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Introduction

The purpose of this bock is to examine the systemic disincentives to party
formation in the regions of Russia. An influential approach in political sci-
ence stipulates the indispensability of political parties for democratic devel-
opment (Lipset 2000: 48) by equating “modern democracy” to “party
democracy” (Katz 1980: 1). In a similar vein, many scholars contend that
parties are essential to the process of democratic consolidation (Pridham
1990: 2). Weakly institutionalized party systems seriously impede demo-
cratic development, because without institutionalized political parties,
democracies tend not to fare well on such important parameters as citizen
involvement, policy stability and accountability, leadership recruitment and
turnover, political legitimacy, and democratic survivability in general
(Mainwaring 1999: 323--341). Yet more than ten years after the collapse of
authoritarian rule, and well after the arrival of relatively free and fair sub-
national elections, the very existence of political parties in the regions of
Russia remains questionable. From this point of view, democracy in the
regions of Russia remains unclaimed.

Outline of the Book

My definition of “political party” ultimately descends from the categoriza-
tion of Downs (1957: 25): a party is “a team of men [and women] seeking
to control the governing apparatus by gaining office in duly constituted
elections.” Epstein (1966: 104) clarified this definition by adding that “the
recognizable label . . . is the crucial defining element.” The model of party
competition advanced by Downs assumes that voters are motivated exclu-
sively by policy considerations. At the same time, however, they are ration-
al individuals who want to minimize costs entailed by electoral choice,
which means that they are not inclined to waste their time examining party
programs and scrutinizing candidate profiles. They need information short-
cuts from their policy preferences to individual candidates. Downs himself
was inclined to believe that such information shortcuts were, in fact, ide-
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ologies (Hinich and Munger 1994), which was an entirely plausible
assumption given that Downs limited his analysis to two-party competition.
In multiparty competition, however, party labels not only signify divergent
ideologies but also play the role of information shortcuts. In other words,
they serve as coordination devices that allow voters to coalesce on their
policy preferences. Thus in this book, a political party is any group that
contests elections under its own label.

From this perspective, party formation means that instead of contesting
elections as independents, politicians either join existing parties or coalesce
to form new ones. This fairly self-explanatory concept, however, is rarely
used in comparative political research. Instead, a large and increasing num-
ber of scholars prefer to speak of party institutionalization, which, as
defined by Huntington (1965: 394), is the process by which parties become
established and acquire value and stability. In Russia and the majority of
other post-Soviet countries, at least on the subnational level, the central
question is not the degree of parties’ ideological or organizational cohesion
but rather the lack of important parties as such. In other words, what mat-
ters in these democracies is not why political parties have or have not man-
aged to acquire value and stability, but why they have or have not become
established. Ironically enough, the few studies that have examined party
formation empirically have so far dealt not with new democracies that pro-
duce massive evidence on the subject, but rather with fairly old democra-
cies in the early times of their existence, such as Victorian Britain (Cox
1987) and the pre—Civil War United States (Aldrich 1995).! My study,
while heavily relying on this work for theoretical insight, deals with very
contemporary social settings characterized, for instance, by the presence of
the electronic mass media. Thus it is intended to add the present to the
small body of research on party formation that is already in existence.

When approaching the principal question of my study, I assume that
political parties emerge as a product of politicians’ self-interest. As Aldrich
(1995: 24) put it, “politicians turn to their political party—that is use its
powers, resources, and institutional forms—when they believe doing so
increases their prospects for winning desired outcomes, and they turn from
it if it does not.” This assumption leads me to a strongly elite-centered per-
spective on party formation in Russia. In an influential strain of literature
on democratic transitions, elites emerge as principal actors who ultimately
determine both the direction of political transformations and their outcomes
(Higley and Burton 1989). From this perspective, the major difference
between Russia and many other new democracies, including postcommu-
nist ones, is a remarkably low level of elite change after political regime
transformation (Gel’man and Tarusina 2000). As demonstrated by Cox
(1986), political parties started to command the majority of the vote in
Britain not earlier than the power of the individual members of parliament
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eroded. In a similar vein, it may be expected that the vast resources inherit-
ed by the post-Soviet elite from the past, when successfully converted into
electoral advantages, emerged as an obstacle to party formation. Leaving
the empirical elaboration and refinement of this expectation for further
analysis, at this moment I would like to emphasize its importance for the
overall explanatory framework employed in this study. If political parties
were the only kind of agencies that could be successfully employed for
securing individual electoral success, then their emergence simultaneously
with the arrival of electoral institutions could be taken for granted. If, how-
ever, elites can rely upon alternative resources that can be utilized in the
electoral arenas, this creates a situation where the costs and benefits of
party affiliation are we:ghted against those of nonpartisanship.

While following Downs (1957) and Aldrich (1995) in identifying elec-
toral success as the major goal of politicians and thereby as the primary
incentive for party forrnation, I extend the set of incentives to be analyzed
by introducing an additional dimension that concerns the regions’ institu-
tional design. Indeed, as rules that constrain political behavior (Carey
2000), institutions determine the scope of available means and thereby
shape the goals of politicians. The vast majority of Russia’s regions use
constitutional models that involve separation of powers between directly
elected chief executives and legislative assemblies. Correspondingly, my
analysis deals with two principal kinds of political actors, the executives
and the legislators. For the executives, to maximize power means to maxi-
mize contro! over the legislature. For the legislators, to maximize power
means to maximize legislative autonomy. I also discuss electoral system
effects and current efforts by Russia’s federal authorities to “engineer” the
development of party systems at the regional level.

The logic described above determines the organization of this book. In
Chapter 2, I describe and analyze Russia’s national political parties and
party system. I begin with an examination of the origins of Russia’s politi-
cal parties in the period when they were not able to participate in elections.
Then I analyze the activities of individual political parties that were active
in Russia in 1993-2002. My analysis demonstrates that in 1993-2003, the
institutional and political conditions of Russia remained unfavorable for
party formation. The set of factors that, in one way or another, suppressed
party formation included presidentialism, the lack of party-structured elec-
tions coincidental with the event of regime change (“founding elections”),
certain characteristics of the electorate, and the ban on Communist Party
activities imposed by the national executive in 1991. Thus when placed into
a cross-national perspective, Russia’s party system can be characterized as
excessively fragmented and excessively volatile, while the influence of
national political parties over the presidency and federal government seems
to be negligible. At the same time, political parties seem to be rapidly
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developing in the electorate, and they did manage to emerge as principal
agencies of democratic decisionmaking in the national legislature. In both
capacities, they have strong incentives for territorial penetration. Thus the
lack of territorial penetration suggests the existence of region-level factors
that effectively resist it.

Chapter 3 systematically presents empirical evidence on the lack of
party penetration. The regularity of Russia’s regional elections, both execu-
tive and legislative, was established in parallel with the country’s slow drift
toward symmetrical federalism. The pattern of holding regular regional leg-
islative elections was evident already over 1993—-1995 and remained stable
since then, while regional executive elections were being held on a relative-
ly regular basis starting in 1995. Detailed information on regional elections
presented in the chapter includes aggregate evidence on the levels of activi-
ty and success of political parties. Then I present and analyze the data on
individual parties. The analysis demonstrates that the role of political par-
ties in regional elections remained small throughout the whole period, and
it tended to decrease in 1999-2003. The overall pattern of party activity in
the regions seems to gradually stabilize, but is supplemented with a high
degree of changeability in the compositions of individual political parties
present in the regions. Overall, the evidence presented in the chapter sug-
gests that in the majority of Russia’s regions, the services offered by politi-
cal parties remain out of demand.

I begin Chapter 4 by testing a possible alternative interpretation of the
data, according to which the services of political parties are unavailable
rather than out of demand. Given the low level of their electoral success,
political parties may be simply absent in the regions. The chapter demon-
strates that such an explanation is not valid. In fact, what is observable in
the regions is the oversupply of party labels. I argue that oversupply effec-
tively inflates the cost of affiliation with political parties, thus undermining
the process of party formation. Then 1 proceed to demonstrate that even
those parties that are generally viewed as strong enough to provide valuable
support to their candidates are not actually in capacity to contest every
elected office. This happens for a constellation of reasons involving the rel-
atively low social standing of party activists, the organizational properties
of parties, and coalition politics. Finally, I briefly examine services offered
by political parties to candidates in regional elections. I demonstrate that
while party affiliations may be useful for the majority of candidates, there
are numerous and easily available alternatives to the services parties can
offer. In this connection, I analyze the role of money and paid campaign
organizers in Russia’s regional elections. The general conclusion of the
chapter is that party labels are quite in supply., but few of them are in
demand; those party resources that are actually demanded are in scarce sup-
ply; and there are viable alternatives to almost anything a party can offer.
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Chapter 5 shifts the focus of my analysis to the demand side.
Proceeding from the assumption that political parties are valued as means
of achieving electoral success, I examine the utility of political parties in
Russia from this specific standpoint. I start with the argument that political
parties cannot be expected to be very useful under conditions when elec-
toral outcomes are predetermined. For parties to exist, a certain level of
uncertainty is a necessary condition. Uncertainty, in turn, stems from con-
flicts within the elites. Thus intraelite conflicts emerge as the first topic of
the chapter. My analysis demonstrates that they do indeed serve as basic
preconditions for party formation. However, the principal participants in
the majority of such cenflicts tend to rely upon superior resources provided
by their institutional affiliations. In executive elections, these resources
substitute for party affiliations in two senses. First, by ensuring the organi-
zational and financial superiority of their holders, they allow them to con-
duct electoral campaigns without party assistance. Second, information
conveyed to the voters by the labels attached to institutions and businesses
is at least as valuable as information conveyed by party labels. The same
applies to regional legislative elections, where party affiliation is most like-
ly to be skipped by those categories of candidates who have something else
to rely upon. In fact, in these smaller and less important electoral arenas,
available substitutes for party affiliation tend to proliferate, as the advan-
tages of administrative and economic power become complemented with
the advantages of social capital.

Chapter 6 examines the second aspect of party utility, the use of politi-
cal parties for maintaining and maximizing power within varying institu-
tional contexts. I begin with a description and analysis of the formal institu-
tions in the regions of Russia. The analysis demonstrates that while clear
manifestations of presidentialism can be found in some of the regions, this
is not the case in many others, and that the most widespread constitutional
model on the regional level of Russia’s politics is semipresidentialism.
Rather than facilitating party development, this exacerbates the regional
executives’ will to place legislatures under their political control and there-
by makes conditions for party formation even worse. On the one hand,
regional executives find institutional ways of preventing party develop-
ment, as exemplified by the use of bicameralism and administrative-territo-
rial electoral districts in many of the republics. On the other hand, the polit-
ical mechanisms of establishing executive control over the assemblies
involve political parties only rarely. While prone to external political con-
trol, the regional assemblies are nevertheless capable of achieving certain
degrees of legislative autonomy. Politically loyal deputies do not necessari-
ly lack their own policy agendas. Quite the reverse, the opportunity to pur-
sue these policy agendas motivates them to seek legislative seats, with
political loyalty to the executive being delivered in exchange. My analysis
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demonstrates that the policy domain within which such agendas can be set
and pursued is the economy. Yet for this to be achieved, regional legisla-
tures develop committee structures rather than party structures, which
makes party affiliation irrelevant on the assembly floor.

In Chapter 7, I examine how different modifications of individual can-
didacy-based plurality-majority rules, as well as combinations of these
rules with proportional representation, influence party formation in the
regions. I begin by providing factual information about the history of the
adoption, technical characteristics, and relative spread of different electoral
formulas in the regions of Russia. Then I analyze some of the findings
established in comparative electoral system research and juxtapose them
with Russia’s political reality, which leads me to a number of theoretical
expectations regarding the effects of ditferent electoral formulas upon party
formation. Findings presented in the chapter suggest that that proportional
representation supports party formation not only mechanically, by exclud-
ing independents from the electoral arenas, but also, in mixed systems, by
way of the interaction of their plurality-majority and proportional tiers. At
the same time, each of the observable modifications of plurality-majority
rules is more favorable for party formation than the dominant system, sin-
gle-member plurality. 1 explain this phenomenon by developing a model
that incorporates these systems’ ability to set lower effective thresholds and
to enhance the information value of party labels, thus facilitating the entry
of party candidates and their electoral success. Thus it is not by accident
that by 2003 single-member plurality established itself as a prevalent sys-
tem in regional legislative elections.

In Chapter 8, I bring different causal factors together by developing
and statistically testing a comprehensive explanatory model of party under-
development in the regions of Russia. The model incorporates intraelite
conflicts, electoral system effects, voter preferences, and a number of con-
trol variables commonly featured in ecological analyses of Russian politics.
On this basis, 1 proceed to discuss the prospects of inducing party forma-
tion by means of political engineering. First, I identify incentives that drive
national political actors to pursue strategies aimed at accelerating party for-
mation in the regions. These incentives, while different for the executive
and for the legislature, are nevertheless sufficiently strong and mutually
compatible to make them coalesce. In this connection, I examine two major
innovations, party reform and regional electoral system reform. While
political engineering is a persistent topic of certain strains of political
research, to my knowledge there are few studies of actual cases of political
engineering. From this perspective, many aspects of the interrelated party
and electoral system reforms in contemporary Russia—the formation of
proreform coalitions, the resistance of antireform actors, and their early
attempts at adaptation to the changing institutional environments—are of



