





lic and private sectors continued, the Chechnia war still
raged, and Yeltsin’s approval rating had plummeted
(620). According to Davidheiser, Goodrich, and Hough,
the possibility lingered that the president might cancel
the elections: “Time magazine reports that Russians
consider Yeltsin the ‘best guarantee of Russian democ-
racy’ but strongly suspect he will call off the June elec-
tion” (59).

While Yeltsin eventually opted to proceed with the
election, the finer point is that there remained a viable
option for the president to suspend the electoral
process. Signs of electoral instability entwined with the
growing threat of a strengthening communist party
seems to be evidence that what we have labeled a dem-
ocratic transition is showing little to no signs of consoli-
dation (Solnick 803).

Thomas Graham, who from 1994-1997 was a chief
political analyst at the US Embassy in Moscow, recently
pointed to yet another shortcoming of the democratic
process in Russia--fraud:

Democracy has not fared well in Russia.
Freedom of the press is under threat. A Moscow
newspaper recently published evidence that Mr.
Putin's first-round victory earlier this year was
due to fraud. And the Department of State doc-
uments no significant improvement in human
rights since Clinton took office (1995).

Fraud, in this case, seems to have encompassed a wide
range of illegal activity as documented in the Moscow
Times in 2000. There appears to be significant evidence
that observers were ejected from the polls, ballot boxes
tampered with, and voters forced to vote for Putin by
elites already in power. In addition, some have com-
plained of disappearing votes and others—those guard-
ing the polling entrances—of government officials
retrieving ballots for the communist candidate and burn-
ing them. Furthermore, the newspaper displays how
numerical discrepancies can be uncovered simply by
comparing records at the local level to records at the
national level. According to the Moscow Times, in the
republic of Dagestan the newspaper estimated that
551,000 votes were stolen, a more conservative figure
than the one projected by the Duma commission head-
ed by Communist Deputy Alexander Saly’s (Borisova
2000).

Actors willing to ‘play by the rules, electoral or other-
wise, are indispensable for political stability. In the sub-
national elections of 1996-97, nearly half of the incum-
bent governors lost their bid for re-election. As recently
as 1999, however, it appeared as though many of those
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holding office sought to use their influence to illegally
assure their victory. For example, the 1999 elections in
Moscow were re-scheduled for an earlier date by the
incumbent governor in order to confuse voters as well as
his political opponent. In his article Solnick notes:

In the Islamic republic of Bashkortostan, for instance,
incumbent president Rakhimov was elected in 1993 with
a margin of victory of 32%. In 1997, he won reelection
with a margin of over 60%. Neighboring Tatarstan presi-
dent Mintimir Shaimiev did away with the formality of
even running a contested election, in contravention of
federal law, and won reelection in 1996 with 97% of the
vote. Not to be outdone, the President of the small North
Caucasus republic of Kabardino-Balkaria won an uncon-
tested race for reelection in 1997 with 99.4% of the vote,
and 98% turn out (818).

Several reports have indicated there have been
criminal ties to some of those elected to office, demon-
strating how Russia’s elites fail to adhere to the formal
rules and laws set forth by the government and govern-
mental institutions. In regional and state parliaments, the
connections many members have with criminal organi-
zation are well known. Furthermore, some of those
same criminal organizations dictate the proceedings of
local administrations. Mayors and deputies have been
elected while having significant criminal records, as was
the case in the 1997 and 1998 elections (Doktorov,
Shlapentokh, and Vanderpool 18).

Sporadic and even questionable election practices,
violence between the president and the legislature (as
was seen with the shelling of the parliament in 1993), a
constitution that appears to be easily manipulated and
ignored (when desired), demonstrates Russia’s institu-
tional instability. To better examine why institutions are
unstable and what Russia may actually be transitioning
to, this paper will now examine the interaction of political
elites within the country.

Russian Elites

In order for a country to transition to a democracy,
one key factor is elitist interaction. The stability and con-
solidation of a democracy is largely dependent upon the
concept of elite convergence. In order for elite conver-
gence to succeed in consolidating a democracy, dis-uni-
fied elites must compromise with one another and agree
to be committed to the rules and procedures of democ-
racy. Elites must agree to accept the democratic ‘rules of
the game’ as legitimate. Democratically based institu-
tions and procedures must be viewed as the only viable
tool in which to accomplish one’s objectives
(Karakatsanis 7).






committee staff and other political figureheads in local
government constituted 43%. Law enforcement counted
for another 26%, and 2% were composed of deputies
from various state levels (Doktorov, Shlapentokh, and
Vanderpool 77). Since the corruption within Russia’s
institutions are carried out by those that govern the insti-
tutions themselves, one can begin to assess that the
government’s inability to quell corruption is simply due to
the fact that a majority of those within government do not
wish corruption to be done away with. It is more lucrative
for those in government to agree to look the other way
when formal rules and laws are bent or even broken.

In their book, Doktorov, Shalpentokh, and
Vanderpool's explain that a flippant disregard for the
rules is not uncommon in Russia’s elite.

In 1993, the Control Department of the Russian
Federation president's administration testified
that it conducted 98 checks. Damage caused to
the state by officials amounted to a sum of 17.2
billion rubles. Still there were no criminal cases
filed against the guilty. For 1994, the Control
Department did not even publish a report of its
activity. Officials who are accused in the press of
corruption of other abuses are often not even
aware of these charges and quietly continue
their corrupt activity (78).

Another example is found in the case of Sergei Mavrodi
who won a seat in the Duma (lower house parliament).
Many labeled his electoral victory questionable. Mavrodi
was later accused of failing to pay a hefty amount of
taxes but was never investigated. Deputies involved
never gave their authorization for an official inquiry to
take place.

Many political actors are not dedicated to the con-
cept of abiding by the rules set forth by the constitution
and have instead utilized illegal practices to achieve their
aims. Why this occurs may be found within the institution
itself, especially when formal institutions are too weak
and are dominated by elites. As explained in the institu-
tionalization of agency, the two criteria necessary are
not met in the Russian case. Russia’s elites do not abide
by the rules that are agreed upon and corruption has
allowed players to allocate their resources from one
institution to the other. Institutionalization of agency has
not occurred. Institutional instability and corruption lead
one to wonder where Russia’s transition is headed
(Doktorov, Shlapentokh, and Vanderpool 78).
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Oligarchy

An oligarchy can be defined as “rule[d] by a few
members of a community or group. When referring to
governments, the classical definition of oligarchy, as
given for example by Aristotle, is of government by a few,
usually the rich, for their own advantage” (Columbia
Encyclopedia 2000).

Taking the notion of an oligarchic government a step
further, it is believed that oligarchs would only prefer to
live in a dictatorship if they, themselves, were the dicta-
tor. In this sense, the balance of power among oligarchs
is crucial. Oligarchs would rather see a stable balance of
power within the elite structure than have that balance
upset by strong institutions or a single elite. With this
concept in mind, one must wonder if the ‘stalemate’ in
Russia is purposely sought, if not perpetuated by the
elites themselves. By maintaining a balance of power
within the elite structure, elites can ensure weak institu-
tions. Corruption within the elite allows them to remain in
power and insure their ‘spot’ in the political game
(Solnick 808).

In summation, while a stalemate among elites is
often viewed as a promising sign of democratic transi-
tions, in Russia’s case, it appears this has hampered a
transition to democracy all together. While many social
observers and political scientist have branded Russia’s
transition a democratic one, it appears as though the ini-
tial assessments after the collapse of the USSR could
be construed as slightly premature. Perhaps in the
future, Russia will prove that this has in fact been a dem-
ocratic transition. Presently however, institutional corrup-
tion, fraudulent elections, a general reluctance to abide
by the rules specified within the constitution itself, cou-
pled with too much power resting in too few hands, sug-
gests that Russia’s current transitional and institutional
state may well be described as something other than
democratic. It may, in fact, be regarded more accurately
as an oligarchy.
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