty of electoral victory. By compromising electoral integrity via ex ante manipulations of electoral laws and registration procedures, as well as a skewed media landscape, and ex post manipulations, such as electoral fraud, the ruling elites simultaneously aim to minimize the risk of losing office and maximize incoming information, while sending the strongest possible signal of regime strength and capacity to assure desired electoral outcomes.32 The level of fraud the regime chooses (to the extent that it can be controlled) indicates whether the regime aims to gather information and engage in power-sharing or flex its muscles and scare the opposition away.

			Besides collecting information, regimes are interested in hedging their risks through co-optation and power-sharing.33 The regime can either invest in core supporters among elite groups or attract the leaders of the moderate or systemic opposition (swing supporters).34 Legislatures usually accomplish this by offering lucrative positions, access to spoils, contracts, and other forms of rent distribution. 

			Table 1 summarizes these theoretical considerations. The table shows the functional role of elections under authoritarianism, depending on the regime’s information-gathering policies and co-optation strategies. Rows and columns represent the two trade-offs that any incumbent faces: 1) how inclusive elections should be, i.e. whether there is an emphasis on incoming or outgoing information; and 2) who the main target of the electoral campaign is – swing constituencies or core supporters? The combination of these choices forms four functional roles of elections in autocracies, which in turn determine the type of electoral malpractice.




			Table 1. Functional role of elections by regime strategies.
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Emphasizing incoming information and betting on core supporters leads to an internal rotation model (Cell I), exemplified by the ruling party’s strategy in Singapore35 or in Mexico under the PRI.36 Eventually, this model requires a strong dominant party to recruit newcomers and provide predictable career prospects for its functionaries. This model requires restraint in the execution of manipulation strategies, so as to provide a genuine informational signal about the strength of the opposition. At the same time, because co-optation is focused on solidifying the existing support base, rather than attracting new supporters, it is not crucial to maintain a level playing field per se. Consequently, such elections are not associated with blatant ex post fraud and outright voter intimidation, because most of the arrangements have been made at the legislative level well before the elections (high ex ante manipulation).

			The second model is the signal of strength (Cell II), emphasizing outgoing information about the regime’s strength. Excessive election fraud conveys a clear message that resistance is futile and is tailored to show popular support and the compliance of state officials.37 Again, the power-sharing arrangements of legislative elections work primarily for the core supporters. These elections are usually marred with both ex ante as well as ex post fraud, and even intimidation of the opposition and voters. We claim that the Russian Duma elections of 2007 and 2011 fall into this category. Such a situation may also occur when the regime weakens under domestic or external pressure and resorts to fraudulent elections to compensate for the loss of legitimacy.

			The third model (Cell III) represents a classical power-sharing election, where the regime seeks to appease the actual or potential opposition and strives to incorporate it into a larger coalition. Such elections occur following a credible threat from the opposition or when the regime cannot consolidate its power without attracting and pacifying swing constituencies. Most of the manipulation happens at the pre-electoral stage, but this model necessitates an overall lower level of both ex ante and ex post manipulation. In our view, the Russian 2003 legislative elections are a good example of power-sharing through gradual co-optation of the deputies for single-seat districts and regional blocs under the United Russia umbrella.38

			Finally, some elections exacerbate the internal divisions within the opposition with respect to cooperation with the regime (Lust 2008). We coined the term dividing elections to describe this confluence of factors (Cell IV). Here, a signal of strength (outgoing information) is emphasized, while the moderate opposition is the core group targeted for co-optation. Therefore, blatant ex post fraud is likely to be utilized, whereas ex ante manipulations are expected to be lower, so as to give a number of moderate opposition groups the incentive to run a viable campaign. We suggest that the September 2016 Russian elections maximized the signaling function of authoritarian elections at the same time as dividing the opposition: Yabloko received less than 2 percent of the public vote, while Alexei Naval’ny failed to register his Party of Progress and establish any coalition that would unite various opposition groups. Such elections combine both skillful and “clumsy” manipulations.

			In sum, we argue that the interaction of two choices faced by an authoritarian regime – whether it focuses on co-opting core supporters or swing supporters, and whether it wants to maximize incoming or outgoing information – determines the type of electoral malpractice that will be observed. Specifically, more ex post malpractice – including ballot stuffing, vote miscounting, vote buying, controlled voting, and intimidation – is expected when the regime seeks to signal its invincibility. There will be less ex ante malpractice – manipulations of electoral laws, party registration regulations, boundaries and media bias – when the regime seeks to loosen its grip and reinforce co-optation of the moderate opposition. In the next section, we explore how the role of Russian federal legislative elections has evolved over time from the power-sharing model to signaling electoral strength and dividing the opposition.

			Russian Elections: From Cooptation to Division

			Starting in the early 2000s, Vladimir Putin commenced an elaborate project designed to re-assemble the decentralized Russian state and restore the “power vertical” (vertikal’ vlasti) system of executive government. Developing political parties was not a primary concern; crumbling state institutions and his uneasy relations with rebellious oligarchs took center stage. After the putsch attempted by communist hardliners in August 1991, the Communist party was legally banned until 1992, paving the way for alternative parties. Only in 2002-2003 were the first steps taken to revise the existing electoral system and party legislation.39 

			The first law on political parties, adopted in 2001, regulated the party registration procedure, setting a minimum number of party members and regional branches. Party-system reform unfolded in line with the mission of strengthening parties and establishing firmer grounds for Russian democracy.40 The 2005 law on elections and referenda introduced a pure proportional representation system, which, according to several accounts, favors the  institutionalization of parties and a party system.41 This law clearly favored those nationwide parties that had already earned their place in the sun in the 1990s. New legislation tightened the rules of registration by increasing the membership requirement from 10,000 to 45,000 in no less than half of Russian regions.42 Moreover, the electoral threshold rose from 5 percent to an unprecedentedly high 7 percent, and a ban on electoral coalitions was introduced. Similarly, the new regulations diminished the role of electoral observation. These changes sharply reduced the number of relevant political parties and eventually closed off the electoral arena to new challengers. As a result, in 2007, voters for the first time cast their ballots for a fully partisan State Duma, where United Russia (UR) secured a constitutional majority of 64.3 percent of the popular vote and 315 of 450 seats.

			Several observers consider the State Duma elections of 2007 the beginning of authoritarianism with a dominant party regime, akin to Mexico under the PRI or Malaysia under UMNO.43 Thomas Remington suggests that the Russian regime is “a regime in which the ruling party can afford to rely on patronage more than coercion, and meet its financial needs through rents from natural resource exports.” This type of regime “has an advantage over one in which the regime needs to finance its political needs by confiscation and predation.” At the same time, UR – in contrast to classical notions of a political party’s goals of governmental control – used “its enormous majority in parliament [to give] the president unchecked power to control the state, but in return received the right to use its power over regulatory and distributive legislation to reward its supporters and ensure its perpetuation in power.”44

			United Russia, as it is, diverges from the classical notion of a dominant (hegemonic) party due to its limited domination over policy implementation.45 New Russian non-partisan elites made several attempts to form a suitable legislative vehicle to decrease the costs of bargaining with the State Duma.46 Presidential-parliamentary systems incentivize presidents to form a pro-presidential majority in the legislature, as long as there is no “separate survival” of executive and legislative branches that leads to frequent governmental changes and potential inter-branch conflicts.47 The majority party acts to diminish the inherent instability of a presidential-parliamentary system and maximize the decision-making process. In such cases, the president does not need to intervene in the legislative process and/or issue presidential decrees.

			Among personalist authoritarian regimes, Russia has demonstrated the puzzling effect of having a fully partisan legislature that reflects the regime’s co-optative capacity and should have hedged the incumbent’s bets in the electoral game. However, large-scale post-election unrest in 2011-12 temporarily undermined this claim. The failure of political parties to contain potential discontent and the excessive closure of the electoral market that resulted in unexpected and undesired results for the incumbent in the 2011 elections, multiplied by the rise of a united opposition and spread by the mass media, amplified the mobilizing effect of these elections.48 Given the high barriers to entry introduced in 2005 and the generally low status of legislative power across the country, parties failed to co-opt moderate activists, leaving this group open to more radical anti-regime opposition.

			Following the electoral fiasco of 2011, the Russian government initiated a series of reforms allegedly designed to liberalize the electoral arena: lowering electoral barriers, facilitating the registration of political parties, and reducing the requirements for a party to be registered (in terms of number of regional branches, membership, and number of signatures).49 Lastly, the Kremlin decided to restore the old mixed electoral formula, whereby half the Duma is elected via proportional representation and the other half through single-member districts

			Figure 1 reports the official electoral results for the parliamentary parties: United Russia (UR), Communists (CPRF), Liberal Democrats (LDPR), and Just Russia (JR) and its predecessor Rodina (2003). UR’s electoral success in 2003 looks fairly modest compared with its overwhelming victory in 2007 – 37.6 percent to 64.3 percent. The elections of 2007 and 2011 produced largely disproportional results despite the new electoral formula. In 2011, the systemic opposition, especially Just Russia, improved its showing. However, the recent 2016 elections restored the configuration of 2007, though with stronger regional representation due to the 2012 electoral reform.

			


Figure 1. The results of the Russian State Duma elections, 2003-2016

			[image: Zavadskaya Figure 1 bar graph]


Source: Central Election Commission (CEC)

			


To track the changes in the role of elections and compare theoretical expectations, we use three sets of indicators: first, binary indicators based on the National Elections across Democracy and Autocracy (NELDA)50 and V-Dem (Varieties of Democracy)51 datasets; second, reports by international and domestic observer missions (see the full list in the Appendix, Table A);52 and third, the PEI (Perceptions of Electoral Integrity) indicators reported by the expert survey carried out by the Electoral Integrity Project.53 Relying on the electoral cycle approach developed by Norris,54 we distinguish various forms of electoral violations or malpractice that may occur at different stages of the electoral cycle, starting with the legal framework and extending to polling-day fraud and post-electoral violence and protests. NELDA and V-Dem indicators do not cover all types of violations in depth, but they nevertheless provide a general comparative picture of common types of malpractice over time.

			In 2003, United Russia secured the parliamentary majority by co-opting independent candidates on the eve of elections and right after the electoral results had been announced. The 2003 and 2007 electoral contests preceded the consolidation of the electoral authoritarian regime in Russia.

			International observer missions – primarily the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) – have always reported electoral violations. Only the legislative elections of 2007 were not reported to be fraudulent.55 Considerable media bias in favor of the incumbent was reported in 2003, 2012 and 2016. Anticipation of fraud and concerns expressed by the opposition and civil society groups that elections would not be free and fair were particularly strong in 2004, 2011, 2012, and 2016. The political opposition was harassed during all electoral cycles in question. Meanwhile, the vote count sometimes favored the systemic opposition, namely in 2011, when United Russia lost its constitutional majority while Just Russia and the Communists somewhat improved their respective shares of seats in the State Duma (see Figure 1). On the eve of the 2011 elections, a group of oppositionists (including Boris Nemtsov and Garry Kasparov) called for a boycott. 

			As previously mentioned, the legislative elections of 2003 were the last elections under electoral democracy in Russia and preceded the consolidation of authoritarian rule. Therefore, it would be mistaken to consider these elections authoritarian. Nevertheless, international observers mentioned electoral violations on polling day and unfair conditions for opposition candidates. These elections laid the foundation for United Russia to strengthen its political positions. In the following section, the legislative elections of 2007, 2011, and 2016 are discussed in greater detail, with a view toward how events mesh with theoretical expectations.




			Table 2. Russian legislative elections: changes in electoral malpractice from 2003 to 2016

			















	Year


	Electoral malpractice




	
	Ex ante


	Ex post


	Ex ante


	Ex post


	ΔEx ante


	ΔEx post




	
	Electoral laws and procedures


	Voter registration


	Media coverage


	Opposition (registration, intimidation)


	Vote miscounting/fraud


	Voter intimidation


	Monitors barred or intimidated


	
	
	
	


	2003


	Inclusive


	Low


	High


	Low


	Low


	Low


	Low


	Low/medium


	Low


	
	


	2007


	Discriminatory


	Low


	High


	High


	High


	Low


	High


	High


	High


	Worsened


	Worsened




	2011


	Discriminatory


	Low


	High


	High


	High


	Low


	High


	High


	High


	About the same


	About the same




	2016


	Inclusive


	Low


	High


	High


	High


	Low


	High


	Low/medium


	High


	Slightly improved


	About the same










Sources: NELDA, IFES reports, V-Dem dataset v.7.1, PEI 2016 v.5.0; Russian legislature on political parties and elections from 1999 to 2012.

			Note: We used NELDA, V-DEM for coding 2003, 2007, and 2011 legislative elections, PEI assessments for the last 2016 elections, reports by international and domestic monitors (Golos, IFES, and IDEA reports) throughout the whole period in question. See the coding procedures in Appendix.

			


Table 2 shows a summary of electoral integrity assessments provided by a variety of primary and secondary sources (see description of the sources in Appendix, Tables A-D). We code the level of a certain malpractice as low or high if most of the indicators from NELDA and V-Dem datasets coincide and this assessment is supported by the reports. If there were any controversies, we code them as, for instance, “low/medium.” We group the assessments by various datasets around specific stages of the election cycle, starting with the legislative framework, procedures, and registration, and running through the polling day to the aftermath of elections. We identify the following types of ex ante malpractice: legislative manipulations of elections and political parties (e.g. electoral threshold and registration requirements), voter registration, media coverage, and treatment of the opposition (intimidation and preventing them from registering for an election). Ex post malpractice encompasses fraud, miscounting the vote, voter intimidation on polling day, and preventing monitors from observing elections.

			We also indicate the legislature’s inclusivity or discrimination when it comes to political parties, as well as the degree to which legislative rules are respected by political actors. As we observe, there is little variation in terms of how these procedures are followed, but there are significant changes to legislation on elections and parties, including efforts to tighten the screws on the opposition. Ex post malpractice has worsened in terms of vote miscounting and monitors’ access to the polls. On the aggregate, ex ante malpractice has shifted from “low/medium” to “high” and back to “low/medium,” mostly due to the electoral and party reform of 2012, while the degree of ex post violations remains constantly high. Next, we explore the legislative elections that took place from 2003 to 2016 in greater depth.

			The 2007 Elections: Creating a Dominant Party

			The triumphant 2007 legislative elections were often referred to as a rehearsal for the presidential elections of 2008. Compared to previous elections, some monitors found these elections to be relatively clean.56 Most of the manipulation had been done before the elections: restrictive party legislation removed almost all existing political parties from electoral contestation and forced them to re-register. The introduction of proportional representation, coupled with an electoral threshold of 7 percent, had a net effect of discriminating against liberal parties – Yabloko and SPS, as well as the Agrarians and a number of left-wing spoiler parties. 

			The number of parliamentary parties dropped from 12 in 2003 to 4 in 2007.57 Following the adoption of the new restrictive legislation on political parties, the number of registered parties decreased from 44 at the beginning of the 2003 electoral campaign to 15 by the start of the 2007 legislative elections. In 2008, this figure fell to seven and remained stable until 2011.58 This dynamic clearly reflects the closure of competitive politics and electoral democracy in the country.

			Whereas in 2003 United Russia had to make serious efforts to attract independent MPs, build up coalitions with regional strongmen and lure away representatives from rival parties, in 2007, it gained an outright electoral majority for the first time. Candidates from single-member districts (SMDs) were forced to accept United Russia party membership.59 These were the first federal elections after a wave of post-electoral protests in Georgia, Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan, as well as a series of failed anti-regime protests in Belarus, Armenia and Azerbaijan. In response to these challenges, the Russian regime introduced more restrictive regulation of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and financing of political parties, as well as imposing more censorship on TV.60 The electoral playing field was effectively purged of potential rivals before the elections took place through extensive ex ante manipulations. In effect, these elections saw the establishment of a full-blown electoral authoritarian regime in Russia.

			The presence of political parties as authoritarian institutions is well documented. Dominant parties resolve the “credible commitment problem” between the political leader and his or her coalition by reducing the level of uncertainty, providing clearer and more predictable rules of the game, and extending the planning time-frame.61 As such, the 2007 elections exemplify the Kremlin’s attempt to shore up core support and build up a coherent dominant party that would serve as a legislative vehicle to facilitate the passage of laws initiated by the executive.62 On the other hand, though “United Russia” dominates the electoral and legislative arenas, it is absent from the real policy-making and policy-implementation arenas,63 making it a half-built house.

			These elections demonstrated the regime’s dominance and coherence without much co-optation, therefore signalling the regime’s strength (see Cell II of Table 1). The transition to proportional representation also marked the decay of the infamous regional governors’ political machines that had ultimately undermined the co-optative capacity of elections. After 2007, the Russian party system – which consisted of only four federal-level parties – finally closed up, remaining “frozen” and intact until the mass uprising of 2011. Overall, the 2007 election served to signal the regime’s strength, as the regime maximized both ex ante and ex post manipulations.

			The 2011 Elections: Revolt of the non-co-opted and unrepresented

			The 2011 elections were unexpectedly followed by large-scale protests in big Russian cities, especially Moscow and St. Petersburg. These were the largest protests since the fall of the USSR. Protesters blamed the government for cheating and rigging the elections. The eve of the 2011 legislative elections saw a boom in alternative mass media, including private TV channels (e.g. Dozhd’ – [Rain]) and a number of political blogs, websites, newspapers, and media projects (e.g. The Citizen Poet). The advent of new political figures – Alexei Naval’ny with a prominent anti-corruption project, young Yabloko activists, and civil activists engaged in a variety of NIMBY activities64 – changed the political landscape. The presence and co-ordinating role of civic activists – Alexei Naval’ny, Yevgeniya Chirikova, Ksenia Sobchak, and Sergei Udal’tsov – as well as politicians – Boris Nemtsov, Garry Kasparov, and Mikhail Kasyanov – proved to be essential for organizing at Chistye Prudy on polling day and later on Sakharov Avenue.65 

			The regime’s initial strategy in this contest was similar to the one employed in 2007: signaling strength without power-sharing. However, this approach ignored the new wave of opposition, and largely failed to accomplish its goals. The reason for this is found in the very solidification of the dominant party regime achieved in the previous election. If a party system closes up, diehard supporters of the regime push moderate supporters and more liberal politicians out of the large coalition. In effect, the mechanism of co-optation breaks down and political parties (or dominant parties) cease to prevent intra-elite ruptures. The process of gradual marginalization is particularly visible over time: when the Russian State Duma adopted more restrictive legislation on political parties and imposed a new electoral system, these changes led to a growing number of un-co-opted politicians who, having found themselves marginalized, joined the non-systemic opposition and attracted public attention to issues of electoral integrity. We therefore argue that the breakdown of co-optative capacity is key to understanding the surprising link between the partisan legislature and the post-electoral protests that took place in 2011.

			


Table 3. Distribution of political parties and organizations by type of opposition and ideological family

			
				
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Ideological family

						
							
							Loyal parties

						
							
							Semi-loyal or systemic opposition (moderates)

						
							
							Disloyal or 

							non-systemic opposition (radicals)

						
					

					
							
							Liberal

						
							
							2003 – N/A

							2007 – Civic Power, Democratic Party (Bogdanov)

							2011 – RC

						
							
							2003 – SPS, Yabloko

							2007 – SPS, Yabloko

							2011 – Yabloko

						
							
							2003 – N/A

							2007 – United Civic Front and Kasianov’s group

							2011 – Solidarnost’, UCF, Democratic Choice (Milov)

						
					

					
							
							Nationalist

						
							
							2003 – People’s Party

							2007 – LDPR

							2011 –LDPR

						
							
							-

						
							
							2003 – NBP**

							2007 – DPNI, Drugaia Rossiia

							2011 – Party of progress

						
					

					
							
							Leftist

						
							
							2003 – Rodina, Party of Pensioners,* PVR-PZh

							2007 – JR, APR, PSS

							2011 – JR

						
							
							2003 – CPRF, APR

							2007 – CPRF, PoR

							2011 – CPRF, PoR

						
							
							2003 – Labor Russia, RKRP, AKM

							2007 – Left Front, RKRP, AKM

							2011 - Left Front, RKRP, AKM, RSD

						
					

				
			

			* The Party of Pensioners merged with Just Russia in 2006.

			** NBP is illegal.

			Sources: Political data books Panorama: http://scilla.ru/works/knigi/partii07.pdf; http://scilla.ru/works/knigi/kvartet.pdf; http://scilla.ru/works/knigi/opp2010.pdf; http://scilla.ru/works/knigi/nac2010.pdf; http://scilla.ru/works/knigi/partii11.pdf; http://scilla.ru/works/knigi/kso2013.pdf




			 

			Table 3 provides an overview of the main opposition organizations and their composition between 2003 (before the electoral reform) and 2012. It demonstrates the increase in the number of previously “acceptable” public figures who became largely marginal and non-systemic. 

			Starting in 2003, the last electoral cycle before the electoral and political party reform, the number of politicians with relatively liberal views who enjoyed access to state positions and resources – the so-called “systemic liberals” (sistemnye liberaly) – dropped dramatically. Table 3 shows the list of loyal, semi-loyal, and disloyal or non-systemic political forces66 that do not belong to incumbent parties, elucidating a conspicuous drift among liberals from systemic to non-systemic opposition. If in 2003 most of the liberal parties gravitated around a systemic opposition pole and constituted a significant part of the political establishment without any clearly ghettoized organizations, in 2011 most of the former liberal parties and their members – Solidarnost’, United Civic Front, Democratic Choice – found themselves among the non-systemic opposition. The presence of nationalist and leftist parties remained roughly the same in this period. The distribution of registered political parties and unregistered political organizations with a clear claim on power to the nationalist and leftist wings was somewhat even across three electoral cycles. Meanwhile, the distribution among liberal organizations and parties changed dramatically. Starting in 2007, the Kremlin instigated the creation of loyal party-satellites that aimed to split the liberal vote, including Civic Power and Bogdanov’s Democratic Party. In 2011, Prokhorov’s Right Cause became another pro-Kremlin liberal project. There has never been any sort of systemic nationalist party or organization, while there has always been a choice between left-wing organizations of all degrees of loyalty and disloyalty. Another attempt by the Kremlin to mobilize core supporters and – in some regions – to create a legitimate channel for alternative views, was the establishment of the All-Russia People’s Front (ONF). This umbrella organization aimed to garner support from those groups of citizens that did not associate themselves with any political party but expressed support for the regime in general.

			Looking at the profile of opposition organizations and parties, there is also a pronounced trend toward higher numbers of former systemic liberals. In 2003, Yabloko and SPS (Union of the Right Forces) largely supported the new government.67 Three newly-elected members of parliament defected from Yabloko to United Russia. In 2004 came the first Dissenters’ Marches, spearheaded by Mikhail Kasyanov, who had served as the prime minister in the first Putin government (2000-2004), and Garry Kasparov, chess grandmaster and neophyte public activist, who organized the United Civic Front. Other organizations, such as Another Russia (Drugaia Rossiia) gathered around more radical political forces, including Eduard Limonov’s National-Bolsheviks (NBP). Dissenters’ Marches have been replaced by the Strategy 31 movement, commemorating Article 31 of the Russian Constitution, which stipulates freedom of assembly. In 2010-11, a number of civic organizations – Alexei Naval’ny’s Anti-Corruption Foundation (FBK) and Yevgeniya Chirikova’s Khimki Forest Defense gave fresh momentum to the opposition movement.

			Another source of evidence corroborates our interpretation of the protests as a breakdown of co-optation. Data from the New Russia Barometer 2011 suggests that voters who felt underrepresented by any political party perceived elections as more fraudulent (see Table 4). The proportion of those critical of the integrity of the contest is much higher among those saying that there were parties or movements for which they would have cast their ballot if those parties had been allowed to run. 425 of 631 respondents agreed with the statement “among the parties and movements that were not allowed to participate in the election to the State Duma there was one for which I could have voted,” and 231 of those who would be willing to vote for a non-systemic opposition party believed that election had been dishonest.




			Table 4. Perceptions of fraud by the extent to which voters feel represented

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							43B. Among parties and movements which were not allowed to participate in the elections is there any you would have voted?

						
					

					
							
							Perceptions of fraud

						
							
							Certainly agree

						
							
							Somewhat agree

						
							
							Somewhat disagree

						
							
							Certainly disagree

						
							
							Don’t know

						
							
							Total

						
					

					
							
							Absolutely honest

						
							
							18

						
							
							5

						
							
							2

						
							
							6

						
							
							5

						
							
							36

						
					

					
							
							Somewhat honest

						
							
							93

						
							
							78

						
							
							20

						
							
							18

						
							
							20

						
							
							229

						
					

					
							
							Somewhat dishonest

						
							
							71

						
							
							92

						
							
							26

						
							
							18

						
							
							46

						
							
							253

						
					

					
							
							Absolutely dishonest

						
							
							41

						
							
							27

						
							
							14

						
							
							8

						
							
							30

						
							
							120

						
					

					
							
							Total

						
							
							223

						
							
							202

						
							
							62

						
							
							50

						
							
							101

						
							
							638

						
					

				
			

			Source: New Russia Barometer 2011. Pearson’s X2=36.85 (p=0.00)

			


Thus, poor co-optation resulting from the electoral and party reforms of 2005 led to an increased number of moderate opposition leaders who found themselves marginalized and ultimately spearheaded the protests. The coordinated actions of civil society groups –corruption fighters, election monitors, and human rights watchdogs – coalesced with some members of opposition political parties or former members of the political establishment. The opposition succeeded in framing the election in terms of integrity – that there were significant concerns that elections would fall short of international standards and be stolen. The crucial element of the model was that voters and potential protesters needed to learn in advance what electoral violations looked like. This was achieved by the effective campaigning of opposition and civil society groups in the relatively free media. 

			In sum, the 2011 contest can be characterized as signaling strength (see Cell II of Table 1), since the regime used both ex ante and ex post manipulations.

			The 2016 elections: Dividing the opposition

			Authoritarian regimes – if they survive protests – tend to learn from their mistakes.68 Immediately after the first outburst of protests in December 2011, the government launched two reforms: of the electoral system and of the party system. These reforms aimed to restore the linkages with regional constituencies and reinvigorate governors’ machines. The new legislation on political parties allowed almost anyone to register his/her own party. This led to hundreds of registered political parties by the federal electoral campaign of 2016 and served to pacify the systemic opposition by offering them governorships in some regions. For instance, a communist headed the Orel oblast, a member of Just Russia became governor of Zavaikal’skii krai in 2013, and LDPR took Smolensk.

			Observers described the 2016 federal campaign as a listless performance that sought not to awake protest voters in large cities but rather to mobilize either controlled constituencies (e.g. workers at large enterprises) or voters with predictable pro-regime preferences.69 This strategy, in addition to being a reaction to the 2011 protests, can be further explained by the dissipation of the “rally around the flag” effect created by the annexation of Crimea in March 2014, as well as by the increasing visibility of economic recession.

			A measure of the integrity of the 2016 contest is provided by the “Perceptions of Electoral Integrity” (PEI) Index collected by the Electoral Integrity Project.70 The measure is based on the assessments of 2,709 election experts,71 comparing 241 elections in 158 countries between 2012 and 2016. It aggregates 49 individual survey items to an overall integrity score between 0 (worst) and 100 (best). The 2016 Russian elections received a score of 44 (out of 100), which is lower than the global average of 55. Overall, this puts the contest in the category of elections with “low” integrity. By disaggregating the PEI Index into eleven sub-dimensions corresponding to various stages of the electoral cycle, we can detect the thematic areas where electoral malpractice is most common. Figure 2 contrasts the 2016 Russian election with the world average in the PEI Index and the eleven sub-dimensions of integrity.




			 

			Figure 2.  Electoral malpractice in the State Duma elections 2016 compared to the global average
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Source: PEI v.5.0, released May 2017.

			


Pre-electoral (ex ante) malpractice proved to be more problematic than polling day integrity and other ex-post malpractice. Assessment of the voting process itself aligned closely with the global mean (Russia: 54; mean for autocracies72 42; global mean 54), suggesting levels of election-day fraud that were no higher than average. Similarly, post-election adjudication and acceptance of results compared roughly to the global mean (RUS: 64; autocracies: 41; global: 65). On the other hand, the work of the electoral authorities (RUS: 40; autocracies: 40; global: 61), the dimensions of electoral laws (RUS: 35; autocracies: 32; global: 53), and electoral procedures (RUS: 43; autocracies: 47; global: 65) were seen as highly problematic. All three dimensions are arenas of pre-electoral manipulation. When comparing the different dimensions of integrity in the Russian election, the lowest scores were received in the areas of vote counting (39), campaign finance (34), and media coverage (33). The tabulation of votes is clearly an aspect of ex post manipulation. These elections resemble the mean values of other authoritarian regimes, and only a few components reach the global mean values. Overall, the 2016 federal election proved to be utterly unfair and highly non-transparent.

			Unfortunately, the corresponding values of the components cannot be compared across time, as the PEI Index is only available for the most recent contest. However, it still provides an overview of the variety of malpractice where ex ante manipulations play the most significant role even after allegedly liberalizing party legislation. 

			A final piece of evidence is provided by expert survey data considering the geographical distribution of electoral malpractice across Russian regions in 2015/16.73 These data reflect the integrity of regional gubernatorial and legislative elections in 2015 and 2016 based on 319 expert evaluations, using the same 49 survey items as the cross-national PEI survey. The data cover 28 subnational elections in 2015 and 39 contests in 2016. The 2016 subnational contests were held concurrently with the federal legislative election on September 18. While subnational elections certainly have their own dynamics, it is reasonable to assume a generally similar pattern in the strategy employed by the dominant party, especially given that United Russia and its gubernatorial candidates ran as the incumbent in almost all of the contests under study.  

			Based on the 319 expert assessments, a regional PEI Index was calculated; this is presented in Figure 3. There is considerable cross-regional variation in terms of electoral malpractice, ranging from very high integrity (Ulyanovsk, Pskov, Kirov) to “failed” elections, or contests with very low integrity (Tver, Chechnya, Astrakhan). Overall, eleven of 60 regions were evaluated as having elections of high or very high integrity, 24 were classified as having moderate electoral integrity, while elections in 25 regions were seen as either “flawed” (low integrity), or “failed” (very low integrity). Thus, at least a third of regions held elections that clearly fall short of international standards. Central Russia, North Caucasus and Far East demonstrate the lowest scores in electoral integrity, while Siberia and the Urals scored slightly better (with the remarkable exception of Tyumenskaya oblast with its autonomous districts). The average PEI Index across all regions is 52 (out of 100), higher than the score for the 2016 federal election. Does this suggest that electoral manipulations were less pronounced in regional contests, or that the prevalent strategical considerations discussed in Table 1 do not hold for UR incumbents in subnational elections?

			Yes and no. Paradoxically, higher scores in electoral integrity do not necessarily mean that elections were free and fair. It may instead indicate the successful demoralization of opposition parties due to overwhelming manipulation in previous contests. For instance, in closed regions, opposition parties and candidates many not even make the effort to run a media campaign or register for the elections, even though they are not hindered by any de jure prohibitions in this regard. Therefore, the elections per se may be held without registering ex ante or ex post violations according to the PEI survey. Nevertheless, they are utterly uncompetitive, because of the “abstention” of viable opposition. By contrast, in more competitive regions, one should observe more violations, indirectly indicating the regime’s inability to make all the arrangements that would prevent the opposition from running well in advance. Hence, the fight is carried out on polling day itself and registers as low electoral integrity. Unfortunately, these data are not available for previous election cycles, so we cannot draw any conclusions about the stability of this pattern, or whether indeed a “show of strength” strategy in previous contests may have been successful in demoralizing possible opposition candidates into abstaining.




			Figure 3. Map of the Russian concurrent subnational elections in 2016
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Source: PEI v.5.0, released May 2017

			


In sum, federal and subnational elections in 2015-2016 exemplified the regime’s capacity to divide the opposition by maximizing a signal of strength (ex post electoral fraud) while increasing its co-optative capacity (liberalized electoral rules, i.e. less ex ante manipulation). The new strategy allowed the party in power to dissipate the opposition and prevent it from forming a new coalition. Alexei Naval’ny’s Party of Progress was not registered, Yabloko refused to form a coalition with any party, and PARNAS was formally allowed to run, but failed to obtain the expected number of popular votes. The systemic opposition – Just Russia and CPRF – received their small share of votes. None of the opposition actors had the incentive to cooperate. Thus, the ruling elite successfully deployed legislative elections at the national and the subnational level as a dividing tool that completely undermined the opposition. Even ostensible improvements in electoral integrity – the installation of web cameras and electronic voting booths (KOIBs) or liberalization of party registration – point to increased capacity to engage in hidden manipulations more than real shifts toward electoral democracy. We observe less ex ante manipulation than 2011 (though it remains substantial), but the level of ex post fraud remains unchanged (see Table 1, Cell IV).

			Conclusion

			This study set out to explore the role of elections in authoritarian regimes, taking a functionalist approach and looking at elections through the lenses of the regime, the political opposition (systemic and non-systemic), and the citizenry. We argued that elections as political institutions co-evolve with political regimes. They serve as an indicator of regime oscillations and changes. The Russian political regime began its gradual slide into electoral authoritarianism in 2007, when the State Duma elections demonstrated the elimination of electoral competition and any viable political opposition. If the 2003 elections, still democratic, aimed to co-opt the opposition and consolidate the position of the party of power, the subsequent contest served to signal regime strength and scare the opposition away. After 2014, the regime transformed into a more closed and consolidated authoritarianism and the role of elections adjusted accordingly, from co-optation to signaling strength and dividing the opposition. This coincided with a shift in the “menu of manipulation” from an emphasis on ex ante manipulations (2003), to a reliance on both, ex ante manipulation and ex post fraud (2007 and 2011), to a de-emphasis of ex ante manipulation but still high incidence of ex post fraud (2016).

			Russian regional machines had been incorporated into the “power vertical” by sustaining links with territorial constituencies. However, the electoral reform of 2005 eliminated several political parties and made the entry barrier unsurmountable for potential challengers, thereby undermining the co-optative function of the party system. Political machines as party substitutes74 served as more effective co-optative tools than exclusive and weak national parties. Although some early attempts seemed successful – Just Russia made several moderate left-wing oppositionists defect in 2007 – the system remained frozen until 2011 and subsequently failed to adequately address newly ascendant interests. After the turmoil of 2011-12, the regime adjusted the electoral and party system in order to re-establish feedback channels on the ground and introduce specific forms of competition at the “United Russia” primaries. These mechanisms help involve swing opposition at the regional level and incorporate the strongest elements.

			As previously, legislative elections commonly operate as a rehearsal for the presidential elections, allowing the regime to collect information about its popularity and/or the ability of local officials to deliver expected vote shares. However, presidential elections in both democracies and autocracies represent a zero-sum game with only one winner, where there is no room for co-optation and power-sharing. Moreover, these elections bear a largely non-partisan character and reflect on the strength of personalist power rather than other functions of authoritarian elections. Nevertheless, on the eve of the presidential campaign, the Kremlin has taken decisive steps to eliminate opposition candidates: Alexei Naval’ny lost the right to run for president due to the criminal case against him that led to a three-year suspended sentence. So far, the 2018 presidential elections are expected to be non-competitive and aim to demonstrate regime strength and popular unity around the president.

			In sum, the role of Russian elections has evolved from information-gathering and co-optation to primarily signaling the regime’s strength and sporadically dividing and embarrassing the opposition. Instead of producing a democratizing effect, elections serve as a tool of authoritarian resilience. Nevertheless, as the analysis showed, this tool may fail, if deployed clumsily, and instead facilitate anti-regime mobilization, as occurred in December 2011.
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			Abstract: Political opposition in Russia has frequently been regarded as a “dying species.” Indeed, despite the wave of anti-governmental political mobilization in 2011-2012, United Russia increased its share of the vote from 49.3 percent in 2011 to 54.2 percent in 2016, as well as dramatically improving its position in the federal parliament by winning 203 of 225 single-member districts in the last elections. The anti-governmental mobilization of 2011-2012 may have temporarily opened the opportunity structure, but the political opposition faces growing pressure from the regime. Yet in certain subnational elections between 2012 and 2016, both systemic and non-systemic opposition groups have managed to survive and even oust incumbents. In this study, I examine the variation in regime-opposition interactions by analyzing the data on 84 regional elections between 2012 and 2016.1 I argue that there is a learning curve on the both sides of the contest: while incumbents rely heavily on access to state resources and actively manipulate the legal and political electoral framework, the opposition tries to exploit elite fractures and use organizational power to attract voters and entrench its position in the electoral arena.

			The “For Fair Elections!” movement that rolled across Russia in winter 2011-2012 saw thousands of citizens mobilize under its banner and opposition groups of all stripes join its ranks. The regime’s initial response was to open up the political system: the reforms proposed by then-President Dimitri Medvedev in December 2011 significantly relaxed the regulation of parties and reintroduced gubernatorial elections, making opposition activists hopeful about the possibility of defeating the dominant United Russia party in the regions. Street politics therefore seemed to have created a space for potential challengers to enter the electoral arena.2 In practice, however, these perceived “cracks in the wall,”3 which were seen as signaling the possible “decline of electoral authoritarianism,”4 did not live up to the opposition’s expectations either within the State Duma or outside it. United Russia increased its share of the vote in State Duma elections from 49.3 percent in 2011 to 54.2 percent in 2016. It also dramatically increased its presence in federal parliaments by winning 203 of 225 single-member districts in the last elections. The party also ensured its dominant position at the subnational level: its members occupied almost all executive offices and took a majority of seats in regional legislatures. In regional elections, the mean percentage of votes for United Russia increased from 52.7 percent in the period between 2007 and 2011 to 54 percent in 2012-2016. The margin of victory also increased by 4 percentage points (from 34% to 38%).

			Why did the opposition parties5 fail to seize these opportunities? Existing studies suggest that a combination of cooptation and repression of the vague coalition of non-systemic opposition groups and their temporary parliamentary allies, alongside increased regulation of media and civil society, ensured the regime’s survival.6 In this article, I explore the regional authorities’ learning process and the emergence of the “containment strategy” that impeded the development of subnational opposition after the 2011-2012 protests. I argue that at the core of the containment strategy lies a dilemma of controlled electoral competition: the federal authorities had to craft a policy that simultaneously allowed the opposition to exist and prevented it from gaining meaningful strength.

			Russian subnational elections represent a natural testing ground for different facets of containment. To this point, research has focused primarily on the electoral performance of the dominant party in the regions.7 The electoral performance of opposition parties and the constraints on their operation receive less attention; these issues are usually studied in the context of variation in subnational regimes, where scholars are divided between structuralist8 and agency-related9 explanations. 

			However, the electoral strategies of non-dominant parties and their patterns of interaction with the regime are presumably of interest to scholars of electoral authoritarianism and authoritarian stability and change. First, these parties gather the votes of citizens disappointed with an incumbent, meaning that they provide valuable information about the mass base for dissent. Second, opposition parties provide a home for defectors from the ruling party, who might later lead the charge against the regime.10 Finally, when the opportunity structure opens, the loyal opposition may join protests in order to negotiate a better position within the system. As the “For Fair Elections” movement died out, the streets were largely closed to politics, but new actors entered the electoral arena. Authoritarian leaders seem to realize the importance of limited opposition: they invest resources in co-opting, fragmenting, harassing, or marginalizing opposition leaders and organizations. In other words, autocrats learn how to contain the opposition within certain limits in order to ensure their own survival.11 But during popular uprisings, autocracies are more occupied with “diffusion-proofing” that seeks “to discourage their citizens from modeling their behavior on the rebellious precedents set by their counterparts elsewhere.”12

			I argue that after the “For Fair Elections!” protests, the regional authorities in Russia – much like their national-level counterparts – had to craft their own “containment strategy” to tame their rivals on the ground. The movement and the subsequent transformation of regulations surrounding political parties meant that subnational authorities and opposition players alike found themselves in a new environment. While this provoked uncertainty for the former, it created opportunities for the latter. An investigation of the 2012-2016 subnational electoral cycle allows for a systematic exploration of the regime-opposition interactions and learning effects on both sides. Subnational elections also present a good testing ground, since there are clear incentives for any opposition party – even the most loyal ones – to increase their share of votes: that is, to use the critics of regional authorities as a weapon. The aim of this article is therefore twofold: first, to put opposition parties’ performance in regional legislative elections after the 2011-2012 wave of mobilization in a wider context; and second, to detect spatial/temporal learning on the part of regional authorities and opposition players.  

			The article is structured as follows. First, I will focus on the overall trajectory of political opposition development in post-Soviet Russia and explain how the events of 2011-2012 restructured the political playing field for the electoral cycle to come. Next, I will give an overview of the 2012-2016 regional legislative elections and show how political competition fluctuated from one wave to the next. Finally, I will discuss the patterns of regime-opposition interactions during each round of regional elections, with a particular focus on the regime’s “containment strategy.” I show how opposition groups tried to capitalize on the opening of the opportunity structure by attracting splinter politicians, increasing coordination, and using novel tactics, while regional authorities and United Russia incumbents attempted to reduce the undesirable uncertainty through legislative, institutional and extra-institutional means. The containment strategy was largely successful in blocking the opposition; I argue that it accounts for opposition candidates’ generally lackluster electoral performance. In some cases, however, the containment strategy failed to prevent breakthroughs by opposition groups.

			The Trajectory of Russian Opposition Development in the 1990 and 2000s

			Russian political opposition in the 1990s emerged against the backdrop of radical economic and political transformations. The free media environment, weak legislative framework, multiple centers of power, and varied sources of financing gave rise to numerous oppositional groups and movements. The major challenger to the ruling coalition was the Communist Party (KPRF), which – apart from being highly visible on the national level (it had the largest faction in the 1996-1999 State Duma) – managed to maintain a dense and wide organizational network in the regions. KPRF candidates also had good records in subnational elections (the so-called “red belt”), including the most powerful regional office, the governorship.13 However, across the political spectrum, the opposition suffered from economic disruption, a rapid decline in mass organization membership, and subsequent mass disengagement from politics. Despite the fact that throughout the 1990s oppositional parties (KPRF, the Liberal-Democratic Party and Yabloko) performed much better in elections than pro-governmental ones, on the whole parties played a subjugated role, with Boris Yeltsin distancing himself from party politics from the start of the post-communist transition.14 Elite fractures pervaded all levels of governance, stimulating the emergence of principled and disloyal opposition,15 but they also fragmented the party system and made it less possible for the opposition to coordinate.

			The post-communist transition prompted a significant divergence in subnational units’ political trajectory.16 Nevertheless, for most regions, political parties were incorporated into or overshadowed by local political machines led by governors, mayors, or private enterprises.17 Political machines constituted a primary resource for regional heads of government vis-à-vis the federal center; it was these machines, rather than the opposition, that served as a major vehicle of political mobilization against the central government.18 In other words, while it was possible to talk about the opposition as a programmatic coalition seeking to replace those in power on the federal level (at least until the 2003 State Duma elections), parties like KPRF or LDPR operated as opposition on the subnational level to a lesser extent. 

			In the 2000s, the landscape started to change, due to key legislative amendments and the formation of United Russia in 2001. United Russia’s victory in the 2003 State Duma elections gave the party a constitutional majority, and with it the capacity to push forward the “verticalization of power,” comprising institutional reforms and elite consolidation. This tilted the political playing field in favor of incumbents and the ruling coalition.19 

			These developments caused a split within the opposition between the so-called “systemic” (parliamentary) parties, which drifted toward loyalty in exchange for specific perks and preferences, and “non-systemic” groups that were systematically crowded out of conventional politics and the public sphere. The latter tried to create coalitions that cut across the ideological spectrum and established several umbrella organizations, including Committee 2008: Free Choice (2004-2005), The Other Russia (2006-2010), and the United Civic Front (2005 - present). However, none of these projects had particular success due to the divisions and lack of consensus within the opposition. 

			After the 2003 federal elections, subnational politics became much more stringently regulated and monitored than previously. Direct gubernatorial elections were called off in 2004; state control over NGOs and the private sector increased; municipal reform abolished direct mayoral elections; and regional opposition groups lost their position vis-à-vis the party of power.20 Restrictive federal legislation decimated political players and the number of officially registered parties dropped dramatically, from 44 in the 2003 elections to 11 in 2007 and just 7 in 2011. 

			In the face of an increasingly authoritarian state and fractured federal-level opposition, numerous non-political groups (local initiatives, NGOs, and their allies) emerged as active challengers of the regime. Among the most notable were the anti-monetization protests of 2005, the automobilists’ movement, architecture heritage preservation groups, hoodwinked house investors, environmental protection initiatives, and a large number of local protests against development in metropolitan areas. Most of these challengers deliberately avoided any political labels and association with existing political groups, seeing such links as presenting obstacles rather than conferring advantages.21 A rare attempt to institutionalize a movement as a political party – the Union of Greens/Green Russia – resulted in a merger with Yabloko, a long-standing ally of the ecological movement.22 Overall, the state adopted the strategy of “licensing” civil society and the opposition – that is, establishing a regulatory framework that filters out non-loyal organizations – while systematically intimidating and crushing those challengers who were unwilling to play by the government’s rules.23

			Opening Opportunity: The Impact of the 2011-2012 “For Fair Elections!” Movement on Party Regulations

			The 2011-2012 post-electoral protests caught the regime off-guard. Scholars remain divided on the issue of the “For Fair Elections!” movement. Some point to the regime’s malfunction and the lackluster performance of United Russia24, as well as the replacement of experienced governors with newcomers, a process that undermined political machines in the regions.25 Others put more weight on the economic and institutional factors that induced grievances among the Russian population26, which caused a great number of local initiatives to emerge.27 Levada-Center polls indicated that the number of respondents who believed that there was a need for opposition to power in Russia grew steadily from 2009 to 2011 (see Figure 1), while the regime’s approval ratings declined following the 2008 global financial crisis. Therefore, it can be argued that the combination of opening opportunities and demand for changes contributed to the formation of the “For Fair Elections” movement.




			Figure 1. Percentage of respondents who agree/disagree with the statement “It is necessary to have opposition to power in Russia.”

			[image: figure 1 Semenov]


Source: Levada-Center, www.levada.ru.





			Initially, the regime responded with radical concessions: elections of governors were restored; the requirements for party registration were relaxed significantly; newly elected members of State Duma from opposition parties were offered high-ranking positions in the parliament; and parties’ representation in electoral commissions was enhanced.28 

			For oppositional groups, this meant an institutional opening: on April 2, 2012, amendments to the federal law “On Political Parties” entered into force, easing the barriers for registering a new party. The amendments decreased the required number of members from 40,000 to 500, lowered the necessary number of regional branches, and alleviated some of the bureaucratic burdens related to registration. As a result, 21 new party organizations were established by August 2012, and the registration of the Republican Party of Russia was restored. The new round of regional elections therefore opened with a dramatic change in political environment.

			This opening of the opportunity structure presented a dilemma for the Kremlin. On the one hand, it was a necessary step to increase the legitimacy of the political process, an issue that had clearly been at stake in “For Fair Elections!” movement. On the other hand, the government wanted to maintain control over the entire system. Upcoming regional elections made this dilemma even more urgent: under the new rules, United Russia’s continued hegemony in both the executive and legislative branches became uncertain. Accordingly, alongside significant concessions to the protesters, the Kremlin responded “with a variety of tactics to discredit, co-opt, fragment, and counter the opposition29” at the federal level. These tactics included framing the opposition as unviable and weak,30 mass mobilization of support for the regime,31 restrictive amendments to multiple laws regulating political and civic life, selective law enforcement, and coercion.32 

			Some components of this strategy spilled over to the subnational level. Here, regional authorities faced the difficult task of balancing signals from the Kremlin with local peculiarities. The result produced a localized “containment strategy” that combined manipulations of the legal framework, the imposition of bureaucratic burdens, the selective enforcement of law, electoral fraud, and coercive measures. Some measures were designed to create a rift between the “loyal” and the principled opposition, while others targeted specific political actors or skewed the rules in favor of the ruling party. Appendix A presents the major legislative amendments at the federal and subnational levels and their implications for the political process. In the sections to follow, I will present an overview of regional elections between 2012 and 2016, before exploring the implementation of the “containment strategy” during subsequent waves of elections.

			Subnational Legislative Elections 2012-2016: An Overview

			As the previous sections demonstrate, the political playing field was skewed in favor of the dominant party long before the start of the 2012-2016 electoral cycle. Immediately prior to this cycle, however, United Russia suffered a general loss in its share of the vote in the December 2011 State Duma elections, and its position was further shaken by the highly visible “For Fair Elections!” campaign. But as the campaign faded away, it left the opposition divided, at the same time as the regime began to reconsolidate control. Since the next federal elections were scheduled for 2016, the regions became a major battleground between the incumbent and opposition parties. In total, 243 important subnational elections – including 71 executive elections and 86 to legislative bodies – took place during the 2012-2016 cycle (see Table 1).33




			Table 1. Major subnational elections in Russia 2012-2016.

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Date

						
							
							Regional executive elections 

						
							
							Regional legislative elections

						
							
							Regional capitals’ executive elections

						
							
							Regional capitals’ city council elections

						
					

					
							
							October 14, 2012

						
							
							5

						
							
							6

						
							
							1

						
							
							7

						
					

					
							
							September 8, 2013

						
							
							8

						
							
							16

						
							
							8

						
							
							12

						
					

					
							
							September 14, 2014

						
							
							30

						
							
							14

						
							
							3

						
							
							20

						
					

					
							
							September 13, 2015

						
							
							21

						
							
							11

						
							
							–

						
							
							23

						
					

					
							
							September 18, 2016

						
							
							7

						
							
							39

						
							
							1

						
							
							11

						
					

					
							
							Total

						
							
							71

						
							
							86

						
							
							13

						
							
							73

						
					

				
			

			Source: Central Electoral Commission, www.cikrf.ru.

			


The electoral battlefield for the legislative elections remained highly heterogeneous. Most of the regions employed a mixed electoral scheme with half of the seats allocated on the basis of proportional representation and the other half as single-member districts (SMDs). In some cases, the overall distribution was not equal: in Chukotka, nine seats were available on party lists while six were SMDs (they were formerly two multi-member districts). Six Caucasian republics – Dagestan, Ingushetia, Chechnya, Kalmykia, Karachaevo-Cherkessiia, and Kabardino-Balkariia – adopted a purely proportional system, while Moscow had only SMDs. In Krasnoyarsk, two two-member districts were assigned to the Taimyr and Evenki districts.

			Other electoral features varied as well. The electoral threshold was 7 percent for all the elections in 2012 and majority in 2013. The federal regulations demanded to lower the threshold; consequently, the regions adopted a 5 percent scheme from 2014 onwards. There is also a considerable variation in the number of seats in regional parliaments: on average, the legislatures comprise 48 seats with the maximum of 110 (Bashkortostan) and minimum of 15 (Chukotka). Most of regions implemented the Imperiali electoral quota and its modified version (the so-called “Tyumen method”)34, with Hare formula as a second-best option. Lastly, the election fund limits, while being set up under federal guidelines, also differed significantly from region to region.




			Table 2. Russian regional legislative elections, 2012-2016.   Source: Central Electoral Commission website, www.cikrf.ru, author’s calculations.

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Year

						
							
							Number of legislative elections

						
							
							Mixed/Party list electoral system

						
							
							Average number of parties on ballot

						
							
							Average electoral ENP

						
							
							Average legislative ENP 

						
					

					
							
							2012

						
							
							6

						
							
							6/0

						
							
							13.8

						
							
							1.7

						
							
							1.5

						
					

					
							
							2013

						
							
							15

						
							
							15/1

						
							
							17.2

						
							
							2.0

						
							
							1.6

						
					

					
							
							2014

						
							
							12

						
							
							9/3

						
							
							8.5

						
							
							1.6

						
							
							1.4

						
					

					
							
							2015

						
							
							11

						
							
							11/0

						
							
							7.8

						
							
							1.7

						
							
							1.6

						
					

					
							
							2016

						
							
							39

						
							
							35/4

						
							
							7.3

						
							
							2.3

						
							
							2.1

						
					

				
			

			Note: Chechnya held legislative elections twice (in 2013 and 2016). Sevastopol and Crimea are excluded from this analysis. In Moscow, only the single-member districts (SMD) electoral system is implemented.




			Table 2 shows the major characteristics of the legislative elections. It is clear that the 2012 political reforms resulted in a burst of new political organizations: the average number of party lists on the ballot rose to an unprecedented 17.2 in the 2013 elections. However, most of them could not survive and did not receive any seats in regional legislatures, hence the small effective number of legislative parties (ENP)35 in 2012-2015 elections. While some of the new parties acquired politicians and electoral support, the skewed playing field prevented them from gaining political weight. In 2016, however, despite the reduction in the number of competitors, the effective number of legislative parties grew to 2.1.




			Table 3. Party competition in regional legislative elections
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							41

						
							
							0.55

						
							
							31
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			Source: Central Electoral Commission website, www.cikrf.ru, author’s calculations.




			The other way to look into the general trend is to analyze the eligible/nominated/registered party slates and their ratio. Table 3 splits the parties into three groups: eligible for elections (i.e., registered by the Ministry of Justice), those that introduced at least one slate, and those that managed to register their slates. The figures clearly show that while the overall number of officially recognized parties grew,36 the number of active organizations (ratio S/E) declined, as did the number of successfully registered party slates.  In 2016, for example, almost half of those that tried to enter the electoral competition failed to make it onto the ballot. This summary indicates that the Kremlin’s strategy for containing the degree of competition was efficient, but this efficiency fluctuated from one election to another. Let me now turn to analyzing these waves of elections.

			Starting the Cycle: The 2012-2013 Elections

			The September 2012 regional elections were the first to occur after the adoption of President Medvedev’s political package. Due to the combined effects ofthe new partiesregistered after the amendments of April 2012 and the removal of the requirement for the parties to collect signatures, an average of 13.8 party lists were registered for elections (the previousrecord belonged to the March 2006 elections, with an average of 8.1 party lists). However, the opposition achieved limited success: United Russia maintained its hegemony, capturing an average of 61 percent of the votes on party lists (this translated to 138 of 174 seats in regional legislatures). The parliamentary opposition lost its December 2011 surplus: the Communist Party received just 13 percent of the votes on average (24 seats), while LDPR and Just Russia obtained 5 percent each (7 and 5 seats, respectively). The only party outside the State Duma to win seats via its slate was Patriots of Russia (PoR) in North Ossetia, which outpaced KPRF to come in second, with 27 percent of the vote. The party organization was led by ex-United Russia member Arsen Hadzhaev, and its success was largely attributed to his loyal constituents. These particular elections proved to be extremely contentious: 11 single-member districts did not have a winner, and shortly after the elections Patriots of Russia and the Alliance of Greens called for a demonstration against the fraudulent elections, which brought together 1,000 supporters on October 16.37 In Saratov oblast’, meanwhile, the opposition was utterly defeated – the Communist Party won only one seat with 8 percent of the votes and Just Russia received two (via SMD and its party slate) – prompting local representatives of the electoral watchdog Golos to deny the elections’ legitimacy. Golos went on to form a coalition with RPR-PARNAS and Yabloko activists.38 In the absence of support from systemic parties and other powerful allies, however, this coalition was doomed to fail.

			The 2012 elections became a testing ground for the “containment” strategy: regional authorities faced increasing competition for the first time in a while. Rising bureaucratic burdens were a primary tool used to prevent undesirable parties from running for election. In Udmurtia, the republican electoral commission tried to reject the registration of the Yabloko party list on the grounds that“the candidates sat too close together and could see each other’sbulletins,” while in Krasnodar, the electoral commission found a lot of “technical issues” in party documents.39 Second, the notorious “spoilers” technique was employed: a number of political parties registered by A. Bogdanov and V. Smirnov were specifically designated to confuse voters and split the vote for oppositionorganizations. For example, the Democratic Party of Russia (DPR) put on its slates more or less the same candidates, who had little or no connection to the regions. Experts at Alexei Kudrin’s Committee for Civic Initiatives believe at least five parties belong to this “Bogdanov pool”: DPR, the Communist Party of Social Justice, the Party of Social Networks, the Social-Democratic Party, and Unity of Urbanites (Soiuz Gorozhan).40

			The opposition found itself in a slightly different situation during the 2013 elections. New parties continued to enter the elections: the average number of party lists soared to an unprecedented 17.2. 10 of 16 elections were quite competitive, with ENPs more than 2 (in the Arkhangelsk, Irkutsk and Smolensk regions, it was close to 2.5). The opposition had some important victories: in Yaroslavl’, in addition to the parliamentary parties’ good performance, the local list of RPR-PARNAS, led by Boris Nemtsov, garnered 5.1 percent of the vote and received one seat. In Irkutsk oblast’, the Communist Party won 19 percent of the vote (five seats), plus one seat in an SMD. Similarly, in Zabaikalskii krai, the parliamentary opposition fared well and achieved a solid share of seats in the legislature (12 out of 50). As in 2012, some regions gave the opposition no chance at all: in Kemerovo and Chechen Republic, United Russia won an astonishing 86 percent of the votes with a turnout above 75 percent, resulting in the lowest legislative ENP in the sample (1.0 and 1.1, respectively).

			Regional authorities continued to contain non-systemic oppositional parties, this time employing coercive measures as well. Civic Platform and RPR-PARNAS suffered the most: in Yaroslavl’, Mayor Evgenii Urlashov, who won his position from the United Russia incumbent in a landslide in 2012, was detained shortly after he announced that he would run for the governor’s office in the region.41 Consequently, the authorities refused to register the slate put forward by Urlashov’s Civic Platform. Before these events, many local politicians had joined the ranks of the party, but they did not remain for long. In the end, just one party member found his way to the oblast’ Duma (Sergei Balabaev, 11th district).42 RPR-PARNAS also faced troubles: the Khakassia electoral commission denied registration to its slate. Though this decision was overruled by the Central Electoral Commission, the registration was revoked anyway. But the major reason for United Russia’s dominance continued to be the restrictive electoral rules, combined with the fragmentation of the electorate. High electoral thresholds, the Imperiali quota, and spoilers meant that large shares of the vote for opposition candidates were wasted or inefficient.43

			Parties also began competing for governorships, and it is important to mention additional instruments of control specific to such elections. The municipal filter proved to be an efficient instrument for getting ridof oppositioncandidates. During the 2013 gubernatorial elections, for instance, candidates from Civic Platform (A. Koshelev in Zabaikalskiikrai and A. Fillipov in Vladimirskaya oblast’),RPR-PARNAS (O. Ivanov in Khakassiya) andGreenAlliance (G. Fetisov in Moscow oblast’) were denied registration because they collected thesignatures of council members who had already endorsed other candidates.

			Overall, the 2012-2013 campaigns exposed both the strengths and the weaknesses of the opposition in the regions. Flagship victories had local character (Urlashov in Yaroslavl’, Shirshina in Petrozavodsk, and Roizman in Yekaterinburg); on the regional level despite the opening of opportunity structures, the opposition was unable to challenge United Russia. New tactics employed by Navalny in the Moscow race began to spread, but so did the regional authorities’ containment strategy.

			Post-Crimean Consensus and the 2014-2015 Elections

			In the context of a dramatically changed international environment and newly forged “Crimea consensus,” the subnational elections of 2014 were the worst in this cycle for the opposition: UR captured 65 percent on average (256 out of 322 seats via proportional system), KPRF 12 percent (35 seats), LDPR 7 percent (16 seats), and Just Russia 5 percent (15 seats). In some regions, extra-parliamentary parties barely met the 5 percent threshold: Motherland (5.5%) and Civic Force (5.1%) in Nenets Autonomous Okrug, Patriots of Russia in Altai Republic (6.2%) and Karachevo-Cherkessiia (5.8%), and Greens in Kabardino-Balkariia (5.1%). The most famous campaign was in Moscow, where 258 candidates competed for 45 seats under the first-past-the-post system. Experts highlighted that authorities had long prepared for this campaign. In the capital, party structures are the most developed in the country; hence, the plurality system clearly favored incumbent candidates. Also, the district boundaries had to be redrawn due to the increased number of seats, but the final decision was made only in April 2014, accompanied by suggestions of gerrymandering.44 Many independent candidates could not get through the registration process: some were banned from the elections due to criminal records (Konstantin Yankauskas from the Solidarnost’ movement and Sergei Udaltsov from the Left Front), while others were intimidated or denied registration at the later stages. As a result, the election was genuinely competitive in just three districts,45 the turnout (21%) was the lowest in the history of Moscow Duma elections, and the final Duma comprised 40 representatives from the city administration and 5 KPRF members. The Moscow elections also revealed the proliferation of one technique, administrative pacts: candidates affiliated with the party in power ran for office under different party labels and helped each other get through. This practice had already been seen in the 2013 Bashkortostan elections and would repeat itself in Tyumen in 2016.46

			The 2015 regional elections were widely perceived as a “rehearsal”47 for the 2016 federal elections, partly because it was the last chance for non-parliamentary parties to win a “federal license,” that is, the right to run for State Duma office without collecting signatures.48 11 regions were scheduled for legislative elections, including the contentious Novosibirsk and Chelyabinsk oblasts. Ultimately, no non-parliamentary party was able to pass the 5 percent electoral threshold; nevertheless, some regions became battlegrounds and garnered a lot of media attention. The elections marked the start of a slight restructuring in the systemic opposition camp: KPRF performed as usual, with 12 percent of the votes on average, and won 31 out of 231 seats; LDPR and JR followed close behind with 9 percent and 10 percent (20 and 22 seats), respectively. The Communists were able to capture the most votes in Novosibirsk region (24.5%) and converted this victory into a solid 16 of 76 seats (11 via party list and five via SMDs). With KPRF-member Anatoly Lokot’ as mayor, the regional party branch became one of the most visible opposition organizations in the regions. The most successful campaign for Just Russia was in Chelyabinsk oblast’, where the party, led by MP Valerii Gartung, had a strong showing. It gathered almost 16 percent of the votes and received five seats in the legislature. LDPR did not have decisive victories, but captured its usual share of the vote.

			Yet it was the non-systemic opposition that attracted most of the media’s attention. Three organizations (RPR-PARNAS,49 Democratic Choice and Navalny’s unregistered Party of Progress) forged an alliance called the Democratic Coalition and tried to register their collective slate in four regions: Kaluga, Kostroma, Magadan, and Novosibirsk. Everywhere but Kostroma, the registration was denied; in some cases, campaign manager Leonid Volkov reported that they found “toxic signature collectors” who deliberately faked the information on signature sheets. As a result, regional commissions invalidated the signatures and denied the party registration. On July 26th, after the coalition failed to achieve registration in several regions, Volkov and other activists went on a hunger strike and the situation reached the desk of Presidential Administration Deputy Chief of Staff Vyacheslav Volodin. However, only in Kostroma did the Central Electoral Commission support the Democratic Coalition’s claim. Even there, the coalition faced stiff resistance from regional authorities and came into conflict with the local branch of Yabloko, with the result that – despite its visible campaign – the coalition received just 2.3 percent of the vote.50

			The End of the Cycle and Its Aftermath

			In some regions, the 2016 campaign began shortly after the end of the 2015 elections. In Perm krai, for instance, the upcoming United Russia primary in spring 2016, combined with existing splits within the party of power in the region, caused rapid politicization of environmental issues by the end of 2015. Experts agreed that due to the weak position of then-governor Viktor Basargin and the presence of multiple centers of power, including businessman Dmitrii Skrivanov, who had his share of supporters in the regional legislature, the elections started early.51 Besides the early start, these campaigns were important because they were held simultaneously with State Duma and some gubernatorial elections. However, experts observed that turnout was low and in most regions, voters did not mobilize.52

			On average, the level of competition was higher than in previous elections in the sample, with a mean legislative ENP of 2.1, though these results were driven primarily by a handful of cases, including 5-party parliaments in Pskov, Kaliningrad, Tambov oblasts, Karelia Republic, Krsanoyarskii, and Primorskii krai. In St. Petersburg, six parties managed to pass the threshold: besides parliamentary groups, Yabloko and the Party of Growth secured 9.7 percent and 10 percent of the votes and obtained two and three seats, respectively. Yabloko has always been strong in the Northern Capital, while the Party of Growth’s victory was a result of a split within Just Russia’s regional branch, which led to popular politician Oksana Dmitrieva leaving the party and running her campaign under the new brand. 

			The major beneficiary of the 2016 subnational elections was LDPR, whose share of the vote rose to an average of 16.5 percent across the regions. Though experts noted the upward trend in the party’s ratings long before,53 they highlight that this success did not reflect its popularity but rather the demand for opposition voting. Rostislav Turovski adds that against the backdrop of growing dissatisfaction with the more principled opposition (KPRF, Yabloko, Just Russia, and PARNAS), LDPR “became the last shelter for discontented voters.”54 Just Russia also fared better than in previous elections, with 9 percent of the vote on average, while the KPRF held its ground with an average of 15 percent of the vote across regions. For the non-systemic opposition, it was a major failure at the federal level: no party, including Yabloko, received more than 3 percent of the vote.55 The liberal opposition remained steady in its usual base regions: in the capitals and the North-Western (Pskov and Karelia). Yabloko performed well in Perm krai, where it was able to get into the Perm City Council, as well as in Yekaterinburg, Tomsk, and Yaroslavl’. The patriotic opposition failed to achieve breakthroughs, save for Motherland’s 8.8 percent in Tambov region and Patriots’ 6 percent in Kalinigrad oblast’, which gave both parties one seat in their respective legislatures.

			Overall, despite twists and turns in legislation and the initial opening of political opportunities, the 2012-2016 cycle did not undermine the position of the ruling party. United Russia received almost all the seats in SMDs (Table 4) and more than half of the seats awarded by proportional representation, thus securing its dominant position. The results of non-incumbent parties, however, fluctuated from one election to the next and among the regions as well. This trend continued in the 2017 elections, when 15 executive and 6 legislative elections were held. With the municipal filter at their disposal, regional authorities efficiently got rid of undesirable opposition candidates and secured the executive offices for incumbents. United Russia took, on average, 62.3 percent of the votes, 




			Table 4. The total number of seats and the share won by political parties in SMDs and via the proportional system in Russian regions.
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			Source: author’s calculations based on data from Central Electoral Commission, www.cikrf.ru.




			 

			once again confirming its dominance, while the parliamentary opposition continued to lose its electoral weight.56 However, on the municipal level opposition parties (including non-parliamentary ones) had their moments, especially in Moscow, where Dmitrii Gudkov – a member of the opposition and one of the leaders of the “For Fair Elections!” movement – managed to get 267 of his supporters elected to local councils.57 Capturing major urban hubs seems to be a reasonable strategy, well-known in the literature on democratization,58 but it is not enough to challenge the dominant party and incumbents for regional legislative or executive offices.

			Conclusion

			During the 2012-2016 electoral cycle, the opposition in Russia had to swim against the constant stream of changing regulations, bureaucratic barriers, administrative pressure, coercive measures, and electoral manipulations. Scared by the 2011-2012 mass mobilization, federal and regional elites had to balance the need to “let the steam out,” on the one hand, and keep control over key political offices, on the other. While the opening of the opportunities in 2012 stimulated the emergence of new party organizations and many aspiring candidates who could not find their place among established parties joined their ranks, the task of the regime was to carefully craft institutional rules that would favor the dominant party and to strengthen the divide between the loyal and principled opposition. Consequently, the leaders of systemic political groups were successfully co-opted or dragged into the post-Crimean consensus, and non-systemic opposition leaders were intimidated, prosecuted, or even thrown in jail. I call this combination of “carrot” and “stick” measures a “containment strategy,” since the regime did not aim to eliminate its challengers, but to send a clear signal about “red lines.”

			In elaborating this strategy, the regional authorities learned how to avoid unnecessary electoral competition by setting institutional rules that favored incumbents, employing state and media resources to foster the hegemony of United Russia and its allies, and denying certain opponents the registration of candidates and their lists. As a result, the overall level of competitiveness in the regions remained weak and nonthreatening to the party of power, and many newly established political groups did not survive initial waves of elections. United Russia was able to offset its losses in party-list competition thanks to its success in single-member districts. Consequently, no opposition party was able to capture a sizable share of seats in the regional legislatures. Several attempts to establish electoral coalitions failed due to the absence of support from the parliamentary parties and other powerful allies. Nevertheless, despite these obstacles, the opposition managed to gain some ground or even defeat the incumbent in some cases. Some tactics (like Navalny’s “cubes” and volunteer networks) spread across the political spectrum and required that the regional authorities put extra effort into preventing the opposition from achieving victory. Likewise, defection from established parties or consolidation around prominent political figures also helped the opposition to break through in some cases. These victories were more pronounced in 2016 when the number of elections and associated level of uncertainty was the highest in the cycle.

			This brings us to the question of the factors and mechanisms that underpin the learning process on both sides. The regime and opposition groups closely monitor each other and have incentives to improve their performance. For regional authorities, signals and commands from the federal center, alongside the informal competition for the best electoral results, constitute significant stimuli to learn. There are also numerous channels of communication and coordination within the power structures, from “regional curators” in governmental bodies to political technologists and experts. The opposition, given its fragmented state, does not have an efficient knowledge-sharing mechanism. But declining support for the “grand old” opposition parties and the rise of new organizations spurs the borrowing of new tactics and organizational forms. In such circumstances, swimming against the stream helps to train certain muscles that might be useful in electoral battles to come. And while the Russian opposition is indeed deprived of major electoral successes in the regions, it has proved to be sustainable despite the “carrots” and “sticks” offered by the regime.
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			Appendix A. Significant amendments to the national/regional regulations of political parties in Russia (2012-2016).
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							Amendment

						
							
							Possible outcome

						
					

					
							
							2012

						
							
							The introduction of the “Single voting day” [Edinyi den’ golosovaniia].

						
							
							Decreased turnout due to the schedule.

						
					

					
							
							The requirement to collect the signatures of local council members in order to run for a regional executive seat (so-called “municipal filter”).

						
							
							Raising entry barriers for opposition candidates, filtering them out on the registration stage.

						
					

					
							
							2013

						
							
							The requirement to have 50% of the parliamentary seats allocated via party lists dropped to 25%.

							The maximum electoral threshold was lowered to 5% from 7%. The threshold would allow a minimum of two parties, which receive a combined 50% of the votes, to enter a parliament.

						
							
							More inclusive regional legislatures.

						
					

					
							
							Requirement to partition party lists into “territorial groups” in regional elections.

						
							
							Filtering out organizationally weak parties.

						
					

					
							
							2014

						
							
							Reintroduction of the requirement for political parties to collect the signatures, with exemptions for certain categories.

							Increase in the required number of signatures to register a candidate or a slate from 0.5 to 3% of the total number of voters in a region.

						
							
							ßRaising the entry barriers for newly established parties. 

						
					

					
							
							The possibility of including an “Against all candidates/parties” option on a ballot list.

						
							
							Adopted only at municipal level.
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			Abstract: In December 2016, Transnistria held presidential elections in which, after an exceptionally loud and dirty campaign, the incumbent yielded power to his main opponent. This article explores regime evolution in the breakaway republic through the prism of these elections. First, drawing on the literature on hybrid regimes, we ask what the recent campaign can tell us about regime evolution in Transnistria. Second, arguing that, in the case of Eurasian de facto states, this literature must be complemented by a discussion of the role of the patron state, we then turn to the importance of the “Russia factor.” We conclude by arguing that, due to Transnistria’s dependency on its Moscow patron, this factor always looms large – but not necessarily in the ways that might be expected.1

			In December 2016, the internationally non-recognized breakaway republic of Transnistria2 organized presidential elections. In media reports, Transnistria – with its Lenin monuments, Supreme Soviet and KGB – is frequently depicted as “the last outpost of the Soviet Union,” still mired in its Soviet past.3 In the December elections, however, for the second time in a row, the Transnistrian presidency shifted hands to the opposition in open, multi-candidate elections – a feature frequently held up as the yardstick of successful transition in emerging democracies.4

			Having failed to win international recognition, Transnistria has for the past 25 years found itself in legal limbo. In the literature, such de facto states are often written off as mere puppets in the hands of their patrons, with limited or no room for independent political agency.5 Yet in the previous round of Transnistrian presidential elections, which took place in December 2011, Moscow did not manage to get its preferred candidate elected. This time around, the Kremlin refused to announce any preferences ahead of election day.

			What does this tell us about the nature of the Transnistrian political regime? Is Transnistria a Soviet relic and/or hapless Russian puppet, as some commentators would have it? Or, taken to the other extreme, do the December 2016 elections tell of a nascent democracy in which position and opposition routinely change hands? This article explores regime evolution in Transnistria through the prism of the 2016 presidential elections. First, drawing on the literature on hybrid regimes and elections that has been developed to explain post-Soviet regime trajectories, we ask what the recent campaign can tell us about regime evolution in Transnistria. Second, arguing that, in the case of Eurasian de facto states, this literature must be complemented by a discussion of the role of the patron state, we then turn to the importance of the “Russia factor” in the electoral outcome. We conclude by arguing that Transnistria’s considerable dependency on its Moscow patron means this factor always looms large – but not necessarily in the ways that might be expected.

			The article builds on a comprehensive media survey of the local and Russian press in the run-up to the 2016 presidential elections. While local media outlets in Transnistria are strongly partisan, Russian ones generally provide more balanced coverage of Transnistrian politics and may thus to some extent serve as a corrective. We supplement the media analysis with findings and insights from fieldwork and in-depth interviews in Tiraspol in June 2016, which involved a wide range of politicians, government officials, experts, and media commentators. 

			Elections, Regime Change and Patronage 

			The clash of transition theory and the idea of worldwide democratization with the stark realities of post-Soviet regime evolution6 has given birth to a substantial literature on post-Soviet hybrid regimes.7 A key contribution to this literature comes from Vladimir Gel’man, who has developed a model for explaining post-Soviet regime stability and trajectories of change. Here, Gel’man defines “political regime” as a political game consisting of two basic elements: first, a set of actors who “possess available resources and pursue certain strategies for achieving their goals,” and second, a set of institutions, or what he refers to as “the rules of the game,” which impose restrictions on – or provide incentives for – the actors in question.8 Intra-elite conflict that leads to a destabilization of the status quo of a political regime equals regime change. While regime change may entail protracted power struggles, it will at some stage gravitate toward a new equilibrium, whether in the form of a competitive (pluralistic) model based on a “struggle according to the rules” (that is, a democratic regime) or as a non-competitive, authoritarian “winner-takes-all” regime.9 Unlike the transitologists, however, Gel’man rejects the idea of “regime consolidation”: renewed elite conflict may make any equilibrium reversible.10

			For obvious reasons, most of the literature on post-Soviet regime change has dealt with the internationally recognized Soviet successor states, not the regime trajectories of the Eurasian de facto states.11 While many of the insights of the literature on hybrid regimes and post-Soviet regime change are also applicable to the study of de facto states, one important additional factor enters the equation: the relationship between the de facto state and its external patron. 

			Much of the literature on interstate patron–client nexuses was written during the Cold War and reflects Cold War realities. Interstate patron–client relationships were seen as a part of the global competition between the two superpowers, the Soviet Union and the United States, with each trying to strengthen its position vis-à-vis the other by capturing as many client states as possible. This rivalry provided the clients with a certain amount of negotiating power in relations with their patrons, leading Christopher Shoemaker and John Spanier to describe patron–client dealings as “bargaining relationships in which each state tries to extract from the other valuable concessions at minimum cost.”12 

			The latter, we believe, remains true of today’s de facto state arrangements with their patrons. To be sure, Cold War client states derived much of their bargaining power from being able to defect and switch sides to the other geopolitical camp,13 an option not open to current de facto states, as there is no competition over patron-hood. Still, the emerging literature on unrecognized states and patron–client relations indicates that de facto states have some room for independent agency.14 Despite the stark power differential in these dyads, even the weakest and most resource-strapped de facto states have at one time or another defied their patron and insisted on pursuing their own agendas.15 As for electoral meddling, Donnacha O’Beachain concludes that not only can elections in post-Soviet de facto states be highly competitive and unpredictable, but “the role of the patron state may not be as influential as expected.”16 As a general observation, this appears correct, although in the case of Russia’s role in the 2016 elections, we believe it was crucial in very different ways than one might expect. When exploring what bearing the de facto state’s dependency on an external patron has on electoral politics, we thus – in line with what Shoemaker and Spanier have suggested – view patron–client relationships not in terms of puppeteering and top–down dictates, but as a bargaining game.

			Setting the Stage

			Ever since 1992, when, in the tumultuous aftermath of the break-up of the Soviet Union, Transnistria de facto seceded from Moldova, this statelet has found itself among the pariahs of the international system: while it has developed into a relatively well-functioning state, it has failed to win international backing for its bid for independence.17 Hence, throughout its quarter-century of non-recognized existence, Transnistria has relied on the Russian Federation to provide it with a lifeline. To this day, Tiraspol is utterly dependent on military, economic and political support from Moscow. The stationing of the Russian 14th Army – later the Operational Group of Russian Forces in Moldova – in Transnistria, along with the presence of Russian peacekeepers, have served as security guarantees against forced reincorporation.18 Russian economic support – through investment and aid, but also, and perhaps most importantly, through the provision of Russian gas for free (with gas debts being accumulated by Moldovagaz) – has been crucial for keeping the economy afloat. And politically, although Russia formally continues to recognize the territorial integrity of Moldova, Moscow has provided international backing for the secessionist regime.19

			For the first two decades of its existence, Transnistria found itself in the iron grip of local strongman Igor Smirnov, who was perceived as the “guarantor of stability.”20 Despite Transnistria’s dependence on Russian support, Smirnov’s relations with Moscow were not always the best. In the 1993 Russian constitutional crisis, Smirnov sided with the Russian parliament against President Boris Yeltsin, and his relations with Aleksandr Lebed, former commander of the Transnistria-based 14th Army and later secretary of the Russian Security Council (1996), were strained at best. Nonetheless, Smirnov continued to rule with Moscow’s blessing. First elected president in 1991, he was re-elected in 1996, 2001 and 2006 with ever-increasing margins.21 As time passed, however, the Kremlin grew increasingly irritated by Smirnov’s reluctance to take his cues from Moscow. When in 2011 Smirnov announced that he intended to run for a fifth term, Russian authorities intervened. Sergei Naryshkin, then head of the presidential administration, declared that “an atmosphere of personal power” had developed in the republic, and indicated that the president should make way for a new generation.22 To drive the message home, the Investigative Committee of the Russian Federation initiated a criminal case against Smirnov’s son on charges of embezzling RUB 160 million of humanitarian aid.23 As a replacement for Smirnov, the Kremlin singled out the speaker of the Supreme Soviet, Anatolii Kaminskii, who represented the Renewal Party (Obnovlenie), widely regarded as the political arm of the powerful Sheriff holding company, the leading commercial conglomerate in Transnistria.24 Kaminskii’s candidacy was therefore backed by the formidable alliance of local money and Russian patronage.25

			Smirnov was not about to give up without a fight, however; he refused to bow out of the race. But the electorate, unlike the incumbent, had taken its cue from Moscow: in the first round, Smirnov finished a disappointing third. In the run-off, Moscow’s favorite faced Evgenii Shevchuk, a former speaker of the Supreme Soviet. The outsider Shevchuk went on to win with a clear margin: 77.9 percent to Kaminskii’s 19.7 percent. Somewhat surprisingly, in view of its heavy involvement in the campaign, Moscow accepted the outcome of the popular vote and readjusted to work with Shevchuk.26

			Renewal – and Sheriff – were not happy with the situation, however. The party continued to control a majority of the seats in the Supreme Soviet, and used the body as a platform from which to challenge Shevchuk. In the 2015 parliamentary elections, the party made a strong showing, winning 33 of a total 43 seats. The scene was set for a rematch in the December 2016 presidential elections, this time with the new speaker of the Supreme Soviet, Vadim Krasnoselskii, as Renewal’s preferred candidate. 

			The Candidates 

			No fewer than thirteen candidates announced their intention to run in the 2016 presidential elections. Four candidates withdrew from the race voluntarily, while two were denied registration – most prominently, former speaker of the Transnistrian Supreme Soviet Grigorii Marakutsa, one of few ethnic Moldovans in the Transnistrian leadership under President Smirnov. He tried to enter the race at the last minute, but was disqualified because he had been living in Russia for the last year and a half (according to local legislation, a candidate must have lived in Transnistria continuously for the past 10 years). Marakutsa turned to the courts, but the decision of the Central Election Committee (CEC) was upheld.27 

			More questionable in procedural terms was the last-minute disqualification of one of the seven registered candidates, former Minister of Internal Affairs Gennadii Kuzmichev. He had engaged in a vigorous campaign, but as election day drew closer, a Tiraspol lawyer filed a complaint: the Kuzmichev campaign had allegedly committed a series of minor violations of electoral law, including failure to indicate the print run of the campaign material on its brochures. On December 1, the Tiraspol City Court decided to revoke Kuzmichev’s registration on these rather flimsy grounds. Kuzmichev appealed to the Supreme Court, but lost.28 Russian media speculated that the real reason for his removal was that he could have become a serious contender: that Sheriff feared losing to “a dark horse,” similar to what had happened when Shevchuk was elected in 2011.29

			Some of the contestants were less serious than others. Both Attorney General Aleksandr Deli and former chair of the Transnistrian Constitutional Court Vladimir Grigoriev cut rather lackluster figures and managed to go through the campaign with hardly anyone noticing them. The same was true of unemployed activist and videoblogger Irina Vasilakii, a colorful but basically inexperienced politician. The leader of the Transnistrian Communist Party, Oleg Korzhan, was widely regarded as being a “technical candidate” who had entered the race solely in order to steal votes from Shevchuk’s main rival, Krasnoselskii. Since the 2015 parliamentary elections, Korzhan had been one of Shevchuk’s few staunch supporters in the Supreme Soviet.30 Allegedly, Korzhan’s campaign material was financed by the presidential apparatus.31 What is certain is that his campaign rhetoric contained remarkably few communist slogans and hardly any criticism of the current Transnistrian regime. Indeed, the Russian news agency Regnum reported that at one of Korzhan’s Tiraspol rallies most of the placards bore messages supporting not him but Shevchuk for president.32 Deli, Grigoriev, Vasilakii, and Korzhan may thus be regarded as extras in this drama,33 whose main protagonists were the incumbent president, Shevchuk, and the speaker of the Supreme Soviet, Krasnoselskii.

			The two had remarkably similar biographies and work experience. Shevchuk, aged 48, was an ethnic Ukrainian born in the industrial city of Rybnitsa in northern Transnistria. He held degrees in agriculture and law as well as in international trade, and had worked for several years in the organs of the Transnistrian Ministry of Internal Affairs before taking up a position in the Sheriff holding company in 1998. Two years later, Shevchuk was elected to the Transnistrian Supreme Soviet, representing the Renewal Party. When, in the 2005 parliamentary elections, Renewal won a majority of the seats in the Supreme Soviet, Shevchuk was elected Speaker. In 2009–2010, however, he fell out with Sheriff and his fellow party members in Renewal, and was stripped of his positions as parliamentary speaker and party leader. Therefore, when Renewal decided to challenge President Smirnov in the 2011 presidential elections, it was the new speaker, Kaminskii, not Shevchuk, who was the candidate of the party – and of Moscow. 

			Shevchuk’s surprise victory represented the first transfer of power in the de facto republic since its declaration of independence. Once elected, however, Shevchuk failed to live up to expectations, particularly in the field of economic revival. Living standards not only stagnated but fell. The reasons for this were not entirely under Shevchuk’s control: after Russia’s 2014 annexation of Crimea, Ukraine tightened border controls and severely impeded the movement of people and goods in and out of the de facto republic. The Transnistrian leadership denounced these measures as an economic “blockade.”34 Shevchuk, however, also blamed Sheriff and its monopoly position for the disastrous development of the Transnistrian economy. During the 2016 campaign, he claimed that, thanks to the special import privileges granted under President Smirnov, Sheriff had grossed more than USD$1 billion – and therefore suggested that the company should now contribute USD$250 million to the state coffers in a voluntary, one-off payment to help the de facto state through the current crisis.35

			The Sheriff-backed opposition, by contrast, insisted that the economic problems were first and foremost created by the current administration, which it characterized as both incompetent and corrupt. In a TV debate with Shevchuk, Krasnoselskii declared “a thief belongs in prison,” before demonstratively marching out of the studio.36 The charges were quite specific. Krasnoselskii’s close ally, Supreme Soviet Deputy Speaker Galina Antiufeeva, publicly accused Shevchuk of embezzling USD$100 million via various offshore companies that served as intermediaries for Transnistrian exports.37 Among Shevchuk’s allegedly corrupt schemes was the newly established energy trading company Energokapital, which provided Transnistria’s Kuchurgan Power Plant with Russian natural gas (for which it did not pay) and then sold electricity to right-bank Moldova.38 There were also claims that the president had been involved in shady dealings surrounding the state’s purchase of shares in a major cement factory in his hometown Rybnitsa,39 as well as in the decision to invite fugitive Kazakhstani billionaire Talgat Baitaziev, wanted for gross corruption in his home country, to become director general of the MMZ steel works, one of Transnistria’s major companies.40

			In 2015, to stave off an acute crisis, the Shevchuk administration took the drastic step of holding back 30 percent of pensions and salaries for state employees.41 Even if there were arguably some solid economic reasons for this, such an unprecedented measure would normally sound the death knell for any political campaign. But Shevchuk was determined to fight for his political life. On the eve of the elections, he presented figures which allegedly proved that the economic situation in Transnistria had improved significantly under his leadership, both for the state and for individual citizens.42 In addition, less than six weeks prior to the elections, he announced a barrage of new legislative initiatives aimed at easing the economic situation of pensioners and rural residents – including reduced taxes for teachers, doctors and nurses working in the countryside. He expected the legislators to pass these measures into law within two weeks so that they could be implemented before the elections.43

			However, most of Shevchuk’s election rhetoric was directed toward undermining the campaign of his main opponent. Vadim Krasnoselskii, aged 46, was born in Eastern Siberia, the son of a military family. In his childhood, his family moved to Bendery (the second largest city in Transnistria), where he grew up in the same neighborhood as future Ukrainian president Petro Poroshenko. After the Euromaidan revolution, any linkage that could be intimated to exist between any of the candidates in the Transnistrian elections and the current Ukrainian leadership became a liability, and this accidental connection to Poroshenko – together with the fact that Krasnoselskii apparently owned a flat in Odessa, on the Ukrainian Black Sea coast – was exploited by the Shevchuk campaign.44

			Like his rival, Krasnoselskii holds several degrees, one of them in law. He had also worked in the power structures for many years, ending his career there as Minister of Internal Affairs (2007–2012). Between 2012 and 2015, he worked for one of Sheriff’s many subsidiaries. He then entered politics, running for Renewal in the November 2015 parliamentary elections, and, like Shevchuk before him, was elected Speaker of the Supreme Soviet.

			Krasnoselskii registered to run as an independent, but regime-loyal media regularly put “independent” in quotation marks.45 Portraying him as a candidate that would do Sheriff’s bidding, they presented the elections as a choice between “an effective social policy and the dictatorship of the Sheriff holding,”46 between “a state and a monopoly,” and warned against the situation that might arise if the firm came to control not only parliament but also the executive branch. If that should come to pass,

			these elections might for all practical purposes be the last ones in Transnistria… Formally, of course, elections will continue to be held, but having come to power, the holding’s protégés may in the coming years “purge” the political field of all potential competitors, so that the voters no longer have any alternatives. And then in the future elections will become an empty formality.47

			Shevchuk’s team accused Krasnoselskii of conducting a thoroughly dishonest – “Goebbels-like,” in the words of “political technologist” Vladimir Prokhvatilov – campaign using every dirty trick in the book,48 although they had problems backing this up with solid evidence. In any case, Krasnoselskii, like Shevchuk, could arguably be charged with excessive populism, making numerous promises he could not possibly keep. In his election pamphlet, “A National Program” (Narodnaia programma), the list of election pledges is long. To mention some of the more extravagant: 

			
					Free gas and water for pensioners and families with many children 

					The creation of more than 15,000 new jobs over the next four years 

					Starting in 2020, guaranteed work for all new graduates of Transnistrian universities and colleges

					Free, high-quality socialized medicine for every citizen of Transnistria 

					A rise in the minimum pension to match the official subsistence level, and later, a further 50 percent increase

					No price hikes on utilities for five years for pensioners and socially vulnerable groups.49

			

			Based on this election program, an amateurish attempt was made to have Krasnoselskii removed from the race. A Ukrainian lawyer from Odessa filed a complaint with the Tiraspol City Court, claiming that the candidate was attempting to “bribe” voters with these promises. While the election program might be called irresponsible, the claim that it amounted to “bribery” was far-fetched, and the lawsuit was thrown out of court. In Tiraspol, Krasnoselskii’s supporters speculated that Shevchuk’s “political technologists” had stood behind the stunt, seeking to step up psychological pressure on his opponent.50

			Observers assessed the resources the two leading candidates could muster to be equal in strength but different in kind: as the incumbent, Shevchuk could rely on “administrative resources” and, importantly, on the support of “the power structures” (the Ministry of Internal Affairs, the army and the police).51 Krasnoselskii, for his part, enjoyed the backing of the majority of the deputies in the Transnistrian Supreme Soviet, as well as of Sheriff. As for the media, Shevchuk controlled the state TV channel Pervyi pridnestrovskii, the news agency Novosti Pridnestrov’ia and several newspapers, whereas Krasnoselskii was backed by the Sheriff-owned TV channel TSV.

			The Institutional Framework

			Overall, the election campaign was conducted in an atmosphere of deep mutual distrust. Particularly worrisome was that the CEC was not perceived by all participants as an impartial arbiter, but rather as a player on one of the teams, rigging the rules in favor of Krasnoselskii.52 The presidential administration reacted, in the midst of the campaign, by launching several new initiatives ostensibly geared towards ensuring greater transparency and preventing electoral fraud.

			One issue at stake was the voters’ lists. Shevchuk went public with his concerns that, although the authorities had identified a discrepancy of more than 50,000 names between the lists of voters and the actual number of voters in Transnistria (amounting to more than 12 percent of the total electorate), the CEC had refused to act on this.53 The Shevchuk camp feared that the inaccurate lists might make it possible for “dead souls” to vote.54 The matter ended up in court and both the Tiraspol City Court and the Transnistrian Supreme Court ruled in favor of the CEC.55 Still, the CEC’s integrity had been called into question. At a public meeting held in downtown Tiraspol on November 7 to mark the 99th anniversary of the Great October Revolution, one of the resolutions adopted was that that the CEC should “immediately bring [the voters’ lists] in line with the actual number of voters” – otherwise, a demand for the dissolution of the CEC would be put forward.56

			Another issue was “carousel voting.” This practice, whereby voters are bussed to one polling station after another, has been a serious problem in many post-Soviet elections; according to president-loyal media, there was a real danger that it would be repeated in Transnistria. The president therefore proposed that all voters should get a stamp in their passports when they had voted to ensure that they did not repeat their “civic duty” several times over. The Supreme Soviet rejected this initiative on the grounds that the control mechanisms already in place were sufficient, and that this new practice would make it necessary to put a stamp also on all other identification documents used by voters, such as foreign passports, which might complicate travel abroad.57

			The Supreme Soviet did adopt some of the amendments put forward by Shevchuk, including sharper reactions to various attempts at falsifying the election results.58 On the whole, however, these altercations further reduced the level of trust between the contenders. The president’s team interpreted the failure of the Supreme Soviet to pass most of Shevchuk’s initiatives into law as confirmation that the lawmakers were in cahoots with the CEC in trying to steer the elections towards a specific outcome.

			On December 7 – four days before the elections – the Pervyi pridnestrovskii TV channel released a video claiming to prove that “the loyalty of some members of the Central Election Commission to the allegedly independent candidate has been bought by the Sheriff holding company.”59 On the eve of the election, two Spetsnaz soldiers tried to enter CEC premises under the pretext that they had received orders to strengthen the protection of the Commission.60 In parallel, the Ministry of Internal Affairs announced that it would raise the security level around polling stations: police officers would check voters’ IDs before they were allowed to enter. The CEC challenged this order in court and, having deliberated the matter all night, the court the next morning declared the posting of police officers to be illegal – after the polling stations had already opened. 61

			The president’s various initiatives to ensure free and fair elections were interpreted by Krasnoselskii’s team, as well as by many independent observers, as the exact opposite: attempts to prepare the ground for an annulment of unfavorable election results and the introduction of a state of emergency which could prolong Shevchuk’s time in office. Rumors about possible unconstitutional actions by the president and his supporters had been floating around for months. The scenario circulated in two versions: a pro-presidential mass could be mobilized in the streets, or the president could make use of his control over the “power structures” (the armed forces, the Ministry of Internal Affairs and the KGB).

			The first version generally went under the name of “Transnistrian Maidan scenario.” Unlike the Ukrainian original, however, in Transnistria this scenario was associated with the possible actions of the incumbent president, not with the reaction of challenger Krasnoselskii were he to lose.62 The second, the coup scenario, was based on various disturbing statements which Shevchuk had made during the election campaign. In his campaign program “I am a Transnistrian” (Ia – pridnestrovets), for instance, he declared: “I am ready to cooperate with the Supreme Soviet if it stops its populist dealings and starts working for Transnistria rather than for the monopolist... Otherwise, I will be forced to let the people elect more responsible deputies.”63

			In early November, the Moscow-based news agency Regnum reported that, in the upcoming Transnistrian elections, a “violent scenario is unlikely, but not excluded.”64 As the elections drew nearer, apprehensions grew instead of abating. On December 1, Argumenty i fakty reminded its readers that already in late September that year, Shevchuk had, as a preventive measure, issued a decree which allowed the army and the special forces to take part in repressing public disturbances.65

			Accusations about plans to steal the elections did nothing to calm the situation. On November 25, Shevchuk told the Transnistrian population in a public address: 

			In response to citizens who have addressed me concerning the transparency of the elections, I can inform you that the power structures have been given orders to collect operative information on attempts to bribe representatives of the electoral commissions, the law enforcement organs, the judiciary, and the voters themselves.66

			He warned that “big business for the sake of super-profits may commit any crime, including falsification of elections,” but that if members of an election commission were caught attempting to tamper with the election results, they would be liable to terms of imprisonment between 7 and 15 years.67 In addition, hefty rewards were promised to individuals who could provide evidence of attempts at election-rigging: ranging from 5,000 Transnistrian rubles (approx. USD$440) for bribing individual voters to 500,000 rubles for information about organized mass falsification of the vote.68

			The Outcome

			As election day drew closer, the charged atmosphere in Tiraspol neared the boiling point. In late November, with just two weeks to go before the elections, the Russian polling agency NARI found that Krasnoselskii was leading by a wide margin: 44 percent said they would vote for the parliamentary speaker, while only 12 percent were in favor of re-electing the incumbent.69 Shevchuk’s team tried their best to challenge these figures, claiming that the pollsters, with cajoling and leading questions, had produced grossly misleading results.70 The Shevchuk team then presented alternative figures from a survey conducted by the little-known Russian polling bureau Global Sotsium Consulting, which gave 52.9 percent to Shevchuk and only 30.4 percent to his main rival.71 

			In contrast to the tense run-up, election day itself proceeded in a remarkably smooth and orderly fashion that was almost anticlimactic. No serious violations were recorded during the voting or the subsequent vote-count. The next day, Krasnoselskii was declared the victor, with 62.3 percent of the vote to Shevchuk’s 27.4 percent.72 Turnout was 60 percent, higher than in most Transnistrian elections.73 Since Krasnoselskii had received more than 50 percent, no second round was necessary. Shortly thereafter, the results were also published on president-loyal media platforms – significantly, without any insinuations of manipulation or electoral fraud.74

			There are several possible explanations for this peaceful denouement. The landslide character of Krasnoselskii’s win undermined the credibility of any potential accusations that the results were based on fraud. Moreover, perhaps the president’s team had never really contemplated employing the power structures to overturn the election results: these insinuations might just have been scare tactics. Many locals, however, cited Russia as the decisive factor in securing the peaceful outcome. 

			The “Russia Factor”

			A month before the elections, independent Transnistrian MP Andrei Safonov – a vociferous opponent of President Shevchuk – drew a parallel to the reverberations of the 2015 parliamentary elections, when, after Renewal’s massive win, brewing tumult in the streets of Tiraspol had led to predictions of a Transnistrian Maidan. Persistent rumors held that the only reason why the situation had not got out of hand then was a phone call “from some high office in Moscow,” informing the president that no turmoil in the de facto republic would be tolerated.75 It was alleged that in the 2016 election campaign, likewise, the key question that everybody was asking was “how will the Russian Federation react to a Maidan scenario in Transnistria if the powers-that-be should try to unleash one?”76 

			The answer most Russian commentators gave was that the Kremlin had adopted a clear position: the presidential elections had to proceed in accordance with the law, without excesses or turmoil. However, this was as far as official Moscow would go in detailing a script for these elections: no public endorsement emanated from the Kremlin. In late November, Mariia Zakharova, official spokesperson of the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, responding to a question of whether it was true that Russia had put its weight behind one of the presidential candidates, stated, “We do not take the side of any of the candidates… We do not get involved in the campaigns for the election of heads of states or parliaments in other countries. We regard that as unlawful.”77 In view of Russia’s track record, this explanation somewhat stretches credulity, but for all practical purposes, the Kremlin did keep an unusually low profile in the brewing conflict in Tiraspol.

			The main reason for this was probably that there were no grounds for the Kremlin to doubt the pro-Russian orientation either of the electorate or of the candidates. Pro-Russian sentiment in the Transnistrian population is strong and unambiguous. In 2006, the de facto republic conducted a referendum in which voters were asked whether they supported a political course towards “independence and potential future integration into Russia.”78 While the question might seem to combine two incompatible options – independence and absorption into another state – that was not how it was perceived in Transnistria. Here, independence was seen as a necessary stepping-stone on the road towards the ultimate goal, inclusion in the Russian Federation, similar to the two-step process which led to the annexation of the Crimean Peninsula into Russia in 2014. In the 2006 referendum, this option was supported by 97.2 percent of those voting.

			The presidential hopefuls realized that if any doubt could be sown about their wholehearted support for integration with Russia, they might as well drop out of the race. But to demonstrate loyalty was not enough: given Russia’s role as patron and promised land, each contender had to convince the electorate that Moscow was backing his candidature. This was a pressing issue, not least for the incumbent. Rumors about the Kremlin being dissatisfied with Shevchuk’s performance had been circulating for a long time, and as the elections drew close, he needed to prove not only his commitment to pushing integration forward but also that he enjoyed the backing of the Putin regime. To this end – and with reference to the results of the 2006 referendum – Shevchuk in early September 2016 issued a decree on the necessity of bringing Transnistrian legislation into conformity with Russian federal laws. A special commission was to elaborate an action plan by November 1, and local laws that contradicted Russian legislation were to be declared void (ne podlezhashchie primeneniiu).79 Although some experts interviewed by Nezavisimaia gazeta held that “it was highly unlikely that Shevchuk would have issued his decree without the Kremlin’s permission,” and that he had received support from “at least one of the towers of the Kremlin,”80 the initiative failed to receive resounding endorsement from the Kremlin. Consensus among local as well as Russian observers was that the main purpose of the decree was to boost the Transnistrian president’s low ratings in the run-up to the elections.81 Putin’s press secretary Dmitrii Peskov simply declined to comment.

			Still, Shevchuk clearly wanted to give the impression that he had Moscow’s full backing for running for a second term. It was thus hardly accidental that he announced his decision to run immediately upon returning from a series of meetings in Moscow.82 In connection with the visit of Putin’s Special Representative on Transnistria, Deputy Prime Minister Dmitrii Rogozin, in October 2016, Shevchuk highlighted the importance of the “Rogozin–Shevchuk protocol” on Russian–Transnistrian interagency cooperation as “a strong, reliable foundation for the further development of our cooperation,” and he himself as a guarantor for stability.83 Also in his capacity as president, Shevchuk made full use of the many opportunities to be photographed with Rogozin; throughout the campaign, photos of Shevchuk and Rogozin popped up on billboards across Tiraspol, giving “the inexperienced voter a feeling that one of the most respected and energetic members of the Russian government somehow supports the presidential candidate Shevchuk.”84

			However, during his October visit, Rogozin stuck to Moscow’s official line and did not offer any public endorsement of Shevchuk. To the contrary, he adopted a deliberately neutral position in public. When opening a new village school built with Russian support, he was in the presence of both Shevchuk and Krasnoselskii – the first time the two candidates appeared together after Krasnoselskii’s TV debate walkout. But whereas Rogozin seemed to have been able to broker a pre-election truce of sorts, he did not let the contestants take advantage of his visit: on Moscow’s insistence, neither Shevchuk nor Kransoselskii was given the opportunity to give a public speech on the occasion.85

			Shevchuk was not alone in feigning Russian support. Other candidates repeatedly sought to give the impression that they enjoyed Russian backing.86 As election day drew near, Shevchuk complained that “the competition as to who loves Russia the most has turned into a game of words.” He asked people to look at “the facts” instead: during his term in office, no fewer than fifteen bilateral agreements with Russia had been signed at the ministerial level, and Russia’s Special Representative had visited Transnistria several times.87 On December 8, with just three days left before the elections, the pro-presidential Pervyi pridnestrovskii channel concluded: 

			In the heat of the election campaign the candidates are trying by all sorts of truthful and, more often, not so truthful means to secure their support from the Kremlin. However, as has become clear, the Kremlin does not support anyone in particular. It remains neutral and continues to work with the incumbent leadership of the republic, which it trusts.88 

			In a situation where no official endorsements were emerging from behind the high Kremlin walls, statements and signals from other political forces close to the Russian presidential administration became correspondingly more important. With the Kremlin maintaining silence, the next best was the Russian “party of power,” United Russia. Krasnoselskii played up the fact that Shevchuk had failed to secure backing from this party. At the same time, even though Krasnoselskii was running as an independent and not as the candidate of the majority party in the Transnistrian Supreme Soviet, the fact that Renewal in June 2016 became an “official partner” of United Russia was portrayed as significant.89 Krasnoselskii’s campaign material boldly proclaimed that it represented “the program of United Russia.”90 To the Russian newspaper Kommersant, Krasnoselskii boasted:

			I am the only presidential candidate who offered serious support for United Russia during the elections to the State Duma…I have very good relations with [State Duma Deputy Speaker] Sergei Neverov, with the central committee of United Russia. We are constantly receiving visits from United Russia deputies.91

			Krasnoselskii’s team was reinforced by campaign strategists recruited from United Russia’s Moscow office.92 President-loyal media in Transnistria tried to turn this against Krasnoselskii, asking who paid the hefty fees these people normally charged. Shevchuk hinted at the answer when he explained that they had set up shop in the Sheriff Sports Complex – again calling into question Krasnoselskii’s independence.93 Krasnoselskii himself, however, made much of the connection. On the campaign trail, he was regularly accompanied by two United Russia State Duma deputies, Sergei Chizhov and Aleksei Silanov – obviously, as Kommersant commented, “in order to show demonstratively that Mr. Krasnoselskii enjoys the support of the ruling party in Russia.”94

			Evidently convinced that he enjoyed the full support of United Russia, Krasnoselskii ended up pushing this a little too hard. When he attended United Russia’s party congress in Moscow in June 2016 and mingled with the delegates, his promotion team took many pictures. Among the people he met was Iosif Kobzon, who in addition to being a State Duma representative is also one of Russia’s best-known singers. Krasnoselskii’s team could not resist the temptation to use a photo of their candidate with the popular singer in the election program – but failed to ask for permission. Clearly irritated at being taken for granted and enlisted as a supporter of a politician he hardly knew, Kobzon went public on Pervyi pridnestrovskii, distancing himself from Krasnoselskii and dismissing the idea that United Russia had endorsed his candidature.95

			That news broke when Kobzon was on a four-day tour of Transnistria together with another Russian pop star, Valeriia. Shevchuk had planned to use the tour as a publicity stunt, appearing onstage side by side with the two Russian megastars. Krasnoselskii countered by calling the tour “a feast in a time of plague,” asking how much these concerts had cost the taxpayer.96 Now that he had unexpectedly become entangled in the Transnistrian elections, Kobzon decided to give it his all. He did not limit himself to scathing comments in the interview with Pervyi pridnestrovskii, but followed up by threatening to take Krasnoselskii to court.97 Kobzon also allowed the Shevchuk team to produce huge billboards with his smiling face and the claim that “If I were a citizen of Transnistria, I would vote for Shevchuk.”98 As for Krasnoselskii, Kobzon referred to him as an “agitated speculator.”99

			Another United Russia-related scandal erupted during the last leg of the campaign, when a videotape appeared on YouTube showing how some United Russia bigwigs who had helped promote Krasnoselskii were receiving detailed instructions from Olga Gukalenko, the Transnistrian Supreme Soviet’s representative in Russia, on how to laud the candidate. This caused major embarrassment to Krasnoselskii, and was presented and discussed at length on the pro-presidential Pervyi pridnestrovskii TV channel as the ultimate proof of the “large-scale operation called ‘Russian support for the independent candidate’ [being] just bogus, a farce, a theatrical production!”100

			Krasnoselskii’s team nevertheless continued to push the message that the Kremlin had made up its mind and Krasnoselskii was its preferred candidate. Here the campaigners seemed to get a helping hand from most of the major Russian media outlets that covered the campaign: virtually all gave rather biased coverage in favor of Krasnoselskii – and, given the popularity of Russian mainstream media in Transnistria, this clearly gave him an edge over Shevchuk. For instance, in early October, the news agency Novyi den’ declared that “the Kremlin has put its bets on Krasnoselskii.”101 In a hard-hitting statement delivered on the Sheriff-controlled TSV on November 22, Andrei Safonov likewise insisted that Moscow unambiguously supported Krasnoselskii’s candidature. As evidence, he noted how, on a recent visit to Moscow, Krasnoselskii had met with several highly placed members of the Putin team – including Putin’s adviser on regional economic integration, Sergei Glazev; Chair of the State Duma Committee on International Affairs Aleksei Pushkov; and State Duma representative Viacheslav Nikonov.102

			Increasingly desperate, Shevchuk’s team made official inquiries in Moscow about the persistent rumors that United Russia supported Krasnoselskii’s candidacy. A week before the elections, Transnistrian Minister of Foreign Affairs Vitalii Ignatiev declared on Transnistrian television that his ministry had turned to

			the Russian embassy in Moldova, to Dmitrii Rogozin, the Special Representative of the President of the Russian Federation on Transnistria. We also contacted the executive committee of United Russia, as well as the party’s department for international cooperation, and the leadership of the United Russia faction in the State Duma, and asked them to confirm whether their party supports any particular candidate in the current elections. I can with full responsibility declare that we have received no official confirmation through any of the channels we contacted that the United Russia party supports anyone.103

			As an attempt to rebut the persistent rumors about support for Krasnoselskii, this statement was rather weak: the Foreign Minister was not saying that he had received any explicit disavowal of United Russia’s support for Krasnoselskii. In fact, he would have been telling the truth even if no one in Moscow had bothered to give the Transnistrian MFA any answers at all.

			Official Russia may certainly have had its preferences about the outcome of the Transnistrian presidential elections, but outwardly it remained detached from all candidates to the very end. As soon as the elections were over, however, and the Central Election Committee had declared that Krasnoselskii had won, Russian involvement in the Transnistrian political battle shifted gears. According to the Russian newspaper Kommersant, on the night of December 12, Russian officials dispatched to Transnistria to observe the elections held a series of meetings with Shevchuk and facilitated a telephone conversation between him and Rogozin. The Special Representative also called Krasnoselskii, and the following morning the president-elect declared at his press briefing, “revenge is inappropriate.”104 This was a signal to Shevchuk that he could concede defeat without having to fear prosecution, and Shevchuk responded by declaring that he would not cling to power. 

			Two days later, Shevchuk flew to Moscow to hold several “working meetings,” during which he “presumably received instructions about how to ensure a smooth transition and was given reassurances about his own future.”105 And on December 16, Krasnoselskii was inaugurated as the third president of Transnistria in the presence of both Igor Smirnov and Evgenii Shevchuk, as well as the Russian ambassador to Moldova, who conveyed greetings from Rogozin and Minister of Foreign Affairs Sergei Lavrov.106

			Concluding Discussion: Reaching a New Equilibrium?

			What can the recent campaign tell us about electoral politics and regime evolution in Transnistria? Three aspects of the 2016 elections stand out. First, in technical terms, these were probably the most well-conducted elections ever in the de facto republic:107 the voting and the counting of votes appear to have followed the rulebook, something that is far from commonplace in post-Soviet elections. Due to Transnistria’s lack of international recognition, there were no observation missions from the OSCE or PACE, but Russia and some of its allies, as well as fellow de facto states South Ossetia and Nagorno-Karabakh, sent observers, and these observers were unanimous in their conclusions.108 Moreover, the number of registered candidates was a record high and the outcome was clearly not determined in advance: both Shevchuk and Krasnoselskii seemed to have real chances of winning. Importantly, after having lost, the incumbent stood down, which can be interpreted as agreeing to the rules of the game.

			The second characteristic was the extreme polarization, dirtiness, and lack of mutual trust. The election campaigns were conducted with no holds barred, “in an atmosphere of pervasive hatred.”109 Both front-runners accused the opponent of foul play, while being deeply engaged in negative campaigning themselves. The voters had ready access to varied information about the candidates and their programs, but that was hardly the result of a free and independent media environment. Rather, the candidates controlled different media outlets and used these to promote their campaigns in an unabashedly biased fashion. Disconcertingly, President Shevchuk repeatedly intimated that he might have to employ Ministry of Internal Affairs forces or even the army to prevent the Krasnoselskii team from manipulating the outcome. Tensions remained extraordinarily high until the very end. Only when the results were announced and Shevchuk had conceded defeat did it become clear that the elections would have no violent aftermath. Transnistria thus passed the “two turnover test,” but the main reasons for the unpredictability of the electoral outcome in 2016 were elite division and the fact that the two main contenders could muster resources of approximately equal strength, not that democratic procedures had been entrenched. 

			The third aspect of note was Russia’s non-intervention. Russia has frequently exerted fairly heavy-handed pressure on de facto state clients to get its preferred candidate elected. This time around, however, it was extremely difficult to decipher the signals from the Kremlin. Russia played a detached role – in the wings, as it were. Even support from United Russia was tenuous, beyond the backing of Krasnoselskii by State Duma deputies who had benefitted from Renewal’s support in getting the vote out in the September 2016 elections. Yet the “Russia factor” was omnipresent. Throughout the campaign, there were persistent rumors that Russia was backing a particular candidate, alternatively claimed to be Shevchuk or Krasnoselskii. And the ability to impress upon the Transnistrian public that they enjoyed Moscow’s support seemed to be perceived as the ultimate trump card which could swing the electoral outcome in a candidate’s favor.

			The final outcome of the elections appears to have completed a cycle of regime change. Political life in Transnistria has always been dominated by a coalition of state bureaucrats and business managers, rather than by political parties.110 When Russia intervened in 2011 to remove Smirnov, the Smirnov–Sheriff state–business duopoly was upset, but in the subsequent intra-elite conflict, Sheriff failed to establish itself as the dominant actor, being temporarily outmaneuvered by Shevchuk. The result was a period of what Lucan Way has referred to as “pluralism by default.”111 With the 2016 elections, however, Sheriff seems to have achieved regime closure: with the business conglomerate controlling both the legislative and executive branches, it is going to be difficult to mount a successful challenge to the powers-that-be at the next crossroads. Moreover, the pro-presidential media have been taken over by Krasnoselskii, limiting the possibilities for potential challengers to reach their intended supporters. And even though Shevchuk in 2011 managed to foot a successful campaign based on the support of local medium-sized businesses, none of these can match Sheriff’s war chest. It may thus be that the ominous warnings of the Shevchuk campaign did have a ring of truth to them: that Krasnoselskii’s victory locked in regime change in a “winner-takes-all” equilibrium.112 Such a reading appears to be supported by Shevchuk’s fate: in the summer of 2017, just six months after the elections, the Supreme Soviet voted to deprive him of his immunity from prosecution. Facing criminal charges that could entail up to 12 years of imprisonment, were he to be found guilty, the ex-president decided to flee Transnistria under cover of night, seeking refuge in Moldova proper.113

			As for Moscow, its main priority seems to have been to avoid any disruption or scandals that could upset the status quo in regional power politics. Previous experience from going public with its preferences and pushing its candidates had been at best mixed. Not only in the 2011 Transnistrian presidential elections, but also in similar elections in Abkhazia in 2004 and South Ossetia in 2011, this strategy had proved counterproductive and had ended in embarrassment for Moscow. By staying aloof, the Kremlin could arguably achieve more with fewer resources. Irrespective of the election outcome, Moscow could be confident that Transnistria would remain solidly within the Russian fold; defection was not in the cards. There was less cost involved in playing the seemingly benevolent patron than in being a domineering puppeteer. And so the Kremlin decided to sit back and watch the candidates fight it out among themselves, thereby permitting Krasnoselskii and Sheriff to complete the full takeover of the Transnistrian regime.

			

			
				
					1We would like to thank Giorgio Comai and Andrey Devyatkov, as well as two anonymous reviewers, for invaluable input and comments on previous versions of this text. 

				

				
					2The official name of the de facto state is the Pridnestrovian Moldavian Republic, but for the sake of simplicity, and in line with what has become common usage in English, we refer to it as Transnistria.

				

				
					3See, for example, Laura Mallonee. “Meet the People of a Soviet Country that Does Not Exist.” Wired. March 7:16, At https://www.wired.com/2016/03/meet-people-transnistria-stuck-time-soviet-country-doesnt-exist/, accessed June 8, 2017.

				

				
					4Samuel P. Huntington. 1991. The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma.

				

				
					5Dov Lynch. 2004. Engaging Eurasia’s Separatist States: Unresolved Conflicts and De Facto States. Washington, DC: United States Institute of Peace Press; Bogdan Ivanel. 2016. “Puppet States: A Growing Trend of Covert Occupation.” In Terry Gill, ed., Yearbook of International Humanitarian Law. The Hague: T.M.C. Asser Press, 43–65.

				

				
					6Thomas Carothers. 2002. “The End of the Transition Paradigm.” Journal of Democracy 13: 1: 5–21; Steven Levitsky & Lucan A. Way. 2002. “The Rise of Competitive Authoritarianism.” Journal of Democracy 13: 2: 51–65.

				

				
					7Influential contributions to this literature include Henry E. Hale. 2005. “Regime Cycles: Democracy, Autocracy, and Revolution in Post-Soviet Eurasia.” World Politics 58: 1: 133–65; Lucan A. Way. 2005. “Authoritarian State Building and the Sources of Regime Competitiveness in the Fourth Wave: The Cases of Belarus, Moldova, Russia, and Ukraine.” World Politics 57: 2: 231–61; and Vladimir Gel’man. 2008. “Out of the Frying Pan, Into the Fire? Post-Soviet Regime Changes in Comparative Perspective.” International Political Science Review 29: 2: 157–80.

				

				
					8Gel’man, “Out of the Frying Pan,” 158.

				

				
					9Gel’man, “Out of the Frying Pan,” 162.

				

				
					10For a similar argument, see Levitsky & Way, “The Rise,” 61.

				

				
					11For attempts to unpack the development of the political institutions in Transnistria, see Oleh Protsyk. 2009. “Representation and Democracy in Eurasia’s Unrecognized States: The Case of Transnistria.” Post-Soviet Affairs 25: 3: 257–81; Helge Blakkisrud & Pål Kolstø. 2011. “From Secessionist Conflict Toward a Functioning State: Processes of State- and Nation-Building in Transnistria.” Post-Soviet Affairs 27: 2: 178–210; Oleh Protsyk. 2012. “Secession and Hybrid Regime Politics in Transnistria.” Communist and Post-Communist Studies 45: 1–2: 175–82; and Donnacha Ó Beacháin, Giorgio Comai & Ann Tsurtsumia-Zurabashvili. 2016 “The Secret Lives of Unrecognised States: Internal Dynamics, External Relations, and Counter-Recognition Strategies.” Small War & Insurgencies 27: 3: 440–66.

				

				
					12Christopher C. Shoemaker & John Spanier. 1984. Patron–Client State Relationships: Multilateral Crises in the Nuclear Age. New York: Praeger, 24.

				

				
					13Cedric Jourde. 2007. “The International Relations of Small Neoauthoritiarian States: Islamism, Warlordism and the Framing of Stability.” International Studies Quarterly 51: 2: 481–503, 484–86.

				

				
					14Nina Caspersen. 2008. “Between Puppets and Independent Actors: Kin-State Involvement in the Conflicts in Bosnia, Croatia and Nagorno Karabakh.” Ethnopolitics 7: 4: 357–72; Nina Caspersen. 2009. “Playing the Recognition Game: External Actors and De Facto States.” International Spectator 44: 4: 47–60; Kristin M. Bakke, John O’Loughlin, Andrew Linke & Gerard Toal. 2014. “External Patrons, Violence, and Internal Legitimacy in De Facto States.” Paper presented at ISA Conference, Toronto, May 26–29.

				

				
					15Nina Caspersen. 2012. Unrecognized States: The Struggle for Sovereignty in the Modern International System. Cambridge: Polity; Thomas Ambrosio & William A. Lange. 2016. “The Architecture of Annexation? Russia’s Bilateral Agreements with South Ossetia And Abkhazia.” Nationalities Papers 44: 5: 673–93. 

				

				
					16Donnacha Ó Beacháin. 2015. “Elections Without Recognition: Presidential and Parliamentary Contests in Abkhazia and Nagorno-Karabakh.” In Laurence Broers, ed., The Unrecognized Politics of De Facto States in the Post-Soviet Space. Yerevan: Caucasus Institute, 108.

				

				
					17Pål Kolstø. 2006. “The Sustainability and Future of Unrecognized Quasi-States.” Journal of Peace Research 43: 6: 723–40; Blakkisrud & Kolstø, “From Secessionist Conflict.” 

				

				
					18W. Alejandro Sanchez. 2009. “The ‘Frozen’ Southeast: How the Moldova–Transnistria Question Has Become a European Geo-Security Issue.” Journal of Slavic Military Studies 22: 2: 153–76.

				

				
					19Rebecca Chamberlain-Creanga & Lyndon K. Allin. 2010. “Acquiring Assets, Debts and Citizens: Russia and the Micro-Foundations of Transnistria’s Stalemated Conflict.” Demokratizatsiya 18: 4: 329–56; Andrey Devyatkov. “Russian Policy Towards Trans-nistria.” Problems of Post-Communism 59: 3: 53–62; Adrian Rogstad. 2016. “The Next Crimea? Getting Russia’s Transnistria Policy Right.” Problems of Post-Communism doi. 10.1080/10758216.2016.1237855.

				

				
					20Protsyk, “Representation and Democracy,” 260.

				

				
					21Blakkisrud & Kolstø, “From Secessionist Conflict.”

				

				
					22“Lider Pridnestrov’ia poterial doverie Moskvy” [The leader of Transnistria lost Moscow’s trust]. NTV. October 14:11, At http://www.ntv.ru/novosti/242002/, accessed June 5, 2017.

				

				
					23“Syna Igoria Smirnova khotiat doprosit’ prinuditel’no” [Igor Smirnov’s son to be interrogated forcibly]. BBC. November 28:11, At http://www.bbc.com/russian/russia/2011/11/111128_transdnestria_smirnov_son.shtml, accessed June 5, 2017.

				

				
					24Sheriff dominates the national economy of Transnistria more than any other company in any post-Soviet state, and contributes more than 60 percent of the gross national product. Elena Racheva. “Poprosili Moskvu: Naidite nam kakogo-nibud’ praporshchika, ego u nas izberut. Net, ne prislali” [We asked Moscow: Find a non-commissioned officer for us, and he will be elected. No, they didn’t send anyone]. Novaia gazeta. December 8:16, At https://www.novayagazeta.ru/articles/2016/12/08/70825-prosili-moskvu-naydite-nam-kakogo-nibud-praporschika-ego-u-nas-izberut-net-ne-prislali, accessed April 25, 2017.

				

				
					25Henry E. Hale. 2015. Patronal Politics: Eurasian Regime Dynamics in Comparative Perspective. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 220–27.

				

				
					26Three months after the elections, Moscow appointed Deputy Prime Minister Dmitrii Rogozin as Special Representative on Transnistria. While this move indicated the importance of Transnistria to Moscow’s wider agenda, it can also be interpreted as an expression of some lingering doubts about the new president and his allegedly more pragmatic stand on how to approach conflict settlement with Moldova.

				

				
					27“Sud ne udovletvoril trebovaniia Grigoriia Marakutsy o zashchite izbiratel’nogo prava” [The court turned down Grigorii Marakutsa’s demand regarding the protection of electoral rights]. Novosti Pridnestrov’ia. November 17:16, At https://novostipmr.com/ru/news/16-11-17/sud-ne-udovletvoril-trebovaniya-grigoriya-marakucy-o-zashchite, accessed April 25, 2017.

				

				
					28“Gennadii Kuz’michev vybyvaet iz izbiratel’noi gonki” [Gennadii Kuzmichev eliminated from the election race]. Novosti Pridnestrov’ia. December 5:16, At https://novostipmr.com/ru/news/16-12-05/gennadiy-kuzmichyov-vybyvaet-iz-izbiratelnoy-gonki, accessed April 25, 2017.

				

				
					29Racheva, “Poprosili Moskvu.”

				

				
					30Anastasiia Smirnova. “Pridnestrovtsev pytaiutsia tsinichno obmanut’ na prezidentskikh vyborakh” [They are trying to cynically deceive the Transnistrians in the presidential elections]. Novyi den’. August 8:16, At https://newdaynews.ru/pmr/575296.html, accessed April 25, 2017.

				

				
					31Andrei Safonov. 2016. Interviewed by Helge Blakkisrud and Pål Kolstø, Tiraspol, June.

				

				
					32Vladimir Iastrebchak. “Vybory v Pridnestrov’e: streliat’ ili ne streliat’?” [Elections in Transnistria: to shoot or not to shoot?]. Regnum. November 21:16, At https://regnum.ru/news/polit/2208016.html, accessed April 24, 2017.

				

				
					33On election day, Korzhan garnered 3.2% of the vote, while Grigoriev ended up with 0.7%, Vasilakii with 0.6%, and Deli with 0.6%

				

				
					34Interviews by Helge Blakkisrud and Pål Kolstø, Tiraspol, June 2016.

				

				
					35“Prezident: ‘Blagodariu za podderzhku stabil’nosti v strane i za to, chto ne poddaetes’ na informatsionnye provokatsii’” [President: “Thank you for supporting stability in the country and for not being affected by media provocations”]. Novosti Pridnestrov’ia. October 14:16, At https://novostipmr.com/ru/news/16-10-14/prezident-blagodaryu-za-podderzhku-stabilnosti-v-strane-i-za-chto, accessed April 25, 2017.

				

				
					36Anastasiia Smirnova. “SMI: Rogozin obespechil v Pridnestrov’e predvybornoe peremirie” [Media: Rogozin has facilitated a pre-election truce in Transnistria]. Novyi den’. October 12:16, At https://newdaynews.ru/moskow/582269.html, accessed April 25, 2017; Vladimir Solov’ev. “Ia ochen’ khochu priznaniia Pridnestrov’ia, no ne cherez voinu” [I very much want Transnistria to become recognized, but not by means of war]. Kommersant. December 6:16, At http://www.kommersant.ru/doc/3162732, accessed April 25, 2017.

				

				
					37Ekaterina Popova. “Prezident PMR Shevchuk sovershil gosudarstvenuiu izmenu?” [Has President of PMR Shevchuk committed treason?]. Novyi den’. November 13:16, At https://newdaynews.ru/moskow/585395.html, accessed April 25, 2017.

				

				
					38Mihai Popșoi. “Are Moldovan consumers financing Transnistrian separatism?” Eurasia Daily Monitor. April 21:16, At https://jamestown.org/program/are-moldovan-consumers-financing-transnistrian-separatism/, accessed April 25, 2017.

				

				
					39Popova, “Prezident PMR Shevchuk.”

				

				
					40Sergei Mikhailov. “Nad Pridnestrov’em navisla ugroza reiderskogo zakhvata” [Transnistria is under threat of a hostile takeover]. Nezavisimaia gazeta. October 9:16, At http://www.ng.ru/cis/2016-10-09/100_pridnestr.html, accessed April 25, 2017.

				

				
					41The arrears were paid only at the end of the year. “Evgenii Shevchuk rasstavil vse tochki nad ‘i’ v voprose vyplat biudzhetnikam” [Evgenii Shevchuk dotted all the “i’s” on the question about salaries for state functionaries in 2015]. Novosti Pridnestrov’ia. August 30:16, At https://novostipmr.com/ru/news/16-08-30/evgeniy-shevchuk-rasstavil-vse-tochki-nad-i-v-voprose-vyplat, accessed May 25, 2017.

				

				
					42“Kak izmenilos’ Pridnestrov’e za nepolnye 5 let prezidentstva Evgeniia Shevchuka” [How Transnistria has changed during the nearly 5 years of Evgenii Shevchuk’s presidency]. Novosti Pridnestrov’ia. December 6:16, At https://novostipmr.com/ru/news/16-12-06/kak-izmenilos-pridnestrove-za-nepolnye-5-let-prezidentstva, accessed April 25, 2017. 

				

				
					43“Evgenii Shevchuk: ‘Ia uveren, nashe budushchee i blagopoluchie – v edinstve” [Evgenii Shevchuk: “I am sure that our future and prosperity depends on our unity”]. Novosti Pridnestrov’ia. November 4:16, At https://novostipmr.com/ru/news/16-11-04/evgeniy-shevchuk-pustymi-obeshchaniyami-problem-ne-reshit, accessed April 25, 2017.

				

				
					44“Doroga k vlasti” [The road to power]. Novosti Pridnestrov’ia. December 4:16, At http://novostipmr.com/ru/content/doroga-k-vlasti, accessed December 15; see Sergei Il’chenko. “Prezidentskie vybory v Pridnestrov’e, kotorye Ukraina i Moldova uzhe proigrali” [The presidential elections in Transnistria which Ukraine and Moldova have already lost]. Lb.ua, December 9:16, At http://lb.ua/world/2016/12/09/352981_prezidentskie_vibori.html, accessed April 25, 2017.

				

				
					45“Nezavisimyi kandidat” [Independent candidate]. Pervyi pridnestrovskii. November 27:16, At https://tv.pgtrk.ru/news/20161127/51075, accessed April 27, 2017.

				

				
					46“Effektivnaia sotsial’naia politika ili diktatura kholdinga ‘Sherif’?” [An effective social policy or the dictatorship of the “Sheriff” holding company?]. Novosti Pridnestrov’ia. December 7:16, At http://novostipmr.ru/video/1tv/2016-12-effektivnaya-socialnaya-politika-ili-diktatura-xoldinga-sherif/, accessed April 27, 2017.

				

				
					47“Predvybornye ‘strashilki’” [Pre-election “horror stories”]. Novosti Pridnestrov’ia. December 8:16, At https://novostipmr.com/ru/news/16-12-08/predvybornye-strashilki, accessed April 26, 2017.

				

				
					48See, for example, Novosti Pridnestrov’ia, “Doroga k vlasti.”

				

				
					49Polina Deviatova. “Est’ plan! V Pridnestrov’e nachalsia aktivnyi period predvybornoi gonki” [There is a plan! The active pre-election campaign has started in Transnistria]. Argumenty i fakty. November 10:16, At http://www.aif.ru/politics/world/est_plan_v_pridnestrove_nachalsya_aktivnyy_period_predvybornoy_gonki, accessed April 25, 2017.

				

				
					50Oleg Polezhaev. “Predvybornye sboi? Registratsiia Krasnosel’skogo ostalas’ v sile” [Pre-election failures? Krasnoselskii’s registration remains valid]. Argumenty i fakty. November 11:16, At http://www.aif.ru/politics/world/predvybornye_sboi_registraciya_krasnoselskogo_ostalas_v_sile, accessed April 25, 2017.

				

				
					51Iastrebchak, “Vybory v Pridnestrov’e.”

				

				
					52“Pridnestrovtsy zadaiut vse bol’she voprosov kandidatam v prezidenty” [Transnistrians have more and more questions for the candidates for presidency]. Novosti Pridnestrov’ia. November 24:16, At https://novostipmr.com/ru/content/pridnestrovcy-zadayut-vse-bolshe-voprosov-kandidatam-v-prezidenty, accessed April 27, 2017.

				

				
					53Prezident PMR. 2016. Spetsial’noe zaiavlenie Prezidenta PMR Evgeniia Shevchuka [Special announcement of the President of PMR Evegnii Shevchuk], At https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3diHy1UXxoY, accessed April 27, 2017.

				

				
					54“Dostoverny li spiski izbiratelei? Otveta po-prezhnemu net” [Are the lists of voters valid? There is still no answer]. Pervyi pridnestrovskii. December 9:16, At https://tv.pgtrk.ru/news/20161209/51618, accessed April 25, 2017.

				

				
					55Vladimir Iastrebchak. “Pridnestrovskie vybory: posle nikh khot’ potop?” [Transnistrian elections: after them, the deluge?]. Regnum. November 21:16, At https://regnum.ru/news/polit/2208011.html, accessed April 24, 2017.

				

				
					56“Mitinguiushchie v Tiraspole vystupili za provedenie chestnykh prezidentskikh vyborov” [Protesters in Tiraspol demonstrated for fair presidential elections]. Novosti Pridnestrov’ia. November 7:16, At https://novostipmr.com/ru/news/16-11-07/mitinguyushchie-v-tiraspole-vystupili-za-provedenie-chestnyh, accessed April 25, 2017.

				

				
					57“Prezident PMR Shevchuk gotovitsia k porazheniiu na prezidentskikh vyborakh” [President of the PMR Shevchuk is getting ready to lose in the presidential elections]. Regnum. November 25:16, At https://regnum.ru/news/polit/2209644.html, accessed April 25, 2017.

				

				
					58“Vnesenie v spiski izbiratelei umershikh stanet ugolovnym prestupleniem” [Including dead people in lists of voters will be considered a criminal offence]. Novosti Pridnestrov’ia. November 24:16, At https://novostipmr.com/ru/news/16-11-24/vnesenie-v-spiski-izbirateley-umershih-stanet-ugolovnym, accessed April 25, 2017.

				

				
					59The clip from the news program of Pervyi pridnestrovskii, “Skol’ko stoit kreslo prezidenta?” [How much does the president’s office cost?] is available at https://ok.ru/video/211725387256, accessed April 29, 2017.

				

				
					60Vladimir Solov’ev. “Pridnestrov’iu oblegchili posledstviia vybora” [The consequences of the elections were mitigated for Transnistria]. Kommersant. December 12:16, At https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/3169432, accessed April 25, 2017.

				

				
					61Solov’ev, “Pridnestrov’iu oblegchili.”

				

				
					62“‘Maidan po-pridnestrovski’: ostanoviat li adeptov Shevchuka zvonkom iz Moskvy?” [“A Transnistrian Maidan”: Would Shevchuk’s adherents be stopped by a call from Moscow?]. Regnum. November 3:16, At https://regnum.ru/news/2201012.html, accessed April 26, 2017.

				

				
					63Quoted in Andrei Kostromin. “Ne dopustit’ bezzakoniia” [Do not allow injustice to happen]. Komsomol’skaia Pravda. November 28:16, At http://www.kompravda.eu/daily/26612.5/3629703/, accessed April 26, 2017.

				

				
					64“Vybory v Pridnestrov’e: ‘Silovoi stsenarii maloveroiaten, no ne iskliuchen’” [Elections in Transnistria: “Violent scenario unlikely, but not excluded”]. Regnum. November 3:16, At https://regnum.ru/news/2201009.html, accessed April 26, 2017.

				

				
					65Oleg Polezhaev. “Sokhraniat’ spokoistvie. Deputaty PMR prizvali ne poddavat’sia na provokatsii” [Keep calm. PMR parliamentarians urge not to fall for provocations]. Argumenty i fakty. December 1:16, At http://www.aif.ru/politics/world/sohranyat_spokoystvie_deputaty_pmr_prizvali_ne_poddavatsya_na_provokacii, accessed April 26, 2017.

				

				
					66Evgenii Shevchuk. 2016. Ne boites’ tekh, kto pytaetsia siloi strakha priiti vo vlast’ [Do not be afraid of those who try to come to power by means of fear], At http://eshevchuk.ru/news/news/evgeniy-shevchuk-ne-boytes-teh-kto-pytaetsya-siloy-straha-priyti-vo-vlast, accessed April 26, 2017.

				

				
					67Shevchuk, Ne boites’. 

				

				
					68“KGB i MVD ne dospustiat fal’sifikatsii vyborov” [KGB and MVD will not allow electoral fraud]. Pervyi pridnestrovskii. December 9:16, At https://tv.pgtrk.ru/news/20161209/51604, accessed April 28, 2017.

				

				
					69Andrei Kostromin. “Nezavisimye eksperty: Krasnosel’skii – 44%, Shevchuk – okolo 25%” [Independent experts: Krasnoselskii – 44%, Shevchuk – about 25%]. Komsomol’skaia Prav-da. November 30:16, At http://www.kompravda.eu/daily/26613/3630725/, accessed April 26, 2017.

				

				
					70“Manipuliruia soznaniem. Griaznye polittekhnologii v preddverii vyborov” [Manipulation of minds: dirty political technologies on the eve of the elections]. Pervyi pridnestrovskii. December 6:16, At https://tv.pgtrk.ru/news/20161206/51541, accessed April 29, 2017.

				

				
					71“Predvybornye sotsiologicheskie oprosy” [Pre-election sociological surveys]. Novosti Pridnestrov’ia. November 30:16, At https://novostipmr.com/ru/content/predvybornye-sociologicheskie-oprosy, accessed April 26, 2017.

				

				
					72TsIK PMR. 2016. Zaiavlenie missii mezhdunarodnykh nabliudatelei na vyborakh prezidenta PMR 11 dekabria 2016 goda [Statement of the mission of international observers on the presidential elections in PMR December 11, 2016], At http://www.cikpmr.com/index.php/novosti?start=68, accessed April 25, 2017.

				

				
					73TsIK PMR, Zaiavlenie missii. 

				

				
					74“Okonchatel’nye rezul’taty vyborov prezidenta v PMR” [Final results of the presidential elections in the PMR]. Novosti Pridnestrov’ia. December 12:16, At https://novostipmr.com/ru/news/16-12-12/okonchatelnye-rezultaty-vyborov-prezidenta-pmr-0, accessed April 26, 2017.

				

				
					75Regnum, “‘Maidan po-pridnestrovski’.”

				

				
					76Sof’ia Bardina. “Ne dopustit’ maidannogo stsenariia” [Don’t let a Maidan scenario take place]. Komsomol’skaia pravda. December 1:16, At http://www.kompravda.eu/daily/26614.4/3631481/, accessed April 26, 2017.

				

				
					77“Moskva ne podderzhivaet ni odnogo iz kandidatov v Prezidenty PMR” [Moscow does not support any of the candidates for President of the PMR]. Pervyi pridnestrovskii. November 24:16, At https://tv.pgtrk.ru/news/20161124/51049, accessed April 29, 2017.

				

				
					78“Rubl’ v kontse tonnelia: zhiteli Pridnestrov’ia vybrali Rossiiu” [Ruble at the end of the tunnel: Residents of Transnistria chose Russia]. Lenta.ru. September 19:06, At https://lenta.ru/articles/2006/09/18/vote, accessed April 29, 2017.

				

				
					79Natal’ia Petrova. “Vybory blizko: glava Pridnestrov’ia Shevchuk velel gotovit’sia k prisoedineniiu k Rossii… chtoby spasti svoi reiting” [Elections are drawing nearer: the head of Transnistria ordered to get prepared for accession to Russia… to save his ratings]. Novyi den’. September 9:16, At https://newdaynews.ru/policy/578791.html, accessed April 26, 2017.

				

				
					80Svetlana Gamova. “Shevchuk poluchil dobro ot Moskvy na vtoroi srok” [Shevchuk got approval for a second term from Moscow]. Nezavisimaia gazeta. September 16:16, At http://www.ng.ru/cis/2016-09-16/1_pridnestrovie.html, accessed April 26, 2017.

				

				
					81Petrova, “Vybory blizko.”

				

				
					82Gamova, “Shevchuk poluchil.”

				

				
					83“Prezident: ‘Blagodariu.’” For more on the protocol, see MID PMR. 2013. “Protokol Rogozin–Shevchuk” [The “Rogozin–Shevchuk” protocol]. October 29, At http://mfa-pmr.org/ru/RgC, accessed May 30, 2017.

				

				
					84Oleg Polezhaev. “Chernyi piar. Na vyborakh v PMR nachali ispol’zovat’ nechestnye priemy” [Black PR: In the Transnistrian elections dishonest methods are being used]. Argumenty i fakty. November 25:16, At http://www.aif.ru/politics/world/chernyy_piar_na_vyborah_v_pmr_nachali_ispolzovatsya_nechestnye_priemy, accessed April 26, 2017.

				

				
					85Smirnova, “SMI: Rogozin.”

				

				
					86Gamova, “Shevchuk poluchil”; Racheva, “Poprosili Moskvu”; Aleksandr Rybin. “V Pridnestrov’e vse svoi” [In Transnistria all are insiders]. Gazeta.ru. December 12:16, At https://www.gazeta.ru/politics/2016/12/04_a_10401335.shtml#page4, accessed April 25, 2017.

				

				
					87“Predvybornaia gonka v respublike nabiraet oboroty” [The electoral race gains momentum]. Novosti Pridnestrov’ia. November 11:16, At https://novostipmr.com/ru/content/predvybornaya-gonka-v-respublike-nabiraet-oboroty, accessed May 30, 2017.

				

				
					88“Rossiia i Pridnestrov’e. Sotrudnichestvo ne na slovakh, a na dele” [Russia and Transnistria: Cooperation not in words, but in deeds]. Pervyi pridnestrovskii. December 8:16, At https://tv.pgtrk.ru/news/20161208/51596, accessed April 29, 2017.

				

				
					89Elena Racheva. “Na vyborakh v Pridnestrov’e lidiruet ‘Edinaia Rossiia’” [“United Russia” is leading in Transnistrian elections]. Novaia gazeta. November 20:16, accessed April 26, 2017.

				

				
					90Racheva, “Na vyborakh”; TSV. “‘Narodnaia programma’ Vadima Krasnosel’skogo poluchila otsenku partii ‘Edinaia Rossiia’” [Vadim Krasnoselskii’s “National program” rated by “United Russia”]. December 6:16, At https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qkDCkq7BcZg, accessed April 26, 2017.

				

				
					91Solov’ev, “Ia ochen’ khochu.”

				

				
					92“Vybory prezidenta PMR: Kreml’ sdelal stavku na Krasnosel’skogo” [Presidential elections in Transnistria: Kremlin relies on Krasnoselskii]. Novyi den’. October 7:16, At https://newdaynews.ru/moskow/581794.html, accessed April 26, 2017.

				

				
					93“Predvybornaia gonka nabiraet oboroty” [Pre-election race gaining momentum]. Pervyi pridnestrovskii. October 23:16, At https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eApncugv7Hw, accessed April 28, 2017.

				

				
					94Vladimir Solov’ev. “Pridnestrov’e vybiraet iz odnoi kompanii” [Transnistria is electing from single company]. Kommersant. December 9:16, At http://www.kommersant.ru/doc/3164623, accessed April 24, 2017.

				

				
					95“Iosif Kobzon vozmushchen povedeniem Vadima Krasnosel’skogo” [Iosif Kobzon outraged at Vadim Krasnoselskii’s behavior]. Pervyi pridnestrovskii. November 24:16, At https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vFy_GzD0qK8, accessed June 1, 2017.

				

				
					96Andrey Devyatkov. 2016. Musical repercussions of elections in Transnistria, At http://www.academia.edu/30173361/Musical_repercussions_of_elections_in_Transnistria, accessed April 28, 2017.

				

				
					97“Iosif Kobzon nameren podat’ v sud na Vadima Krasnosel’skogo” [Iosif Kobzon intends to sue Vadim Krasnoselskii]. Novosti Pridnestrov’ia. November 27:16, At https://novostipmr.com/ru/news/16-11-27/iosif-kobzon-nameren-podat-v-sud-na-vadima-krasnoselskogo, accessed April 26, 2017.

				

				
					98“V Pridnestrov’e proshli vybory ‘prezidenta’” [In Transnistria there have been “presidential” elections]. Informator. December 11:16, At http://informator.news/v-prydnestrove-proshly-vyiboryi-prezydenta/, accessed April 26, 2017.

				

				
					99“Polittekhnologi mogut splanirovat’ ne vse. Kobzon o nikudyshnykh predvybornykh metodakh” [Political technologists cannot plan for everything. Kobzon on mediocre pre-election methods]. Novosti Pridnestrov’ia.  December 5:16, At https://novostipmr.com/ru/content/polittehnologi-mogut-splanirovat-ne-vse-kobzon-o-nikudyshnyh, accessed April 26, 2017.

				

				
					100“Instruktazh dlia kandidata” [Instruction for a deputy]. Novosti Pridnestrov’ia. December 2:16, At https://tv.pgtrk.ru/news/20161202/51312, accessed June 1, 2017.

				

				
					101Novyi den’, “Vybory prezidenta PMR.”

				

				
					102Andrei Safonov. “Korotko i iasno” [Briefly and clearly]. TSV.  November 22:16, At https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=plykQeOQfzE, accessed April 25, 2017.

				

				
					103Vitalii Ignat’ev. “Rossiia podderzhit liuboi vybor naroda” [Russia will support any choice of the people]. Pervyi pridnestrovskii. December 2:16, At https://tv.pgtrk.ru/news/20161202/51316, accessed April 29, 2017.

				

				
					104Solov’ev. 2016. “Pridnestrov’iu oblegchili.”

				

				
					105Giorgio Comai. 2016. The presidential election in Transnistria, At http://presidential-power.com/?p=5796, accessed April 26, 2017.

				

				
					106“Vadim Krasnosel’skii vstupil v dolzhnost’ prezidenta PMR” [Vadim Krasnoselskii took office as president of Transnistria]. Pervyi pridnestrovski. December 16:16, At https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WVgKIavz2cc&feature=youtu.be, accessed April 26, 2017.

				

				
					107For a discussion of previous elections, see Blakkisrud & Kolstø, “From Secessionist Conflict” and Ó Beacháin, Comai & Tsurtsumia-Zurabashvili,  “The Secret Lives.”

				

				
					108Altogether, 92 observers from 15 countries observed the elections. “Na vyborakh prezidenta PMR rabotalo 10 zarubezhnykh SMI i 92 mezhdunarodnykh nabliudatelei” [10 foreign media and 92 international observers present at Transnistrian presidential elections]. Novosti Pridnestrov’ia. December 14:16, At https://novostipmr.com/ru/news/16-12-14/na-vyborah-prezidenta-pmr-rabotalo-10-zarubezhnyh-smi-i-92, accessed May 29, 2017. It should be added, however, that the observer mission can hardly be considered as neutral: its main purpose was to legitimize the elections.

				

				
					109Racheva, “Poprosili Moskvu.”

				

				
					110Protsyk, “Representation and Democracy,” 275.

				

				
					111Way, “Authoritarian State Building.”

				

				
					112See Gel’man, “Out of the Frying Pan.”

				

				
					113Elena Racheva. “Utechka prezidenta” [The president’s leak]. Novaia gazeta. July 3:17, At https://www.novayagazeta.ru/articles/2017/07/03/72989-utechka-prezidenta, accessed September 10, 2017.

				

			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			Pål Kolstø is Professor of Russian Studies, Department of Literature, Area Studies, and European Languages, University of Oslo. Contact: pal.kolsto@ilos.uio.no. Helge Blakkisrud is Senior Researcher and Head of the Research Group on Russia, Eurasia, and the Arctic at the Norwegian Institute of International Affairs (NUPI) in Oslo, Norway. Contact: hb@nupi.no.

		


		
			Informal Governance & Electorate Perceptions in Hybrid Regimes: 

			The 2016 Parliamentary Elections in Georgia 

			


Bidzina Lebanidze

			University of Freiburg

			


Kornely Kakachia

			Ivane Javakishvili Tbilisi State University




			Abstract: This paper explores the impact of two important informal leaders – former president Mikheil Saakashvili and former Prime Minister Bidzina Ivanishvili – on recent parliamentary elections in Georgia. It is argued that informal governance has predominated in Georgia’s political system for a long time and that the interference of informal leaders in the 2016 parliamentary elections was the latest manifestation of this tendency. It is further contended that the electorate’s perceptions of the consequences of interference by informal leaders determined the outcome of the elections. Whereas the role of Bidzina Ivanishvili – the informal leader of the governing GD party – was perceived as undesirable yet necessary to stabilize political processes in the country, the active role played by Mikheil Saakashvili – the former president and exiled leader of the main opposition party – was assessed rather critically and contributed to handing the ruling GD party a somewhat unexpected easy win. 

			The 2016 parliamentary election in Georgia won praise for being largely in accordance with democratic standards and for representing a step toward democratic consolidation. Yet it also set in motion certain dangerous trends that have the potential to upset the EU Associated Country’s fledgling democracy. The ruling party – the Georgian Dream (GD) – managed to gain a parliamentary supermajority, ending the short pluralistic chapter of Georgia’s political history and reviving concerns that Georgia would return to a one-party state.1 What is most puzzling about these most recent elections, however, is the substantial discrepancy between expectations of a near even outcome and the actual election results, which had the ruling Georgian Dream party winning by a wide margin. Both public surveys and expert polls had predicted a tight race.2 Hence, for many observers, the results were somewhat unexpected. 

			To understand the gap between pre-election expectations and election results, this article looks at the role of informal governance in Georgia’s political processes and its impact on the behavior of the electorate during elections. We borrow the definition of informal governance from Helmke and Levitsky, who, in their seminal article laying out a typology of informality, define informal institutions as “socially shared rules, usually unwritten, that are created, communicated, and enforced outside of officially sanctioned channels.”3 To put it simply, we understand informal governance to be governance by unwritten rules.

			Further, although we do not necessarily engage in a normative discussion, we argue that informal governance in Georgia and in the post-Soviet area tends to strengthen the political rent-distribution systems, both formal and informal, through which political processes are often governed. That said, informal governance as a phenomenon should be differentiated from patronalism as such, as well as from other social phenomena, such as clientelism, patrimonialism or corruption.4 

			For conceptual clarity, we limit the conceptual and empirical focus of our study. We do not attempt to explain the origin and genesis or various dimensions of informal governance, nor their impact on formal institutions in Georgia. The aim of this article is to explain how public perceptions affect informal governance structures in hybrid regimes.5 Empirical evidence from Georgia shows that in hybrid regimes, unlike in consolidated or semi-consolidated autocracies, informal governance structures rely on public legitimacy provided by public support in the form of elections. Even though elections are not free from political bias, they still serve as an important tool of political competition. Hence, we apply a bottom-up approach, looking at how informal governance is perceived by the population and how those perceptions affect the behavior of the electorate, either legitimizing or delegitimizing political leaders’ informal political governance (along with their formal behavior) through elections.

			In recent decades, informal governance has established itself as one of the key ingredients of Georgia’s political system and has taken various forms. Yet to understand how informal governance affects the preferences of the electorate, one should not only focus on informal interventions by de facto leaders during elections, but also on how those interventions are perceived by the electorate and how voters construct the identities of informal leaders, all of which influences how they decide to vote. We therefore take a wide-angle approach, exploring how informal governance has developed in Georgia and how the institutional memory stemming from various periods and types of informal governance has coalesced in the minds of voters and influenced the electorate’s perceptions in the 2016 parliamentary elections. 

			The paper will first trace the evolution of informal governance in Georgia. We identify two types of informal governance since the 2003 Rose Revolution: autocratic or coercive informal governance – between 2003 and 2012; and oligarchic or cooptive informal governance – from 2012 to the present. Autocratic informal governance was based on the dominant position of then-president Mikheil Saakashvili, who, despite having a formal position, often overstepped his role and acted as the center of gravity for an informal political network in which political loyalty to the president and to the ruling party was the most valued good. After the 2012 leadership transition, autocratic informal governance was replaced by oligarchic informal governance: the decision-making center moved from the position of president to Bidzina Ivanishvili, the multibillionaire and founder of the Georgian Dream party who became prime minister after the 2012 parliamentary elections. After one year, Ivanishvili resigned from the post of prime minister, yet he retained his informal powers. As such, the decision-making center moved entirely outside legal boundaries. 

			Before moving on, we should make an important clarification about what we understand to be oligarchic governance in Georgia. Unlike Ukrainian or Moldovan oligarchs, whose political engagement is driven mostly by profit-seeking and economic interests, Ivanishvili did not have vested financial interests in his own country. He earned most of his fortune abroad, and the Georgian market may not be particularly attractive to a businessman of his caliber.6 However, the logic of oligarchic governance can still be applied to Georgia since, even without the component of financial interest, Ivanishvili’s meddling in political processes has been similar to that of oligarchs in other post-Soviet states. The principle is basically the same: Ivanishvili has used his wealth and reputation to manipulate political processes from behind the scenes (at least since he resigned from the government). His aims may be different, but the toolbox employed by Ivanishvili is similar to that of other post-Soviet oligarchs.

			During the 2016 parliamentary elections, both former leaders – Mikheil Saakashvili and Bidzina Ivanishvili – intervened heavily and tried to influence the political campaign by supporting their respective parties and criticizing the opposition. We argue that their intervention had a decisive impact on preference formation among the electorate, contributing to a somewhat unexpected but, all in all, logical electoral outcome. Though the electorate saw Ivanishvili as undesirable, they also considered him the only political player who had sufficient political and financial capital to take the leading role in times of crisis and stabilize the government whenever necessary. Hence, Ivanishvili’s intervention in the elections only boosted the chances of the ruling GD party by reassuring the electorate that the party’s “godfather” would still be engaged in politics. 

			The situation was fundamentally different with former president Mikheil Saakashvili. For the majority of undecided neutral voters, Saakashvili was associated with the negative aspects of the United National Movement’s (UNM) 9-year rule. Moreover, Saakashvili’s active engagement in the election campaign frustrated even the UNM’s most loyal voters, who had hoped for reform within the party after it lost power in 2012. This led to low overall turnout, which contributed to GD’s overwhelming win. 

			Thus, the intervention of informal leaders in the elections and the electorate’s reaction to this engagement played a significant role in determining the outcome of the election. We argue that the key factor motivating a more positive public perception of Ivanishvili’s informal leadership was the lower degree of oppression and higher degree of pluralism and political openness of the oligarchic or cooptive informal governance he had created in office, compared to the more oppressive, less pluralistic autocratic informal governance that predominated under Saakashvili. Consequently, once the election became an either-or battle between the two powerful rivals, the majority of the electorate decided to remain passive and abstain from taking part in the elections, indirectly supporting the ruling GD party. 

			Overall, intensive engagement in the elections by Ivanishvili and Saakashvili had a negative impact on Georgia’s political landscape and further polarized the Georgian party landscape, which was already tense. The election campaigns run by GD and UNM became more focused on negative messaging and criticism of rival parties. The degree of polarization during the elections was so high that an international report called Georgia “one of the most polarised democracies in Europe.”7

			The remainder of the article is structured as follows: the next part briefly elaborates on the informal governance literature and discusses the theoretical and conceptual framework employed here. The second section explores the evolution of informal governance in Georgia under Saakashvili and Ivanishvili. The third part discusses how the intervention of informal leaders and the electorate’s perceptions of them led to an overwhelming win by the ruling party in 2016. Finally, the conclusion lists the main findings, discusses their limitations, and proposes further avenues for research.

			Theorizing Informal Governance in post-Soviet States

			“The initially economistic concept of informality”8 has evolved over time, engaging different disciplines and covering various theoretical and analytical terrains. Wide use of the concept has led to analytical confusion, however. As Christiansen and Neuhold have recently observed, “There is a somewhat inflationary usage of the concept but a lack of common ground with regard to its meaning.”9 Certainly, different authors have associated distinct phenomena – such as “kinship,” “nepotism,” “clientelism,” “autocratic cliques,” “patrimonialism,” and “patronalism” – with informal governance.10 Hence, to avoid a conceptual blunder, we will define informal governance as narrowly as possible.

			Additionally, the literature on “post-Soviet informality”11 has ballooned in recent years. Several studies have been devoted to informal economic practices,12 as well as the role of informality in the cultural and social spheres,13 in corruption,14 and in the evolution of political institutions.15 The literature on the informal interplay between economic and political actors in the post-Soviet countries has also grown to vast proportions of late, a trend mostly driven by academic interest in studying the role of oligarchs in Ukraine and Russia.16 In particular, the literature on post-Soviet informality has benefited greatly from the Academic Swiss Caucasus Network conference in Fribourg in 201317 and the subsequent volumes by Giordano and Hayoz (2013),18 Morris and Polese (2015),19 and Polese et al. (2016).20 

			At the theoretical level, the most sophisticated analysis probably belongs to Stewart, Schröder, Schmitz, and Klein.21 In an edited volume, the authors explore the different paths of political transition in post-Soviet countries. In doing so, they rely on a post-normative regime typology based on the post-transition paradigm22 and try to analyze the post-Soviet transformation processes based on the neopatrimonial nature of informal politics. 

			A research consortium led by the Free University of Berlin recently launched a project entitled “The EU and Eastern Partnership Countries: An Inside-Out Analysis and Strategic Assessment (EU-STRAT).”23 The project studies the informal relations between various actors in the post-Soviet states, taking the famous works of Douglass North and his colleagues as its point of departure.24 Based on the conceptual dichotomy proposed by North,25 one can consider the post-Soviet states to have social systems that correspond to the Limited Access Order (LAO).26 Whereas the Open Access Order (OAO) “relies on competition, open access to organizations, and the rule of law to hold the society together,”27 the LAO is based on the “principle of manipulating the economy to produce rents, stability, and prevent violence.”28 LAOs usually have “state-controlled industries […] and “corrupt” patron-client networks.29 Georgia, like other post-Soviet states, can be located somewhere between the LAO and the OAO but displays more similarities with the LAO, where informal leaders manage political processes by maintaining an informal rent-distribution system based on economic rents and political loyalty. To be sure, North et al. themselves did not explicitly mention the former Soviet regimes in their works, but the value of the model for explaining political processes in post-Soviet states has been confirmed by many authors.30 

			As this brief literature overview has shown, the concepts of informal institutions and informal governance encompass many social, cultural and economic institutions. In this article, however, we focus only on political institutions or “political rules of the game.”31 As such, our analysis is at the level of national politics. In the realm of political institutions, important keywords for informal governance include “non-codified,” “non-governmental,” and “non-sanctioned;”32 a majority of authors define the term using these features. 

			For the sake of simplicity and conceptual clarity, we conceptualize informal governance as narrowly as possible, borrowing Helmke and Levitsky’s definition.33 As mentioned in the introduction, they define informal institutions as “socially shared” and “unwritten” rules that operate “outside of officially sanctioned channels.” The majority of authors working on the subject have proposed more or less similar definitions: Steenberg talks of “practices not bureaucratically registered”34 and Isaacs differentiates formal and informal institutions using “the notion of official codification.”35 According to Lauth, “informal institutions are institutions which are not formally codified in official documents (either in constitutions or laws).”36 Based on Routh’s definition,37 Polese et al. define informality as “complementary to the broad framing of activities that are not ‘regulated, monitored or controlled directly or indirectly by the state.’”38 Grzymala-Busse, for her part, adds the notion of enforcement by legal recognition: “[informal institutions] are not officially written down, nor are they enforced by legal recognition or the power of the modern state.”39 By defining informal governance as a set of practices outside formal rules, we also implicitly apply a state-centric perspective, according to which informality refers to “a sum of practices outside state registration and bureaucratic organisation”40 or “practices outside ‘formal’ political and economic systems.”41 According to Helmke and Levitsky,42 “many ‘rules of the game’ that structure political life are informal—created, communicated, and enforced outside of officially sanctioned channels.”

			Methodologically, it is not difficult to identify informal governance. Nowadays, since law is almost universally codified, anything that is not written in formal laws can be considered informal. In the case of Georgia, informal governance amounts to governance by norms that are not explicitly enshrined in the country’s legal documents: its constitution, civil code, law on political parties, the rulings of its constitutional court, and various legislative acts. This paper’s definition and conceptualization of informal governance further implies that informal governance should not be equated with the informality of leaders’ positions. Indeed, formal leaders can also exercise informal governance, as will be shown below. 

			To understand the difference between Ivanishvili’s and Saakashvili’s systems of informal governance, and why the Georgia’s electorate punished Saakashvili’s meddling in elections but tolerated Ivanishvili’s intervention, we develop two conceptual categories: cooptive or oligarchic informal governance and coercive or autocratic informal governance. 

			The main difference between the two types lies basically in who – what kind of actor – is at the top of the political system and what kind of toolbox s/he uses to maintain state power. Cooptive informal governance is dominated by oligarchs or enriched political players who are naturally interested in weak government that can be easily controlled from behind the scenes. In addition, cooptive informal governance is more pluralistic, more liberal and less oppressive, since the (informal) rent-distribution system is primarily maintained through provision of financial rents and cooptation rather than through repression and coercion. In oligarchic informal governance, the oligarchs (or rich political actors like Ivanishvili) who finance the government are the key informal players, and often hold more power than elected governments (Table 2). 

			Coercive or autocratic informal governance, by contrast, is dominated by the central government, which desires a strong state and obedient business players willing to sustain the state-run rent-distribution system. Most importantly, the government is also keener to use coercive methods, since scarce financial resources make it impossible for cooptation through financial incentives to be its dominant strategy. 

			The remainder of the analysis will argue that Georgia after 2012 had features of cooptive or oligarchic informal governance, with a wealthy political figure at the top of the system – first holding a formal position, and later playing an informal role. In contrast, in autocratic informal governance the (formal and informal) rents are distributed primarily by central governments and the power of wealthy actors is rather limited. Georgia resembled an autocratic informal governance system between 2003 and 2012. Besides Georgia, autocratic informal governance is present in Armenia, Azerbaijan and Belarus, albeit to a different degree. Based on this dichotomy, the next section explores the two types of informal governance established in Georgia and their impact on preference formation among the Georgian electorate.




			Table 1. Two Types of Patronal Systems in post-Soviet States

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Type of informal governance

						
							
							Main features

						
							
							Forms of manifestation

						
					

					
							
							Cooptive system

						
							
							Rent distribution controlled by economic or enriched political actors; cooptation as a basic principle of political action

						
							
							“Oligarchic democracy” (Adarov et al. 2015); “feckless pluralism” (Carothers 2002); “democratic chaos” (Glebov 2009)

						
					

					
							
							Coercive system

						
							
							Rent distribution controlled by political actors; coercion as a basic principle of political action

						
							
							“One-party state”(Waal 2011);

							“Sultanistic authoritarianism” (Guliyev 2005); “(semi-) consolidated autocracy”(Freedom House 2014)

						
					

				
			

			


Varieties of Informal Governance in Georgia 

			As one pundit observed after the 2016 parliamentary elections, “for several years, Georgian politics have been described by many as a political battle between two larger than life figures, Saakashvili and Ivanishvili.”43 Yet to understand the impact of their intervention in the election process, it may be helpful to look at the role the two men played in Georgian politics prior to the elections, both in government and in opposition. Somewhat mistakenly, informal governance is often exclusively associated with the period from late 2013, when the billionaire Bidzina Ivanishvili resigned from the post of prime minister (PM) and formally abandoned politics but informally retained much of the decision-making power. However, informal governance is not an exclusive feature of the post-Ivanishvili period; it also characterized UNM rule between 2004 and 2012, during which, as one author observed, “proximity to Saakashvili was the key to power and… legislative niceties were often ignored altogether.”44 Certainly, Saakashvili’s position as president was more politically vulnerable than Ivanishvili’s from late 2013, since the latter, though the informal leader of the country, did not hold any public position through which he could be made accountable. This meant that Saakashvili’s informal governance was milder and more politically predictable than Ivanishvili’s. However, Saakashvili’s period can still be qualified as an era of informal governance based on a semi-authoritarian political system, with the president at the top of the informal rent-distribution network. Soon after he became president in 2004, Saakashvili created a centrally-managed rent-distribution system based on party and political loyalty, where the important decisions were made outside the formal institutional framework by a small clique of close party acquaintances. Saakashvili’s political regime was maintained by means of political oppression and a selective use of justice. The government soon took control over the main TV outlets’ broadcasting licenses and distributed them among the president’s main allies, leading to decreased media freedom in the country.45 The financial stability of the informal rent-distribution system under Saakashvili was mostly based on oppression or cooptation of private businesses and enterprises in the country.46 

			At the beginning of his presidency, Saakashvili did not have financial capital. Hence, the main currency of his rent-distribution system was political capital. Political loyalty to the leader of the state was rewarded with appointments to high-ranking positions in the state apparatus or private businesses controlled by or associated with the government (media outlets, for instance), as well as privileged access to public procurements. As a result, many former associates of Saakashvili later became successful businessmen. Obviously, political loyalty was not the only criterion for appointing high-ranking officials to the cabinet of ministers, for instance. Candidates were also expected to share the ruling elite’s ideology, based on support for radical Westernism and a neoliberal economy. Youth, Western education and contacts with the “Western world” were also seen as important conditions for the appointment of new candidates. Nevertheless, political and even personal loyalty to the leadership of the state, embodied in the person of Mikheil Saakashvili, was a necessary criterion for appointment to a high position or even to belong to the country’s decision-making clique. As such, the main feature of informal governance under Saakashvili was that the center of informal power was in the hands of formal political actors, above all the president. The government imposed informal control mechanisms on business actors and the main media outlets. It was an informal rent-distribution system managed by the state.  

			In contrast to the Saakashvili period, when the president managed to maintain political stability through strong and partly informal political leadership, informal governance under his successor Bidzina Ivanishvili mostly derived from Ivanishvili’s strong financial position. According to one source, in 2012, his personal wealth amounted to 46 percent of Georgia’s GDP: “a particularly acute case of wealth asymmetry between an entire country and its richest citizen.”47 It was not only financial assets that made Ivanishvili popular among the population, of course, but also his reputation as a philanthropist in the country. Moreover, even prior to entering politics, Ivanishvili had successfully coopted the old Georgian intelligentsia by paying them monthly salaries and providing other financial benefits. Unsurprisingly, given that the majority of the intelligentsia was on Ivanishvili’s payroll, they supported the Georgian multimillionaire publicly both during and after the elections. That being said, these other advantages were indirectly related to Ivanishvili’s fortune. He used his wealth strategically to create and increase his own political capital by various philanthropic activities and targeted financial benefits to influential societal groups. 

			Informal governance took concrete shape after Ivanishvili resigned as prime minister in late 2013 and abandoned Georgian politics. The new prime minister was Irakli Gharibashvili, who had served as a minister of interior when Ivanishvili was prime minister. Gharibashvili was widely considered one of Ivanishvili’s most loyal allies. Since 2004, he had been employed by Ivanishvili as director general of the Cartu Foundation and a member of the Cartu Bank’s Supervisory Board, and had confirmed his loyalty to his former boss on many occasions.48 The former head of Bidzina Ivanishvili’s Security Service, Vakhtang Gomelauri, also became a key government figure. From 2013, he served as deputy prime minister at the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MIA), and in 2015 he became the minister of MIA.49 In July 2015, Gomelauri was appointed the head of a newly established State Security Service.50 

			Prime Minister Gharibashvili was later replaced by Giorgi Kvirikashvili. He had previously held the position of General Director of JSC Cartu Bank (owned by Ivanishvili) and was appointed minister of the economy in 2012 after Ivanishvili and the GD came to power.51 In addition to prime ministers and heads of the MIA and the State Security Service, which are by far the most powerful and important portfolios in the Georgian government, Ivanishvili’s former employees have held a number of other positions in the cabinet of ministers, as well as in other governmental agencies.52 After resigning from the post of prime minister, Ivanishvili has continued to meet regularly with ministers, members of parliament and other state officials.53 Interestingly, Ivanishvili himself calls the meetings “consultations.”54 He also conceded that he has interfered in government personnel issues: Ivanishvili admitted that Irakli Garibashvili’s resignation came after the latter’s consultation with him.55 

			Under such circumstances, it is not surprising that Ivanishvili’s departure from official politics fueled suspicion among politicians, political experts and ordinary people alike. Ivanishvili was seen as “the ultimate decision-maker in the country”56 or “the informal power behind the GD government,”57 as well as behind the GD political party, “which would probably cease to exist without Ivanishvili.”58 In 2015, an open letter by 46 civil society organizations working in Georgia characterized Ivanishvili as “an informal leader of the state.”59 Some analysts view the informal character of Ivanishvili’s power as a danger to democracy in Georgia. As one Georgian analyst put it, “Ivanishvili is outside democratic control, outside institutional checks and balances, yet he is ultimately calling the shots, which puts Georgia in a vulnerable position both vis-à-vis democracy and foreign policy.”60 These expert opinions are widely shared by the population. According to public surveys, in 2015, 59 percent of the population still considered Bidzina Ivanishvili a “decision-maker in the actions of the government.”61 By spring 2016, that number had increased to 66 percent.62 Among GD voters, 53 percent saw Ivanishvili as a decision-maker in the government.63 

			Ivanishvili himself denied being an informal leader of the country, though he acknowledged that the government has been acting according to a script created by him: “I suggest maybe they call ‘informal governance’ the set of standards I established, and the team [GD] uses them up to now.”64 Moreover, in one of his interviews, Ivanishvili compared Prime Minister Garibashvili to himself: “[Gharibashvili] reminds me of myself – it is not necessary to repeat things to him several times.”65 This remark about the new prime minister clearly shows Ivanishvili’s informal political power over the Georgian government and its head.

			As we have seen, both Saakashvili and Ivanishvili employed informal governance to rule the country. In addition to the main difference between the two systems (cooptive vs. coercive), a number of key distinctions shaped the electorate’s perceptions of and attitudes toward the two leaders. Under Saakashvili, informality was mostly articulated as a small but strong decision-making core within the government and effective but undemocratic governance.66 The main feature of informal governance under Saakashvili was the excessive strength of formal executive institutions, at the expense of democratic accountability and checks and balances. Ivanishvili’s approach was slightly different: its main feature was the weakness of formal institutions, which most clearly manifests itself in the selection of candidates for the cabinet of ministers. The two prime ministers who succeeded Ivanishvili were his former employees and owed their professional careers to him. On top of that, neither had his own political capital or support base. The same can be said of other members of the government. Another key difference is that “Ivanishvili has been a less visibly dominating figure in Georgian politics than Saakashvili.”67 This does not mean that Ivanishvili has been less influential, but rather that he was a more skillful player, managing to direct political activity from behind the scenes. Most importantly, Ivanishvili’s informal governance and his patronal system was less repressive than that of Saakashvili. Under GD rule, the “zero tolerance policy” against the criminal world and abusive practices in prisons were abolished, business actors have not experienced political and financial pressure from the state, and the political climate has become slightly more pluralistic. As we will argue below, those slight differences played an enormous role in the outcome of the 2016 parliamentary elections.

			Informal Leaders and the 2016 Parliamentary Elections

			Bidzina Ivanishvili as an informal leader of the state: the lesser of two evils?

			The previous section traced the evolution of informal governance in Georgia under two different informal governance systems: coercive informal governance under Saakashvili and cooptive informal governance under Ivanishvili. It is safe to argue that both types of informal governance influenced the 2016 parliamentary elections, albeit to different extents and in different ways. The historical memory of the electorate, related to the particularities of informal rule by the two strong personalities of Georgian politics played an important role in the final outcome of the elections. Since both personalities intervened in the elections informally, the electorate had to weigh their pros and cons and make an “either-or” vote. Below, we will explore how each influenced the election campaign of their respective political camp and hypothesize how their intervention impacted the electorate’s voting behavior. 

			Ivanishvili made no secret of his active intervention in the election campaign. In his words, he would be active “no less than [he] was [in the run-up to the] 2012 [elections],” and would support the Georgian Dream with all his resources as much as he could.68 He also exerted authority by urging the GD to reshuffle the party list for the upcoming election.69 (The exact impact of Ivanishvili’s intervention is difficult to trace, but it likely that changes to the list did take place under his heavy influence.) Besides personnel, Ivanishvili was actively involved in the day-to-day election campaign. He was the “driving force and only public face” of the GD.70 Moreover, the GD relied not only on Ivanishvili’s political capital, but also on his financial capital: it continued to be financially dependent on him. Just prior to the elections, the GD borrowed 1 million GEL (approximately USD$420,000) from a bank owned by Ivanishvili.71 As a response to opponents’ criticism of his informal governance, Ivanishvili reiterated that he was only giving the government “friendly advice.”72 Overall, however, it is certain that – similar to the 2012 election – Ivanishvili’s political and financial capital was key to the GD’s 2016 parliamentary election campaign.

			Playing the Trojan horse: Mikheil Saakashvili and the 2016 parliamentary elections 

			On the other side of the political spectrum, perhaps the biggest mistake of the oppositional UNM party - the GD’s main rival – was its failure to distance itself from the shadow of former leader and ex-president Mikheil Saakashvili. For a while, UNM leaders were in “waiting mode,” since Saakashvili’s status and his aims in both Ukraine and Georgia were uncertain. Nevertheless, the 2016 elections pushed different groups inside the party to take certain actions, spurring a fragmentation process that led one influential group (David Bakradze, Giga Bokeria, and Gigi Ugulava) to leave the party.73 Within the party, the UNM’s election strategy, the role of Saakashvili, and the UNM”s future leadership and institutional arrangements all caused deep controversy.

			Despite some heated discussion, the UNM’s political leadership was unable to restrain Saakashvili’s ambitions. The latter influenced the election campaign, interfered regularly and disillusioned much of the undecided electorate. The decision to keep supporting Saakashvili, a political leader who was “discredited and…massively unpopular,”74 proved fateful for the UNM. As the voting neared, Saakashvili revealed his intention to return to Georgia and take part in the elections.75 Using negative and radical rhetoric, he again revitalized the image of the UNM as an aggressive, assertive party more focused on discrediting its opponent than on offering alternative solutions. During the campaign, Saakashvili accused the GD and Ivanishvili of intimidating the UNM and its leaders and planning to rig the elections, comparing Ivanishvili to former non-democratic rulers in Georgia, as well as to former Ukrainian President Victor Yanukovich.76 Moreover, just a few days prior to the elections, audio footage was leaked that purported to show Saakashvili and senior members of the UNM discussing the possibility of organizing public protests should the UNM be defeated in the elections.77 Saakashvili also spoke at a campaign rally in Tbilisi via video link on October 5, just three days before the elections, declaring he would return to Georgia in three days to “witness the end of Georgian Dream-Democratic Georgia misrule.”78 Saakashvili’s hyperactivity prior to the elections only exacerbated fears among the electorate that he would “stop at nothing to engineer his return to power.”79 It helped the GD to make up for its poor economic performance over the last four years, which had left many of the GD’s electoral promises unfulfilled. It also legitimized the GD’s controversial election campaigning, which had focused on stoking fears about the return of Saakashvili and his rule to Georgia. In short, Saakashvili played the role of scarecrow in these elections.80 Another analyst argued that “Saakashvili had become a drag on the UNM.”81 

			Perhaps another important difference that made Saakashvili more vulnerable was his legal status. After leaving the Georgian presidency, he was forced to leave the country, became a Ukrainian citizen and engaged actively in Ukrainian politics. Thus, he was legally denied the right to be involved in Georgian politics, not to mention lead a political party. From the a legal standpoint, therefore, Saakashvili’s engagement was not only informal but also illegal.

			Saakashvili continued to negatively influence the UNM after the elections. He played a key role in the UNM split that took place soon after the elections. In early 2017, a majority of parliamentary deputies (20 out of 27) left the UNM and created their own faction in the parliament.82 The intellectual core of the party – the majority of the deputies, who oppose Saakashvili continuing to dictate to the UNM – established a new party, “Movement for Freedom - European Georgia.” The political elite and the majority of party leaders decided to side with these “seccessionists.” The old UNM, on the other hand, retained much of the party infrastructure and a big support base among the electorate. 

			Hence, both sides display considerable weaknesses after the split. “European Georgia” is capable of intellectual reasoning and party profiling but lacks popular support and party infrastructure. They risk sharing the fate of many pro-Western liberal parties: that is, failing to attract voter support due to lack of charismatic leadership and an unpopular message that did not appeal to the electorate. The majority of the party leaders are well-educated personalities, but they lack the communication skills that once contributed to the skyrocketing popularity of Saakashvili and the UNM. The UNM, on the other hand, has a better support base and better party infrastructure but suffers from the long shadow of Saakashvili, which still appears threatening to a majority of the voters who, under other circumstances, might have voted for the party. Since the split, it also has few intellectual resources to develop the party’s political program and position itself programmatically in public debates. The majority of observers agree the optimal outcome for the UNM would be to remain a single party without Saakashvili’s leadership.83 This would make it easier to break with the damaging legacy of the past, as well as attain a positive image as a reformist, future-oriented party. 

			As the election results showed, the public reacted differently to the two leaders’ informal meddling in the election process. The UNM was punished for being unable to distance itself from Saakashvili and his legacy. Ivanishvili, on the other hand, was seen as necessary to the stability of Georgia’s political system. It can also be argued that whereas Ivanishvili’s informal power and his meddling in elections were seen as unavoidable –considering the GD’s dependence on his political and financial capital – Saakahvili’s meddling was considered an undesirable outcome that could have been avoided by the main opposition party. Saakashvili’s hyperactive campaign only contributed to UNM’s “residual arrogance as the initiators of the Rose Revolution and its subsequent abuse of power in governance” which “continues to define its public brand.”84 Hence, unlike GD, UNM could survive and be better off without its former leader, Saakashvili. Saakashvili’s engagement in UNM’s campaign disillusioned the opposition electorate, resulting in low electoral turnout and handing the ruling party an overwhelming victory. 

			Public surveys conducted a few months before the elections confirmed that Saakashvili was one of Georgia’s least popular politicians. In March 2016, only 2 percent of the population had a positive perception of him. In contrast, David Bakradze, leader of the UNM, received 15 percent.85 Crucially, according to surveys, “parties’ past performance” (75 percent) and “trust in specific members of political parties” (72 percent) are the two most important factors in voter’s decisions.86 In this regard, Saakashvili’s involvement proved to be disadvantageous for the UNM.87 First, his popularity was low, so when he started to intervene in the campaign, he could only negatively affect the party’s overall rating and chances. Second, with his aggressive rhetoric and negative message, Saakashvili managed to revive memories of unpleasant aspects of the UNM’s performance during his 9-year long rule, which served as a further reason for undecided voters to vote against the UNM or abstain by remaining at home (and so indirectly support the GD).

			The proposition that Saakashvili’s meddling had a negative impact on the mobilization of the opposition electorate can also be partly confirmed by public surveys. In March 2016, 78 percent of UNM supporters identified themselves as “likely voters” and only 22 percent as “likely abstainers,” whereas only 51 percent of GD supporters said that they were going to participate in the elections.88 Moreover, even among “likely voters,” 52 percent were still undecided. Among decided likely voters, 29 percent could have voted for the GD and 27 percent for the UNM.89 Yet as the election results have shown, the GD managed to mobilize the majority of its supporters, whereas the UNM failed to persuade even its most likely voters to cast their ballots for the party. 

			Conclusions

			In recent decades, Georgia’s political system has become addicted to informal governance by powerful personalities. The 2016 parliamentary election, in both its conduct and outcomes, reflected this trend. Both Mikheil Saakashvili and Bidzina Ivanishvili tried to interfere and influence the outcome of elections, yet their interference was perceived differently by the population. Ivanishvili was widely seen as the lesser of two evils, whose informal governance has had a stabilizing impact on Georgia’s turbulent politics and the low-profile cabinet of ministers. Consequently, Ivanishvili’s informal leadership was met with criticism, but also with understanding. Saakashvili, on the other hand, was associated with two negative phenomena stemming from the experience of his 9-year rule: excessive repression against key social groups, such as private business and particularly SMEs, and a poor record in the areas of human rights protection and criminal justice – that is, with coercion-based informal governance. In the end, the electorate’s perceptions of the two informal leaders were decisive in the opposition’s failure to mobilize their voters and the governing party’s overwhelming win.

			From this, we can draw a few conclusions. For the majority of the population, informal governance based on cooptive tools is more acceptable than informal governance based on coercion and autocratic political leadership. The main reason for this may be the less oppressive character of the former. A cooptive system also presupposes the presence of a weak government that can be easily controlled by oligarchs or wealthy political players. A weak government is less efficient, tends to be more corrupt and lacks good governance, but it is also less repressive and more pluralistic. Thus, the public might favor more pluralistic and less efficient informal governance over potentially more efficient, but also far more repressive informal governance (like that of Saakashvili’s 9-year rule). 

			In sum, it can be argued that unlike in developed countries, where informal governance often compensates for the deficiencies of formal institutions, in the case of post-Soviet Georgia, informal practices undermine the basic principles of democratic accountability and checks and balances. They are used by political actors, both formal and informal, to strengthen their power, often by extralegal means. 

			Finally, we do not seek to fully explain Georgia’s electoral outcomes and we acknowledge the empirical and conceptual limitations of our argument. Certainly, a number of institutional and cultural factors contributed to the unexpected electoral outcome and to the failure of the UNM and other opposition parties to mobilize the electorate. Among them are controversial electoral legislation that tends to neglect the preferences of the electorate – especially when turnout is low – and the prevalence of an underdeveloped political culture.90 Yet this is not the first time that the electoral system has favored the ruling party, and in 2012, under the same electoral legislation, the ruling party lost. Nevertheless, the issue needs further exploration. The phenomenon of ruling parties winning supermajorities in democratic elections could potentially become a rising challenge for both the external democracy-promoting community and the local pro-democratic actors in young democracies and transitional countries. 
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