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Russia’s Presidential Election and the Fate of Democracy: Taking the Cake Henry E. Hale Indiana University Published in AAASS NewsNet, May 2004, pp.1-6



One might be tempted to call President Vladimir Putin’s victory in the March 14, 2004 presidential election a cakewalk. But in a real cakewalk everybody has an equal chance to win. Instead, in Russia, biased state-controlled media blatantly reinforced the ratings of a candidate who had regularly been polling between 70 and 80 percent among likely voters anyway; all Putin had to do was walk, and the cake was simply handed over. Witnessing this spectacle, many analysts have been quick to proclaim the demise of Russian democracy. While such judgments may be understandable for this specific federal election cycle, it is important not to let this particular slice of reality obscure bigger patterns of Russian politics. At least one of these patterns gives cause for some optimism; public political contestation may not be dead yet in Russia. Putin’s Democratic Deficit To be sure, a lot was undemocratic about the way in which Putin won reelection if one refers to Samuel Huntington’s definition of democracy: a system by which “the most powerful collective decisionmakers are selected through fair, honest, and periodic elections in which candidates freely compete for votes and in which virtually all the adult population is eligible to vote.”1 The factor that has received the most attention in the West has been television. Although a variety of viewpoints can be found in the print media, the two largest nationwide television networks (First Channel and RTR) are state-owned and the third-biggest, NTV, is effectively controlled by a partially state-owned company, Gazprom. While the two state-owned channels generally observed the legal requirement to give each candidate small allocations of airtime to 1
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run advertisements or to appear in debates, they were often scheduled for odd times of day; RTR’s main candidate debates were broadcast at 7:50a.m and ORT’s at 8:00a.m.2 Television news coverage gave Putin the biggest boost. According to the Union of Journalists, which conducted a European-Commission-sponsored survey of Russian mass media, Putin received a whopping 69 percent of all news coverage of presidential candidates on federal channels while shares of between just 4 and 8 percent were doled out to his competitors.3 Needless to say, virtually all of the coverage of Putin was positive. Not all news reports about Putin’s rivals were negative, however. Negativity tended to be directed at the candidate whom the Kremlin considered to be the greatest long-term threat to the incumbent’s team, Sergei Glaziev, who in December 2003 had led the self-styled leftist and nationalist bloc Rodina (“Motherland”) to a surprisingly high 9 percent of the vote in the Duma race. The negative coverage became especially intense towards the end of the campaign, when most reports on Glaziev focused on how “his own” Duma fraction, Rodina, had ousted him as its leader for various forms of alleged incompetence or irresponsibility. Putin’s victory also involved the mobilization of “administrative resources” beyond the mass media. Chief among these was the vote-delivering power of Russia’s provincial political machines. The “governors” (we will use this term here as a shorthand for a variety of other formal titles) that sit atop these machines often depend heavily on the federal government for transfers of resources and are vulnerable to a variety of punishments that the Kremlin can inflict, ranging from political support of rivals to, some say, personal blackmail. While these machines vary in strength,4 some are powerful indeed: Bashkortostan’s leadership delivered 91.8 percent of the vote for Putin and Ingushetia mustered an amazing 98.2 percent. Such extreme results are often taken to be fraud or ballot-stuffing and some of this undoubtedly does take place. But much of such lopsided outcomes is better explained simply by the politics of clientelism in which local economic units are heavily dependent on the governor’s administration for their material well-being. For example, Bashkir farmers understand that if their precinct does not return a large majority for whomever their leadership supports (in this case, Putin), their 2



NTV, as a non-state channel, was exempt from this requirement. It thus exercised its legal prerogative not to broadcast any candidate debates or blocs of advertisements during prime time due to what its executives called a lack of public interest. 3 Polit.Ru, March 31, 2004, 18:27. 4 See Henry E. Hale, “Explaining Machine Politics in Russia’s Regions: Economy, Ethnicity, and Legacy,” PostSoviet Affairs, v.19, no.3, July-September 2003, pp.228-63.
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deliveries of supplies or other critical goods may be slowed or cut; under such circumstances, it is not hard to get them to vote and vote the right way. Top Putin Administration officials informally in charge of securing desired election outcomes, notably deputy presidential administration chief Vladislav Surkov, were reportedly involved in all of these dealing and also mobilized resources, threats, and promises to convince a majority of the Rodina bloc in the Duma to replace Glaziev as leader with the more Kremlin-friendly Dmitry Rogozin. Importantly, the sorts of levers just described were used during the fall 2003 Duma campaign as a way of weeding out potential rivals of Putin’s party, United Russia. The biggest victim was the Communist Party (KPRF). The first blows were attempts by Surkov and company to create or to covertly support leftist or “patriotic” blocs or parties designed to siphon votes away from the Communists; these decoy parties were reported by various sources to include Rodina, the Party of Russian Revival--Party of Life bloc, the Pensioners Party--Party of Social Justice bloc, and the Agrarian Party (though some of these denied Kremlin support). The next salvo was a dramatic campaign of negative coverage on Russia’s most-watched nightly news programs. News anchors and reporters blasted the KPRF for alleged hypocrisy in including several “dollar millionaires” or “oligarchs” on its federal party list and rarely gave party leader Zyuganov a chance to respond. Largely as a result, the KPRF’s poll ratings fell from the steady mid-20s (where they had been for almost the entire four years since the previous round of elections) to just 13 percent, while Motherland surged to 9 percent and each of the other leftist-patriotic decoy parties mentioned above netted 1 to 4 percent of the vote. Under the weight of this crushing defeat, Zyuganov declined to run for the presidency and the KPRF, resigned to Putin’s victory already, nominated the little-known Nikolai Kharitonov (not even a Communist Party member) as a token candidate whose main goal was not to beat Putin but to beat any leftist challengers and thereby to reaffirm the party’s status as the preeminent party of the left. The extensive and overwhelmingly positive media coverage of United Russia also likely helped that party pick off pro-liberal-market voters who might otherwise have been convinced to cast ballots for Yabloko or SPS. When the latter two parties each fell below the five-percent minimum necessary to obtain seat allocations in the party-list half of the Duma, and when both parties combined netted just seven of the 225 district-allocated seats, they too opted to drop out of the impending presidential contest. Yabloko chose to boycott the election while SPS
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effectively split, with roughly half of its organization and supporters backing SPS co-leader Irina Khakamada’s decision to run as a highly anti-Putin independent and the other half opposing her and voicing support for Putin. Once Vladimir Zhirinovsky also pulled out of the race in deference to Putin despite his party’s strong 11 percent showing in the Duma race, nominating his bodyguard Oleg Malyshkin instead, Putin’s supporters had effectively cleared the field of any serious presidential challengers before the race had even begun. The only candidate that analysts considered to have had any chance of ever commanding enough support to eventually win the presidency was Glaziev, who was elegantly polished off during the presidential race through the administrative resources described above. With Putin running against what could only be seen as a set of political Lilliputians on an administrative playing field tilted heavily in his favor, it was indeed hard to see much democracy in March 2004. Putin’s Popularity It is important to recognize, however, that these administrative tactics have worked so effectively in part because Putin has in fact been quite popular. While state-controlled media certainly have enhanced his popularity and shielded him from most negative campaigning by opponents, media marketing generally helps even more if the “product” itself is appealing, as Putin has proven to be. Furthermore, the fact of Putin’s singular popularity alone helps cow any governors or other elites that might have ambitions of putting together an opposition coalition that could unseat him. Finally, one reason that Putin faced no major rival on the presidential ballot is simply that the rivals saw the poll numbers and decided that sitting on the sidelines was more attractive than suffering a resounding defeat. Indeed, a nationwide survey designed by Timothy Colton, Henry Hale, and Michael McFaul conducted among a representative sample of Russian citizens shortly after the 2003 Duma election found that a solid majority of every major party’s voters except for the Communists actually preferred Putin to their own party’s leader in the upcoming presidential contest, as did a whole 40 percent of those who voted KPRF.5 Facing such numbers, it is little wonder that the leaders of Yabloko, the KPRF, and the Liberal Democratic Party of Russia (LDPR) all pulled out of the presidential race.
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Putin’s popularity has also been confirmed, it can safely be said, in every reputable opinion poll taken over the last four years. For example, Yuri Levada’s polling agency (earlier called VTsIOM, then VTsIOM-A, then, as of March 2004, Levada-Center), has regularly asked voters “In what measure do you trust Vladimir Putin?” ever since the latter took office in 2000. The percentage affirming their faith in him has consistently ranged between 60 and 80 percent with most measures tending to the higher figure.6 In fact, Putin has been so far ahead in the polls that even his political opponents have wondered aloud why he and his supporters even bothered with the aforementioned administrative levers during the presidential race; if anything, this may have cost him some votes by alienating liberals who otherwise find him appealing and may have damaged his relationship with foreign countries or organizations that consider democracy to be important.7 While most of this popular support of Putin is not wholehearted, reflecting a certain public caution, it is nevertheless real and far greater than that of any other Russian politician. Putin’s Campaign Connection With Voters What, then, were the “positives” that Putin emphasized in his own interactions with voters during the campaign?8 Putin’s 2004 campaign largely refined the “anti-campaign campaign” strategy that he used to good effect in 2000.9 Its essence, as in 2000, was simply to continue seeming presidential in public eyes by meeting with foreign dignitaries, traveling the country, and, most importantly, staying above the political fray. Thus, while Putin tapped first deputy chief of staff Dmitry Kozak to chair his campaign, his main goal was essentially to keep the campaign invisible and in fact to cast “campaigning” as a dirty activity pursued by petty people out only for themselves. Thus after a horrific explosion killed some 40 innocents on a packed Moscow subway train in early February, Putin called for a tough response and hinted that anyone who questioned him or his Chechnya policies was basely using a tragedy for political ends or, worse, was in cahoots with the terrorists. Not only did Putin skip the debates, but he declined to make any use of the free television airtime to which he was entitled by Russian law. Claiming to represent the whole nation rather than any one political party, he spurned 6



VTsIOM-A, http://www.vciom-a.ru/prezident.html, accessed February 5, 2004. See, for example, pieces by Galina Michaleva (Yabloko) and Viktor Peshkov (KPRF) in REW, March 2004. 8 Much of this section draws on Henry E. Hale, “On the Campaign Trail,” REW, February 2004, and Hale, “On the Campaign Trail,” REW, March 2004. 9 Vladimir Boxer and Henry Hale, “Putin’s Anti-Campaign Campaign: Presidential Election Tactics in Today’s Russia,” AAASS NewsNet, v.40, no.3, May 2000, pp.9-10. 7
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nomination by United Russia and declared that he would run as an independent, even though this meant a costly signature-collection drive from which party nominees were exempt. Of course, this worked because he could count on extensive “news” coverage of his own activities as a “newsmaker.” Standing up for Russian interests in the wake of the Iraq war, he met with Colin Powell in Moscow. Signaling his concern for Russian interests in its “near abroad,” he traveled to Ukraine and Kazakhstan and consulted with their presidents. In the city of Cheboksary, he discussed his vision for regional economic development. And in his native St. Petersburg, he met with veterans’ groups and visited the spot known as the “Neva Nickel,” where his father fought and was wounded during the 900-day siege of Leningrad by Nazi Germany. Most dramatically, his surprise pre-election replacement of Prime Minister Mikhail Kasyanov with the little-known Mikhail Fradkov also called attention to his presidential status and allowed him to highlight what he said were plans to streamline government and accelerate reforms. His public statements were not devoid of programmatic content. It is helpful to examine briefly what many experts believe to be his most important speech of the election season, one delivered before his official campaign representatives at Moscow State University on February 12 and broadcast live on television. In this address, the incumbent made a clean rhetorical break with the Boris Yeltsin era, lambasting the legacy of economic instability, corruption, and state weakness he inherited from his predecessor. Apologizing to voters for appearing to “advertise” himself, but citing the need to present them with his vision, he claimed the restoration of order and stability in the country as his most important achievement. This, he argued, had helped him facilitate economic growth on the order of 30% since 1999, a drop in inflation by nearly twothirds, and concomitant improvements in pensions and wages. But, Putin averred, much remained to be done, including the modernization of industry and infrastructure, the reduction and simplification of taxes, the introduction of full convertibility for the ruble, and the state-led development of mortgage markets so that ordinary citizens could afford to buy housing. Striking a favorite chord, he called for more “transparency” in relations between the state and firms exploiting Russia’s natural resources and, stealing a prominent page from Glaziev’s program, advocated higher taxes on “superprofits” from sectors like the oil industry. He also repeatedly
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stressed the importance of personal liberty, asserting that only free individuals could form the basis of a vibrant economy.10 Many observers have attached particular significance to the numbers Putin cited as proof of a strong economic recovery.11 There is some survey evidence to support this interpretation. Preliminary findings from the Colton-Hale-McFaul survey cited above indicated that about twice as many people thought the economy had improved than thought it had gotten worse over the preceding 12 months. But the percentage of people thinking the economy had improved (36 percent) was significantly greater than the share reporting that their own economic position had improved (21 percent). This at least suggests the possibility of a media-induced bias of interpretation, especially given the finding that 24 percent reported that their own economic position had actually worsened. Strong pluralities testified that their own economic position had in fact not changed and that Russia’s economy was not in good shape. Without going into detail here, however, many analysts have noted that support for Putin himself is consistently greater than support for the actual policies that he has implemented or stood for. As the Communist Party’s top elections analyst in the 2003 campaign observed, this has even been the case when Putin’s “signature issue,” the war on Chechnya, has not been perceived to have gone well for Russia--Putin may possess a certain “Teflon” quality.12 In fact, there has long been evidence that pluralities of voters would have supported a variety of policies that Putin could have pursued on many issues at different points in time, including both war and peace regarding Chechnya in 1999–2000.13 While more definitive conclusions will have to await future research, Putin’s personal qualities seem to be more important for his popularity despite the fact that he identifies himself rather strongly with a particular vision of Russia’s future. “Democracy” in a Superpresidential System While some view the 2004 election as part of an authoritarian trend that is likely to continue for the foreseeable future in Russia, another possibility is that we are now effectively at the nadir of a cyclical pattern that can be seen as characteristic of “superpresidential” political 10



The translated text is available in “Vladimir Putin’s address to his authorised representatives,” RIA Novosti, Moscow, February 12, 2004, obtained via Johnson’s Russia List no.8064. 11 See, for example, Vyacheslav Nikonov, “The Elections and the ‘Death of Russian Democracy,’” REW, April 2004. 12 Viktor Peshkov, “A Tactical Victory Fraught with Strategic Defeat,” REW, March 2004. 13 Henry Hale, “The Origins of United Russia and the Putin Presidency: The Role of Contingency in Party-System Development,” forthcoming, Demokratizatsiya, 2004.
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systems. By superpresidentialism, we mean a system in which overwhelming formal and informal clientelistic power is invested in the presidency.14 Under such conditions, regional governments and big business are highly dependent on the presidency. Whenever there is an election, such elites have enormous incentive to end up on the winning side lest their future access to resources be jeopardized. This is the sort of dynamic that we have seen in the presidential elections of 2000 and 2004 as well as in the parliamentary contest of 2003; in each case, Putin’s immense popularity and firm control over the presidency made him the overwhelming favorite to win. As a result, in each case, these regional and economic elites were all clambering for a place on his political bandwagon, helping to produce devastating victories for the “party of power” and its personification. Importantly, this was also essentially the case in 1996, when Russia’s emergent business elite converged mightily around Yeltsin against a largely non-elite challenger, Zyuganov. While some regional elites initially backed Zyuganov, the majority appear to have been pro-Yeltsin and some who initially backed Zyuganov were reportedly induced by the Kremlin to switch sides, resulting in Yeltsin’s ultimate victory despite a near-zero popularity rating at the beginning of the election year. Putin, with his strong appeal among the masses, was simply more effective in using the powers of the superpresidency to rally the elite in 2000 and 2004. At times of leadership transition, however, when the power of the superpresidency is expected to change hands, one can anticipate a very different dynamic. At such times, the stakes are extremely high since the “winner” really can take almost “all.” While the incumbent can try to engineer a succession, as did Yeltsin in 1999, even a little uncertainty can give powerful incentive to elites who fear that they would be left out of the new winning coalition to mobilize a countercoalition in a bid to gain or retain access to the “spoils” of superpresidential office and to keep them out of the hands of their opponents. Thus while the 2000 presidential election was essentially determined before it was over, the 1999 Duma campaign can be described as an allout “electoral war” between a challenging elite coalition (behind Fatherland-All Russia) and a coalition built by incumbent insider Yeltsinites. While the latter won, this was in no way foreordained; indeed, the Yeltsinites needed a good deal of good fortune, smart strategy, and 14



On superpresidentialism, see M. Steven Fish, “The Executive Deception: Superpresidentialism and the Degradation of Russian Politics,” in Valerie Sperling (ed.) Building the Russian State (Boulder, CO: Westview, 2000) pp.177-91; on modern Russia’s patrimonialism, see George W. Breslauer, Gorbachev and Yeltsin as Leaders (NY: Cambridge University Press, 2002).
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opposition mistakes in order to pull off what as late as August 1999 would have been regarded as a major upset.15 If Putin does indeed forego the temptation to find a way to repeal or circumvent the law on term limits and seek a third term, the parliamentary elections of 2007 are likely to look more like 1999 than 2003. And if the 2007 elections do not produce a clear resolution, as is possible, then the 2008 presidential race could wind up being quite competitive with the real prospect for post-Soviet Russia’s first turnover of power to an opposition. Of course, the competition will not much resemble the ideal of democracy, instead involving a contest of political machines and administrative resources as much as voter sentiments. But at least voters will be given some role to play. And if the many theorists are correct who argue that divisions within the elite are generally the driving forces behind the ultimate adoption of democracy, then even a highly elitecentered contest provides at least some hope for a democratic future, at least before the next “authoritarian” superpresidential cycle kicks in.16 Of course, whether or not this happens will also depend on the contingent actions of different groups with vested interests in promoting or halting such developments. Putin, who has repeatedly stated his intention to find a suitable successor, has an interest in breaking the cyclical pattern in order to guide his chosen one into the right spot in a “managed cakewalk.” There is strong reason to believe that his Administration has invested so much effort in building the United Russia Party--now far beyond what Our Home is Russia ever was--largely so that it could serve as a vehicle to manage the next transfer of power. If Putin follows through on the desire that he has also reportedly voiced to require presidential candidates to run as party nominees, this mechanism will be all the more effective.17 But this could wind up creating battles within United Russia, which could open up another avenue for political competition and, potentially, the influence of the masses in tipping the balance one way or the other.
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See Boxer and Hale 2000; Timothy Colton and Michael McFaul, Popular Choice and Managed Democracy (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2003); and Hale, “The Origins of United Russia and the Putin Presidency...,” 2004. In a similar vein, Olga Shvetsova has characterized the 1999 Duma election as an “elite primary”: “Resolving the Problem of Pre-Election Coordination: The 1999 Parliamentary Election as Elite Presidential ‘Primary,’” in Vicki Hesli and William Reisinger, eds., Elections, Parties and the Future of Russia (NY: Cambridge University Press, 2003). 16 See, for example, Vladimir Gelman and Grigorii Golosov, “Regional Party System Formation in Russia,” The Journal of Communist Studies and Transition Politics, v.14, 1998, pp.31-53, as well as comparative works like Dankwart Rustow, “Transitions to Democracy,” Comparative Politics, v.2, 1970, pp.337-63; Adam Przeworski, Democracy and the Market (NY: Cambridge University Press, 1991). 17 RFE/RL Newsline, August 24, 2001.
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Similarly, opposition parties can be expected to struggle to find ways of attracting elites to their own labels in order to contest the 2007 “primary” and then, especially if they don’t win, to make these elite divisions stick. The process of regional elite recruitment can even begin now, as a new federal law reserves at least half of all regional legislature seats for allocation in partylist competition, which effectively requires regional elites to affiliate with federally registered parties in order to compete for half of the seats in their own regions’ legislatures. Indeed, strategists for parties such as Yabloko and the KPRF appear strangely optimistic given what would otherwise appear to be a decisive defeat; they see the possibility that Putin’s popularity may not last (especially if world oil prices, on which Russia’s budget heavily depends, drop) and find the new party-list competition in the provinces to be a potential new lease on political life, albeit at a local level. To take advantage of a cyclical upturn in political competition in 2007, however, the opposition parties will also have to cultivate the value of their brands, making them attractive to different elite groups, and avoid major campaign mistakes like those that cost them dearly in 2003. These mistakes include Yabloko and SPS attacking each other more than Putin and the KPRF foregoing important campaign opportunities and unwisely placing millionaires in the top slots of its party list. Much remains undecided, however. If Putin resolves to remain in office or manages to raise the popularity of an anointed successor to intimidating heights, then the “autocratic cycle” of superpresidentialism will likely remain in play, with the successor walking away with the proverbial political cake. But this will be a difficult task, so political competition in Russia may not be dead just yet.



Henry E. Hale is an assistant professor of political science at Indiana University. His book manuscript on Russian parties and elections has been accepted for publication by Cambridge University Press and will likely appear in 2005. He is the author of numerous articles on Russian politics and in 1999–2000 and 2003–2004 was the editor and chief writer for Russian Election Watch, an electronic publication of Harvard University and Indiana University funded by the Carnegie Corporation of New York.
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