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Abstract

How does ethnic diversity affect electoral competition? In contrast to conventional
scholarly wisdom, I argue that diversity might reduce electoral competitiveness. I build
a theory of inter-ethnic cartels that explains how ethnic diversity can facilitate collusion
among elites. The theory suggests that elites avoid competition in ethnically mixed
constituencies because they are afraid that such competition will turn into inter-ethnic
violence, and because ethnic elites trade jurisdictions, i.e. exchange support from
members of their ethnicity in one election for support from other groups in other races.
I support my argument with quantitative analysis of original village-level data from
Dagestan, one of the most ethnically diverse regions in the world. I further explore the
mechanisms that link ethnic diversity with lower electoral competition using qualitative
analysis based on semi-structured interviews and case studies.



Introduction

Measuring the political effects of ethnicity has become one of the most important research
questions in comparative politics (Chandra and Wilkinson 2008; Hale 2008). Scholars explore
how and why ethnic identities and ethnic divisions matter (or not) for politics, especially
regarding public goods provision (Habyarimana et al. 2007) and violent conflict (Fearon and
Laitin 2003; Cederman et al. 2010).

I investigate the impact of ethnic diversity on the electoral process. The conventional
scholarly wisdom is that the presence of ethnic and other societal cleavages spurs electoral
competition and leads to the proliferation of political parties (Ordeshook and Shvetsova 1994;
Amorim Neto and Cox 1997; Clark and Golder 2006; Potter 2014; Lublin 2015). However,
several recent studies have challenged the idea that there is a positive linear relationship
between the number of ethnic groups and the structure of electoral competition.1 In this
paper, I go further and argue that diversity might under certain conditions actually decrease
electoral competitiveness.

In contrast to the literature that has investigated the impact of ethnic diversity on the
form of electoral competition, in particular on the party system (Powell 1982; Ordeshook and
Shvetsova 1994; Amorim Neto and Cox 1997; Clark and Golder 2006), I focus on the degree of
competitiveness, which I define primarily through margin of victory. This focus is especially
important for understanding the role of ethnicity in weakly institutionalized contexts, in
particular under electoral authoritarianism and in clientelistic democracies, where the issue
is not whether there is a two-party or multiparty system, but the presence or absence of
some degree of electoral competitiveness.2

The logic that links ethnic diversity with electoral competitiveness in weakly institu-
tionalized contexts implies that politicians are likely to play the “ethnic card” as a tool for
mobilizing supporters in order to acquire or retain political power, and voters are likely to
believe them, expecting to receive jobs, favors, and public goods from their co-ethnics (Bates
1974; Chandra 2007). And indeed, in line with this logic, people in many places consistently
vote along ethnic lines, and thereby transform elections into an “ethnic census”(Ferree 2006).
However, in some ethnically divided countries elections do not necessarily lead to strict eth-
nic voting. In some cases the absence of ethnic voting can be explained by the presence of
strong cross-cutting cleavages (Dunning and Harrison 2010). But even when ethnic divides
are the most salient ones and there are no strong alternative cross-cutting cleavages, politi-
cians might prefer not to employ ethnic mobilization. For example, Koter (2013) shows that
ethnic voting is absent where politicians can mobilize voters though middle-men, for instance
traditional leaders.

1Dickson and Scheve (2010) show how strategic entry leads to a non-linear relationship between ethnic diver-
sity and the number of electoral contestants. Raymond (2015) shows that extreme diversity produces groups
that do not have the critical mass to form independent political forces, therefore political entrepreneurs
from these groups develop multiethnic or non-ethnic catch-all parties. Stoll (2013) and Moser and Scheiner
(2012) also showcase the complexity in the relationship between different cleavage structures and party
systems.

2Regimes of electoral authoritarianism and clientelistic democracies are very common beyond western devel-
oped democracies (Schedler 2006; Stokes et al. 2013).
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I propose a theory of inter-ethnic cartels that argues that even though elections make
ethnicity particularly salient, ethnic elites realize that it is less costly for them to collude
and prearrange electoral results than engage in competition. There are two primary mecha-
nisms behind this logic. First, ethnic elites are concerned that genuine electoral competition
between representatives of ethnic groups will devolve into violence. Second, if there is more
than one important election - either in some other constituency or in the elections for another
level of government - ethnic elites trade support across jurisdictions. Under this scenario,
representatives of group A may choose to support a member of group B in one election
rather than competing in it themselves, in exchange for group B’s support for their own
candidate in another election. These strategic calculations motivate elites with ethnically
diverse constituencies to make shadow coalitions rather than engage in open competition.

I support this theory with quantitative and qualitative evidence from the Republic of
Dagestan, a region within the Russian Federation that is one of the most ethnically diverse
regions of the world.3 Political competition between ethnic groups is one of the main factors
of Dagestani politics (Ware and Kisriev 2001). Analysis of an original dataset on elections
in 122 municipalities shows that more ethnically diverse municipalities exhibit lower levels
of electoral competition. To uncover the mechanisms behind this relationship, I conducted
case studies and interviews with regional officials, party leaders, candidates and voters in
both ethnically homogeneous and ethnically mixed municipalities.

My investigation follows a recent call in Comparative Political Studies for research on
ethnic diversity that takes into account the historical trajectories of its origins (Singh and
vom Hau 2016; Wimmer 2015). In Dagestan, ethnic diversity is a product of centrally planned
Soviet resettlement policies. Before the establishment of Soviet rule, most Dagestani villages
were ethnically homogeneous, but the Soviet policy of forced resettlement from mountainous
regions to the lowlands made many of them ethnically mixed.4 I exploit this variation in
the level of ethnic diversity in my empirical analysis, and adjust my conclusions to account
for the legacies of this state intervention and the contemporary high coercive capacity of the
Russian Federation. Thus, my case selection allows me to analyze the relationship between
ethnic diversity and electoral process on the periphery of a relatively strong state. Fear of
intervention from the federal center makes the strategy of ethnic violence, observed in many
other contexts, especially in many African countries and India (Collier and Vicente 2012;
Wilkinson 2006), costly for the local elites, and forces these elites in ethnically heterogeneous
communities to collude and avoid electoral competition.

Studying the relationship between ethnicity and politics in the Dagestani context also
has an advantage from an empirical point of view. Because the ethnic makeup in Dagestan
varies substantially from village to village, I was able to conduct research at the local level.
This method mitigates the problem of unit heterogeneity in cross-national research. Ethnic
diversity in the U.S. means something very different than ethnic diversity in India. Even
in neighboring countries, such as Kenya and Tanzania, or Zambia and Malawi, ethnic divi-

3There are 34 officially recognized ethnic groups in Dagestan, and no single group constitutes more than 30
percent of the population. The ethnolingusitic fractionalization measure for Dagestan is .84

4Charnysh (2016) adopts a similar approach by focusing on the legacies of the centrally-planned resettlement
in Poland in order to identify the impact of cultural diversity on economic development.
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sions play very different roles (Miguel 2004; Posner 2004b). In an attempt to overcome this
limitation, recent studies investigated the relationship between diversity and the number of
parties in legislative elections at the district level (Jones 1997; Madrid 2005; Potter 2014;
Singer and Stephenson 2009). However, because these studies were conducted primarily in
the context of developed democracies, micro level evidence from the developing context is
still missing. An additional benefit of local-level research is it allows me to directly interview
politicians who are engaged in the electoral process and investigate their motivations.

A Theory of Inter-Ethnic Cartels

I propose a theory of inter-ethnic cartels that argues that ethnic elites prefer to collude
and prearrange electoral results rather than engage in electoral competition. In economics,
a cartel is defined as an agreement between competing firms, made in order to increase
individual members’ profits by reducing competition.5 When applied to the electoral context,
this can be reconceptualized as competing elites who collude and make tacit agreements
about the distribution of power positions and material resources.

The actors in the theory are competing elite groups. I conceptualize ethnic diversity
as a situation when there are multiple politically relevant ethnic groups, i.e. groups that
are large enough to compete for power. Thus, my conceptualization focuses on ethnically
divided polities, for example, a polity of two equal groups with a 50-50 split or three groups
with a 40-30-30 split, rather than a fractionalized polity with many small groups. In ethni-
cally homogeneous polities or polities where ethnic minorities are too small to be politically
relevant, salient elite divisions are not based on ethnicity.

Elections under a winner-takes-all electoral formula are expected to lead to fierce com-
petition between ethnic groups. The reasoning is as follows: An elite group that wins the
elections enjoys the power and material resources associated with patronage. Therefore, all
elite groups prefer to win the elections. If elite groups from all politically-relevant ethnic
groups enter the race, a high level of electoral competition ensues.

However, I argue that instead of engaging in electoral competition, elites might pursue an
alternative strategy of forming a cartel: make a tacit agreement and pre-arrange the electoral
results. The cartelization strategy is potentially appealing to the elites because electoral
competition is costly. For instance, defeat might lead to challenges to their position within
their group. Therefore, forming a cartel might be a safer option in the face of uncertainty.

However, like firms, competing elites have an incentive to defect from an agreement, i.e.
to mobilize their supporters and try to seize power. Therefore, to make the non-competitive
collusion stable, players need to solve the credible commitment problem.6 There is a large
literature on ethnic politics that suggests that it is easier to solve credible commitment
problem among co-ethnics (Habyarimana et al. 2007). However, it might actually be easier
to sustain cooperation between ethnic elites than between competing political factions within

5Applications of the cartel model in political science include Crisp and Desposato (2004); Gottllieb (2015);
Katz and Mair (1995); Slater and Simmons (2013).

6The credible commitment problem is the problem of fulfilling guarantees in the absence of a third-party
enforcer.
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one ethnic group. In other words, ethnic diversity can change the opportunity structure,
making collusion easier among competing elites, and increasing the likelihood of a credible
commitment. Two major complementary mechanisms underlie this logic.

The first mechanism is violence-aversion: elites in ethnically heterogeneous constituencies
seek to avoid situations in which electoral competition turns into inter-ethnic violence.7 This
mechanism is derived from the literature that shows that the shadow of violence induces rival
parties to cooperate (Powell 1999). The most relevant point of reference for this logic for my
argument is Fearon and Laitin (1996), whose model proposed a model that shows that fear
of a spiral of violence induces local-level interethnic cooperation “on the equilibrium path.”

I extend this logic from ethnic groups to ethnic elites and from communal conflicts to elec-
toral processes.8 In particular, ethnic mobilization might turn into inter-ethnic violence. In
some situations, politicians can strategically promote ethnic violence for electoral gains (Sny-
der 2000; Wilkinson 2006). However, ethnic violence is costly and often has unpredictable
results. For instance, ethnic clashes in one constituency might cascade into a full-scale civil
war that could inflame the whole country or even spill over into neighboring ones. There-
fore, if the leadership of competing ethnic groups anticipates a violent scenario, they might
choose to cooperate with each other rather than be involved in a potentially deadly conflict.
Put more simply, fear of conflict induces cooperation. In contrast to inter-ethnic compe-
tition, races between competing factions within one ethnic group in general are associated
with a much smaller risk of mass violence because competing sides have smaller mobilization
potential outside their constituency.

Second, ethnic diversity creates several interdependent arenas of electoral competition,
where elites can accommodate their interests through “horse trading.” The intuition here
is based on the logic of nested games (Tsebelis 1990). Nested games explain situations in
which an actor chooses an alternative that appears to be against her own interests. An ethnic
group’s elite that does not nominate its candidate in elections when group members demand
it, is an example of such puzzle. George Tsebelis shows that such puzzles can be solved by fo-
cusing on simultaneous involvement in several arenas. When the implications in other arenas
are considered, actors’ seemingly irrational choices can be understood as rational. Multiple
electoral constituencies and multiple levels of government create such interdependent arenas
for political elites. Ethnic groups, if they are not segregated, are present in many electoral
constituencies and involved in politics at local, regional, and national levels. Thus, an ethnic
group A can make a deal with a group B to accommodate its interests. For example, ethnic
group A votes for a member of ethnic group B in the elections for village head or governor,
while ethnic group B votes for a member of A in the elections in parliamentary elections. In
contrast, political groups that compete for power within ethnically homogeneous constituen-
cies are less likely to have stakes in political games in other arenas of political competition
and therefore have less bargaining potential than ethnic groups.

How do ethnic elites enforce agreements in multiple electoral constituencies over time,
when all members of cartels have incentives to defect? The key insurance is the threat of

7As Birnir (2006) shows violence is not a necessary corollary of ethnic politics; however, Cederman et al.
(2013) find that ethnic civil wars are more likely to erupt after competitive elections.

8In asimilar vein, Magaloni (2006) showed that elites might prefer to collude in order to avoid violence.
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violence that could spiral across multiple constituencies. Thus, the two mechanisms are
complimentary. The presence of multiple arenas for the political game increases potential
spoils from cartelization and the threat of violence across those arenas prevents defection
from cartel agreements.

My theory is explicitly elite-focused. However, what is the motivation of non-elites to sup-
port inter-ethnic cartels? My theory rests on the assumption of the structural predominance
of ethnic elites, formulated by Nordlinger (1972) as a condition in which elites’ demands are
regularly fulfilled by their constituencies - for example, elites are able to deliver the votes
of their co-ethnics. This predominance is facilitated by clientelistic exchanges of goods and
services (Radnitz 2010). In addition, as Dickson and Scheve (2010) show, the logic of polit-
ical competition between ethnic groups often leads to an ethnic group being represented by
only one elite group; voters who disapprove of cartelization by their elite usually don’t have
a counter-elite to support instead.

Another important theoretical consideration is the issue of the extent to which mem-
bership in ethnic groups is salient and fixed. The constructivist paradigm of ethnic politics
criticizes the “groupness” assumption - the idea that ethnic groups are unified political actors
(Brubaker 2004) - and highlights the multiplicity and fluidity of ethnic identities (Chandra
2012). These points are undoubtedly valid, but I argue that electoral competition actualizes
and hardens ethnic identities, because even elites who are engaged in inter-ethnic collusion
nevertheless mobilize their co-ethnics to improve their bargaining power. Of course these
efforts are not always successful. For instance, the presence of strong alternative social cleav-
ages, rooted in class or religion, might undermine ethnic mobilization (Dunning and Harrison
2010). Quite often, however, ethnicity is the major social cleavage and it becomes especially
salient during elections (Posner 2005). Yet, despite their salience, ethnic divisions might
undermine, not increase competition.

The cartel logic suggests that the relationship between ethnic diversity and electoral com-
petitiveness may be non-monotonic. According to a broadly held assumption in bargaining
theory, the more people at the negotiating table, the harder it is to agree on and maintain
a cartel arrangement. Thus, the cartel logic implies that electoral competition will be lower
when there is a smaller number of politically relevant ethnic groups. This conjecture goes
against the idea that extreme fractionalization will ultimately lower electoral competition
because of the need to form a broad winning coalition (Horowitz 1985). The logic of car-
tel collusion implies that a larger number of actors leads to less sustainable collusion, thus
extreme fractionalization will decrease the propensity to form a cartel and thus potentially
increase electoral competitiveness.

The argument can be extended beyond ethnicity. For example, ideological political par-
ties can play the role of ethnic groups since they also can resort to violence and compete
at multiple arenas of political game. For example, Slater and Simmons (2013) showed how
uncertainty led to the cartelization of party politics in Indonesia and Bolivia. Even though
they focus on post-election power-sharing, the logic can be extended to pre-electoral collu-
sion as well. Ethnicity is the center of my analysis because ethnic mobilization makes the
threat of mass- scale violence especially high, which under certain conditions motivates elites
to collude.

The theory dictates the scope conditions for the argument. First, the threat of violence
is especially likely to induce cooperation between ethnic elites at the mid-level of state
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capacity. When the state is weak or effectively absent, competing groups may engage in mass
violence in order to obtain political domination. On the other hand, when state capacity is
very high, the state eliminates the threat of violence between ethnic groups and defection
from inter-ethnic collusion is no longer associated with the cost of violent conflict. But
many ethnically diverse societies are characterized by mid-level state capacity: the state can
prevent a full-scale war, but is unable or unwilling to fully exclude the possibility of violence.
This configuration of high coercive capacity and weak administrative institutions that can
be captured by local elites is common on the peripheries of strong states. In addition, the
threat of violence should be credible. Therefore, a prior history of violence might encourage
elites to engage in cartelization (Nordlinger 1972).

The viability of horse trading in turn depends on the presence of multiple races that
can be traded. These races should be tradable in principle, i.e. have somewhat similar
value. Therefore, the theory is more likely to apply to local or parliamentary elections. It
is much harder to sustain a cartel in presidential elections that are struggles for ultimate
power, where defection from collusion brings the ability to distribute resources, rather than
to simply receive them. Thus, big spoils can overcome the risk of violence and outweigh the
potential benefits from horse trading. Another potentially limiting factor for horse trading
is the segregation of ethnic groups. If groups are segregated and therefore not present across
different arenas of electoral game, this diminishes their opportunities for engaging in horse
trading.9

I test the main observable implication of my theory with statistical analysis and scrutinize
the mechanisms of the theory with qualitative research based on interviews and case-studies.
Before turning to this empirical analysis, I introduce the social context of the study.

Dagestan: Social Background and Electoral Politics

To better understand Dagestan’s political landscape, I begin with a brief description of
the republic’s current state based on secondary sources and my semi-structured interviews.
Dagestan is a predominantly agrarian region in the very south of Russia, where 55% of the
2.9 million live in rural areas. Land is the region’s most valuable resource and is the object of
intense conflict. Dagestan is considered to be one of the poorest and most subsidized regions
in the Russian Federation: its GDP per capita (PPP) in 2010 was $2700 and it has a high
unemployment rate (Ware and Kisriev 2010). However, there is a large shadow economy, and
many people are self-employed. Dagestani politics is characterized by elite capture and highly
fragmented power. No single actor dominates Dagestani politics; instead, there are many
political alliances and local strongmen who compete for elected office and the distribution
of resources, primarily in the form of subsidies from the federal government.10

The electoral process in Dagestan is heavily influenced by institutions of electoral authori-
tarianism established in Vladimir Putin’s Russia, such as the use of administrative resources,
legal barriers to eliminate unwanted candidates, workplace mobilization, fraud, vote-buying

9For instance, Horowitz (1985) shows that Sri Lanka did not develop a Malaysia-style ethnic cartel because
most of the Tamils were segregated in homogeneous electoral districts, so couldn’t trade votes.

10Interview 2, academic, Makhachkala, October 2010
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and intimidation (Gel’man 2015; Golosov 2011; Frye et al. 2014). However, because of the
presence of multiple competing political factions, the electoral process is much less certain in
Dagestan than in other regions of Russia. This is especially true for local elections.11 Thus
Dagestan presents a combination of a weak administrative state captured by local elites, and
strong coercive capacity imposed by the federal center.

Local elections for the heads of administrative districts or municipalities, which were
introduced after the fall of the Soviet Union and are held according to the “Federal Law on the
general principles of local government in Russia,”12 have enormous significance for competing
elite groups in Dagestan. Control of these offices means control over the distribution of the
most valuable resources - land and federal subsidies. Therefore, the local electoral process is
often characterized by intense competition.13 In 2010 heads of selsovets - rural municipalities
(usually a village or a group of two or three smaller villages) - were elected through two-round
majoritarian elections.14 Nominees either ran as independents or they were endorsed by
political parties, although parties in Dagestan are just conglomerates of powerful politicians
and have nothing to do with ideology.15 That said, an endorsement from the United Russia
Party generally translates into greater resources because it is the party in power.16

The actors in the local-level electoral process are usually representatives of elite groups.
Elite groups either put forth their own candidates, or support candidates in exchange for
material goods. These goods include direct money payments, job offers, acceptances of
students to local universities, and public goods such as sewage system or roads.17 While
clientelism is certainly a major element in Dagestani electoral politics, ethnicity is another
crucial factor to understanding the logic of Dagestan’s local elections.

Ethnicity in Dagestan

The ethnic composition of Dagestan is extremely fragmented: with 34 officially recognized
ethnolinguistic groups, Dagestan is by far the most ethnically heterogeneous of Russia’s
republics.18

11Interview 13, politician, Makhachkala, October 2010.
12Federal Law N 131. 06.10 2003
13Elections in Dagestan are known to be rigged. However, field observations show that falsifications are much

more common in federal elections - e.g., voting for the President of Russia, or the Russian State Duma.
These elections mean very little to the population of Dagestan or most of the Dagestani elite groups, and
therefore are easily falsified. The opposite is true of local elections. Interview 1, journalist, Makhachkala,
October 2010; Interview 13, politician, Makhachkala, October 2010

14After 2010, electoral rules were changed and municipal heads are now selected indirectly by a municipal
council. According to Dagestani politicians and journalists, this was done in order to bring local elections
under the control of the regional authorities. Interview 1, Makhachkala, October 2010; Interview 14,
candidate, October 2010.

15Interview 4, candidate, Makhachkala, October 2010; Interview 8, Makhachkala, October 2010
16Interview 5, United Russia Official, Makhachkala
17Interview 5, United Russia official, Makhachkala, October 2010; Interview 9, academic, Makhachkala,

October 2010
18Avars are the largest ethnic group, approximately 30% of the total population. The second largest group,

the Dargins, comprises around 16% of the Dagestani population. Another mountainous ethnic group,
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Ethnic diversity is the defining feature of Dagestan’s political system. During Soviet rule,
when ethnic groups were officially recognized and institutionalized (Roeder 1991), ethnicity
became a principal concern of government. Soviet authorities tried to balance the interests
of different ethnic groups by imposing an unofficial system for distributing offices. For
example, if the head of the branch of the Communist party was an Avar, then his deputies
were Dargin and Russian; the head of the Republican Legislature was Kumyk; and the
Prosecutor General was Lezgin.19 This distribution of office based on ethnicity has been
characterized as a form of consociationalism (Lijphart 1977; Ware and Kisriev 2001). In
the early post-Soviet period, the Constitution of Dagestan formalized consociationalism.
First, Article 88 of the Constitution stated: “there cannot be more than one representative
of each of fourteen main ethnic groups on the republic’s chief executive body - the State
Council – and a representative of the same ethnic group cannot be elected as a chairman
of the State Council for two consecutive terms.” Second, the electoral system of Dagestan
contained guarantees for ethnic representation. Half of the single-mandate electoral districts
were designated as “national electoral districts,” i.e. districts where only candidates of a
specific pre-determined ethnicity could run for election. When Vladimir Putin came to
power in 2000, most of the regional constitutions were revised. As a result, both the collegial
executive body and ethnic electoral districts in Dagestan were dismantled. However, one
New York Times article brilliantly relates how entrenched Dagestani “consociationalism”
has become: “Lezgins have traditionally headed Dagestan’s federal tax service, so when
Moscow appointed a Russian to the post last year, they [the Lezgins] protested in such
numbers that the police persuaded his motorcade to turn around at the republic’s border.
When Vladimir Radchenko, the appointee, was able to show up for work, he was abducted -
briefly, but long enough to convince decision makers in Moscow that the best candidate for
the job was a Lezgin, after all. The appointment was quietly repealed.”20

Despite the political salience of ethnicity in Dagestan, ethnic groups are largely the
product of the Russian Imperial and Soviet governments’ categorizations.21 For centuries,
communities in Dagestan were organized as jamaats - villages with feudal or republican
orders (Ware and Kisriev 2001). When Dagestan was conquered by the Russian Empire, the
new government tried to categorize Dagestani communities according to linguistic similarities
and distinguish them into ethnic groups. Before the 20th century, these ethnic groups had
clear areas of dominance and Dagestan was largely a mosaic of ethnically homogeneous
territories. Big towns and some villages in the lowlands were ethnically mixed, but the vast
majority of settlements were homogeneous. The imposition of Soviet rule, however, changed

the Laks, constitutes around 5% of the population. The Lezgins occupy the southern part of Dagestan,
inhabiting the area from the Caucasian highlands to the shores of the Caspian Sea and into neighboring
Azerbaijan. The Lezgins with 250,000 people constitute around 12.5% of the population. Other smaller
ethnic groups from southern Dagestan are the Tabasarans, Rutuls, Aguls and Tsakhurs. On the central
lowland live the Turkik-language Kumyks, who constitute 12.5% of the population. The area on the border
with Chechnya is inhabited by Chechen-Akkins. Russian nationals and Nogais - another Turkik-language
group - are concentrated in the north of Dagestan.

19Ware and Kisriev 2001
20Barry 2010
21Similar processes in Africa are vividly described in Bates (1974) and Posner (2005)
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the picture dramatically.22

In 1923, the Soviet government proposed a plan of resettlement of the mountainous
peoples to the lowlands.23 The rationale behind this plan was to solve the problem of the
landlessness in the mountainous districts and simultaneously to provide a labor force for
the large agricultural and industrial projects in the lowlands. The resettlement policy was
centrally planned by the Dagestani government and did not take into account the preferences
of the population or inter-ethnic relations. It was brutally enforced by the state, and, as a
result, by the early 1980s more than 200,000 people were resettled (Kazenin 2011).

Resettlement was especially harsh during the mid-1940s. In the wake of the mass depor-
tation of the Chechen population to Central Asia in February 1944, many Dagestanis were
forcibly resettled to areas previously inhabited by Chechens to maintain agricultural pro-
duction. In 1957, Chechens were allowed to come back to their territory and the Dagestani
population was resettled once again, this time mostly to the lowland districts of Dagestan.
People were either resettled to a newly created ethnically homogeneous village or were moved
into villages already inhabited by another ethnic group, thereby making it ethnically mixed.
For example, the population of one Dargin mountain village was first resettled to Chechnya
and then, after Chechens returned in 1957, was resettled to the entirely Kumyk village of
Kostek, situated in lowland Dagestan. In short, what was once an ethnically homogeneous
village had by the late 1950s become an ethnically mixed one. The government explicitly
preferred to create this type of ethnically mixed village and justified this policy as an attempt
to overcome parochial and ethnic identities and to create instead “a common Dagestani so-
cialist nation” (Osmanov 2000). Some lowland villages, however, were not affected by the
resettlement plan and thus remained ethnically homogeneous.

In the post-Soviet period, migration was no longer under government control, but resettle-
ment of mountain peoples to the lowland often followed the previously established patterns.
However, communities that had remained homogeneous effectively prohibited outsiders from
settling on their land.24 Thus, due to the Soviet government intervention, some communi-
ties in lowland Dagestan remained ethnically homogeneous, while others became ethnically
mixed. In addition, many new homogeneous and mixed settlements emerged. I exploit this
variation in my research. Figure 1 displays the ethnic composition of the Dagestani lowlands
and marks the locations of the case studies.

22Kazenin 2011 provides a detailed account of population resettlement in Dagestan.
23The Tsarist government also practiced forced resettlement of rebellious mountainous populations to the

lowland (Gammer 2003), but its magnitude was much less than the Soviet program.
24Interview 13, politician, Makhachkala, October 2010
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Figure 1: Ethnic Composition in the Dagestani Lowlands

Quantitative Analysis

To test the main hypothesis of the study, that ethnic diversity might reduce electoral com-
petitiveness, I gathered an original dataset of 122 municipalities from lowland districts of
Dagestan, where due to Soviet resettlement policies some villages are ethnically mixed and
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others are homogeneous.25 The municipalities included in my sample do not differ substan-
tially in their political structures, well-being, and cultural heritage, which helps mitigate the
problem of unit heterogeneity.

Most of the data was collected from open sources relating the official results of the 2010
municipal elections26 and the 2002 All-Russia census.27 Statistical data from the Caucasus
is often unreliable, therefore I triangulated data on the ethnic composition of municipalities
with district administrations’ records obtained during the field research. By and large, I
found that the 2002 census provided reliable estimates.28

The dependent variable of the study - electoral competitiveness – is measured by vote
margin - the difference between the winner and the runner-up in the October 2010 local
elections and also by the effective number of candidates - ENC.29

The main independent variable - ethnic diversity - is measured using the index of Ethno-
Linguistic Fractionalization ELF 30, calculated from the demographic data in 2002 Russian
census. The index of ethnic fractionalization relays the probability that two randomly se-
lected individuals from a given village will not belong to the same ethnic group. While the
index has been criticized for various methodological and substantial weaknesses,31 it remains
the main indicator of diversity in the majority of empirical studies. Therefore, for the sake
of comparability with other studies, I rely on ELF as the main independent variable in the
primary specification of my analysis.

In addition, because I am interested in the presence of politically-relevant ethnic divides,
rather than mere fractionalization, I also use three alternative indicators of ethnic diversity.
First, I use the index of Ethnic Polarization EP32 which captures the distance between the
distribution of the ethnic groups from the bipolar distribution, which represents the highest
level of polarization.33 Second, I use the crude measure of the majority ethnic group’s
share of the population. Third, I calculate the variable ethnic domination by subtracting
the share of the second largest group from the share of the majority ethnic group. I test
the effect of diversity using all four indices to account for the potentially divergent effects
of fractionalization and different measures of polarization. However, because most of the
heterogeneous villages in the sample only have two or three ethnic groups, there is very high

25Dagestan has the following administrative divisions: 41 districts, 10 cities, and 698 selsoviets - rural mu-
nicipalities. Among rural municipalities I sampled all 122 selsoviets situated in the lowland. Mountainous
districts have no variation in ethnic composition and also are different from lowland municipalities in
economic characteristics and strength of traditional culture.

26The Electronic Archive of the Central Election Commission of the Russian Federation is available at
http://www.vybory.izbirkom.ru/region/izbirkom

27Data from the most recent 2010 census is not available at the municipal level yet.
28I found some minor inconsistencies in data for only 8 municipalities. In these cases I rely on the data

obtained in the field through district administrations. The results of the estimations do not change if I use
the data from the census for these 8 observations.

29The formula for calculating ENC was proposed by Laakso and Taagepera (1979): ENC = 1∑n
i=1 p2

i
It is

the inverse of the summation of the squared proportions of the vote won by the candidates.
30ELF = 1 −

∑n
i=1 p

2
i , where p is proportion of people who belong to an ethnic group i.

31Posner 2004a
32Montalvo and Reynal-Querol 2005
33EP = 4

∑n
i=1 p

2
i ∗ (1 − pi)
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correlation between indicators of ELF and alternative measures of ethnic diversity.
For each ethnic group that is present in the lowland, I include a dummy variable to

account for whether the group is a majority or minority in the municipality. I also include
a dummy variable for municipalities, where majority ethnic groups are “sons of the soil” -
ethnic groups indigenous to the territory (Weiner 1978). In the Dagestani lowlands, such
groups include Kumyks, Nogais and Russians. The presence of these groups is likely to
shape both inter-ethnic competition and bargaining between ethnic elites, because “sons of
the soil” elites may have stronger claims for assuming political office.

Additional variables included in the explanatory model as controls are population size,
turnout, incumbency, nomination by the United Russia Party, district revenues per capita,
and unemployment rate. Population size is an important control because one might assume
that ethnically homogeneous municipalities are smaller, which affects the nature of compe-
tition in them. This variable is estimated using the total number of voters from the official
electoral statistics. Data on turnout are taken from the same source. In the Russian context,
this indicator can serve as a proxy for falsifications.34

Among political factors, potentially important predictors of electoral competition include
incumbency status and nomination by the United Russia party. Both indicators are coded
as dummy variables based on information provided in the official election protocols. It is not
possible to find any reliable socio-economic statistics at the municipal level for the North
Caucasian Republics because reported data often does not correspond to reality and most
of the local economy is unofficial. Roughly speaking, villages that form municipalities in the
sample do not differ significantly in terms of well-being, with most relying on small-scale
agricultural production. To adjust for potential differences in well- being, I use district-level
indicators for budget revenue and unemployment.

Descriptive statistics of the sample are presented in Table 1 in Appendix A. Most im-
portantly, in my data there are 21 ethnically homogeneous constituencies (ELF = 0), where
members of only one ethnicity reside. But there are also some villages with 4 or 5 ethnic
groups, where the index of ethnic fractionalization is close to .8.

Analysis

First, I present the relationship between ethnic diversity and my measures of electoral com-
petitiveness via simple plots of bivariate regressions. Figure 2 establishes the clear pattern:
ethnic diversity is negatively associated with political competitiveness. The larger the ethnic
fractionalization, the larger the vote margin and the smaller the effective number of candi-
dates (ENC). The plots show that despite this general tendency, the relationship is far from
deterministic as there are many observations that do not follow the trend.

To further explore the relationship, I ran OLS regressions. I used alternative indicators for
both ethnic diversity and competitiveness and tested the models with and without controls.
Because a change of 1 unit in ELF or EP is not the most relevant comparative statistic,
I rescaled my main independent variable, ELF, and all controls by subtracting the mean
and dividing by two standard deviations, so that a 1-unit change in the rescaled predictor

34Turnout rate can be used as rough proxy for the presence of electoral falsifications (Myagkov et al. 2009).
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Figure 2: Bivariate Relationships between Ethnic Diversity and Competitiveness of Elections

corresponded to a change from 1 standard deviation below the mean to 1 standard deviation
above (Gelman and Hill 2006). The results of the analysis are presented in the Table 1.

The estimated effect of ethnic diversity is statistically significant and substantially large.
All else being equal, the predicted differences in competitiveness between an effectively eth-
nically homogeneous constituency (ELF = 0.03, which is 1 sd. below the mean) and a mixed
constituency, where the largest group constitutes slightly more than half of the population
and another (other) group(s) constitutes the rest (ELF = 0.53, which is 1 sd. above the
mean), are 19 percentage points in vote margin and -0.64 in effective numbers of candidates.
Given that the average margin of victory is 43 percentage points and the average ENC is
2.3, these are substantially large differences.

Other statistically significant predictors of the intensity of political competition are
turnout and endorsement from the United Russia Party. The relationship between turnout
and competitiveness might be a result of genuine political mobilization in close races; it may,
however, also indicate the presence of electoral fraud. As I mentioned earlier, electoral fraud
is widespread in Dagestan, but local elections are much less fraudulent than elections at
regional and federal levels. A political faction that participates in elections won’t allow its
opponents to fabricate elections – unless, of course, all participants in the electoral process
agree to fabricate the election results. Thus, falsifications should be considered as part of
electoral process, and I analyze the results of elections without attempting to isolate the role
of fraud. The results show that if United Russia supports the candidate, the candidate is
more likely to win by a large margin. One can interpret this result in two ways: endorsement
from the dominant party increases the political resources of a candidate, or it may be a result
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Table 1: Regression Results

Dependent variable:

Vote Margin ENC

(1) (2) (3) (4)

ELF 0.171∗∗∗ 0.190∗∗∗ −0.581∗∗∗ −0.644∗∗∗

(0.060) (0.065) (0.221) (0.244)
Turnout 0.191∗∗∗ −0.465∗∗

(0.060) (0.227)
Sons of soil −0.049 0.178

(0.060) (0.225)
Size of Electorate 0.0001 0.463∗∗

(0.061) (0.230)
Incumbency 0.007 −0.166

(0.063) (0.235)
United Russia 0.240∗∗∗ −0.607∗∗

(0.064) (0.240)
Municipal Revenue −0.064 0.053

(0.066) (0.249)
Unemployed 0.005 −0.191

(0.059) (0.221)
Constant 0.433∗∗∗ 0.433∗∗∗ 2.329∗∗∗ 2.329∗∗∗

(0.030) (0.027) (0.110) (0.102)

Observations 122 122 122 122
R2 0.063 0.275 0.054 0.232

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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of selection, since the Party usually endorses the strongest local candidates. Other variables
remain statistically insignificant.

Specifications of the model which rely on the index of ethnic polarization instead of
ethnic fractionalization produce similar results (see Table 2 in Appendix A). I also test the
predictive power of the crude measure of the size of a largest ethnic group in the population
and ethnic dominance (majority size - size of the second largest group). The results of these
analyses are presented in Tables 3 and 4 in Appendix A. Again, the results are consistent
with the cartel logic. For instance, the predicted difference between an ethnically diverse
constituency where the difference in sizes between the majority group and the second largest
group is 28 percentage points, (ethnic domination = .28, which is 1 sd. below the mean) and
a homogeneous constituency where the gap between two largest groups is 99 percent (ethnic
domination = .99, which is 1 sd. above the mean) is more than 1 effective candidate. Thus,
the analysis again shows that the presence of a clear ethnic majority increases, rather than
decreases, competitiveness.

I further include in the models indicators for each ethnic group being in the majority
or minority. Results (reported in Table 5 in Appendix A) suggest that it does not matter
which group constitutes a majority in a municipality. However, I find statistically significant
results for Avars and Russians being in the minority. When these two groups are in the
minority, vote margin increases and the number of effective candidates decreases.

In order to test for a curvilinear relationship between ethnic diversity and competitiveness
of elections, as established in several recent studies (Moser and Scheiner 2012; Stoll 2013;
Raymond 2015), I ran a specification of the model that included the quadratic term of
ELF index. If a curvilinear U-shaped relationship exists, we should simultaneously see 1)
a positive (negative) relationship between ELF and measures of competitiveness; and 2) a
negative (positive) relationship between squared ELF and these measures. The results of
the test for nonlinearity reported in Table 6 in Appendix A show that there is no evidence of
nonlinearity in the relationship between diversity and competitiveness in Dagestani context:
coefficients for both standard and squared ELF indicators have the same sign.

Finally, I test whether ethnic diversity affects other political outcomes, namely turnout
and the victory of a candidate from the United Russia Party. These outcomes can also be
affected by the cartel logic. For instance, one might expect lower turnout in the case of collu-
sion in ethnically diverse municipalities, or higher likelihood of victory for UR candidates, if
that party helps to arrange cartel agreements. The results of the analysis for both outcomes
are presented in Figure 7 in Appendix A. In contrast to these predictions, the results show
no significant association between ethnic diversity and turnout, or between ethnic diversity
and the likelihood that the winner belongs to the United Russia party. These results sug-
gest that cartels in Dagestan are not necessarily arranged by the dominant party, and that
cartelization of elites does not directly translate into mass political behavior. Unfortunately,
I do not have data on other potentially relevant variables for the analysis of the cartels’
logic, most importantly, the number of candidates that withdraw from races. Therefore, I
investigate the mechanisms using qualitative research.
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Qualitative Evidence

Quantitative analysis supports the main observable implication of my theory: that ethnic
diversity might reduce electoral competitiveness. However, it is silent about the mechanisms
behind this relationship. To uncover these mechanisms, I rely on participant observation of
the 2010 elections and interviews with regional officials, candidates in municipal elections,
journalists, and local academics. I conducted 24 semi-structured interviews during four
research trips, which collectively amounted to approximately three months of fieldwork.35

The role of violence in the electoral process was highlighted by a high-level official in
the United Russia Party, whom I interviewed during the 2010 electoral campaign.36 He ex-
plained to me that there are many potential “hot spots” in Dagestan, where the competing
sides, with the assistance of the regional government and the United Russia party, try to
mediate a pre-electoral agreement in order to avoid electoral violence. Ethnically divided
communities are especially prominent among these “hot spots.” My respondent explicitly
referred to the village of Kostek.37 During the Soviet period ethnic relations between indige-
nous Kumyks and resettled Dargins were peaceful, but after the collapse of the Soviet Union
redistribution of the land that previously had been in collective ownership led to a linger-
ing conflict. Squatting and seizure of farmland by both sides resulted in a series of violent
clashes between youths. Both Kumyks and Dargins outside the village became mobilized
and full-fledged violence was blocked only after regional authorities became involved. My
respondent emphasized that avoidance of such escalations in ethnically mixed communities
is one of the most important concerns during elections.

The role of “horse trading” was also highlighted in several interviews. Most importantly,
the head of one of the lowland districts38 told me that in his district it is a common practice
for one ethnicity to support a candidate from another ethnic group at the local elections, but
in exchange that group would vote for the first group’s candidate in the elections in a neigh-
boring village or in elections to the regional legislature. Elections for the Dagestani regional
legislature, the People’s Assembly, were scheduled for March of 2011, less than half a year
after the local elections of October 2010. Seats in the regional legislature are an important
resource for Dagestani politicians and therefore many of them became involved in securing
their victories by building alliances with the members of other ethnic groups. In exchange
for support in 2011 elections to the Dagestani legislature, local strongmen encouraged their
co-ethnics in some municipalities to vote for the members of other ethnicities in local elec-
tions. In 2011 they were reciprocated.39 This mechanism corroborates the finding from the

35The details of my qualitative fieldwork are described in Appendix B.
36Interview 7, senior member of the apparatus of the United Russia party branch in Dagestan, October 2010,

Makhachkala.
37I mentioned Kostek previously as an example of how the Soviet resettlement policies turned an originally

homogeneous village into an ethnically mixed one. Now the village of Kostek is split into two ethnically
homogeneous villages.

38Interview 18, district head, June 2014
39This system worked partly due to favorable institutional design. Elections to the People’s Assembly of

Dagestan in 2011 were held under a party-list proportional system with localized list. Under localized list
voting takes place at the district level, where each party is represented by a single candidate. In Dagestan
in 2011 there were 62 local electoral districts. Therefore candidates needed support in the districts, as if
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quantitative analysis that the competitiveness of elections is lower when the minority group
consists of either Avars or Russians. In the the 2010-2011 electoral cycle, Avar leaders were
eager to counter-balance the Dargin-dominated regional executive government and were ac-
tively engaged in horse trading in local and legislative elections. Avars are present in many
municipalities, and therefore their leaders have wide leverage in bargaining with other ethnic
groups across multiple races. Russians are mostly concentrated in the Kizlar district and
during the 2010 elections their leaders traded jurisdictions with a powerful Avar politician.
In particular, Avars and Russians made a coalition and split local municipalities in the Kizlar
district.40

To further illustrate the mechanisms behind the relationship between ethnic composition
and elections I conducted case studies of two neighboring villages, Chont-Aul and Zubutli-
Miatli (see map on Figure 1), which are very similar to each other on all fronts, apart from
their level of ethnic heterogeneity. I also analyzed the deviant cases of the villages of Leninaul
and Kalininaul.

Case Studies

Chont-Aul is a large village in the Kizilurt district. While the village was originally Kumyk,
the resettlement policies in the 1950s made it ethnically heterogeneous. Kumyks now consti-
tute only about 40% of the population (population 1,700), while the rest of the population
is made up of about 1,800 Avars and around 1,000 Chechens. Although there is no rigid
separation of the three main ethnic communities in the village, some important features of it
are presented. For instance, all three ethnic groups have their own mosques, yet they share
a common cemetery. Despite generally peaceful relations between communities, fights occur
amongst local youth from time to time.

During the Chont-Aul local elections in 2010, incumbent Murad Hasaev, supported by
the United Russia party, won with 76% of the vote, while his opponent received about 20%.
In an interview in 2014, a senior official in the municipal administration explained that the
incumbent won because of a “gentlemen’s agreement between all three ethnic groups.”41

When Hasaev was nominated for the first time in 2007, he initially faced competition from
an Avar candidate, a Chechen candidate and a fellow Kumyk candidate. During the electoral
campaign, however, the most prominent Kumyk leader in Dagestan, Alimsoltan Alkhamatov,
forced the other Kumyk candidate to pull out of the race and publicly support Hasaev.
According to my interviewee, Alkhamatov “did not want Kumyks to lose Chont-Aul because
of stupid internal feuds.”42 Put another way, Alkhamatov worried that competition between
two Kumyk candidates would split the vote and thereby hand the election to one of the
other two ethnic groups. To further ensure a Kumyk victory, Hasaev’s group struck a deal
with the Avars, who withdrew their candidate from the race. In exchange, one of their
elders would become Hasaev’s deputy. Finally, just before the elections, the Chechens also

they were elected by majoritarian rule.
40Interview 24, academic, Makhachkala, June 2014
41Interview 15, municipal official, Chont-Aul, June 2014
42ibid.
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agreed to support Hasaev. In 2010, Hasaev again enjoyed support from the district head
and elite factions from all three ethnic groups. “There were no problems - we agreed before
the elections and then did everything in accordance with the law.”43 The inter-ethnic trade-
off is illustrated by the fact that in 2010 the Chechens and Avars did not even nominate
their own candidates, allowing the Kumyks to rule instead. In my interview with a Chechen
village leader, this situation was explained with reference to the “need to prevent inter-
ethnic confrontation” and a “system of fair exchange”44 between power-brokers: the seat of
the village head is reserved for a Kumyk, but in turn, villagers support Chechen and Avar
candidates in the Narodnoye Sobraniye (legislature) elections. In the end, my respondent
also said that “in places like Chont-Aul, I mean tumultuous places, it is better to elect
politicians by drawing of lots. Electoral competition is too dangerous.”45

Zubutli-Miatli is an ethnically homogeneous Avar village with about 5,000 people situated
close to Chont-Aul. The village was created in 1970 when the population of the mountainous
villages of Zubutli and Miatli was resettled to the lowlands. The socio-economic conditions
in Zubutli-Miatli are very similar to those of Chont-Aul: both villages specialize in growing
tomatoes and grain crops. Despite these similarities, competition in Zubutli-Miatli in the
local elections of 2010 was extremely high - the vote margin in the first round of elections was
less than 1 percentage point: Shamsudin Usmanov received 37.12% of votes and his main
opponent, Saipudin Sagitaev, obtained 36.57%. One of the village elders described the race
as “war”: “there were fights, people had weapons. Elections here are a serious business.”46 He
explained that the two candidates represented two powerful elite factions. The first candidate
was tied to the group of the former district head and the second candidate was backed by
the mufti (official religious leader) of Dagestan, who was also an Avar. The sides engaged
in pre-electoral negotiations, but were not able to come to an agreement about who should
withdraw. As a result, the race became very competitive. However, confrontation between
two factions of Avar politicians in Zabulti-Miatli was limited to their constituency, and was
not fueling mass mobilization and conflict outside the village. This is what distinguishes the
role of shadow of violence in ethnically homogeneous and mixed communities.

Comparison of Chont-Aul and Zabutli-Miatli provides a useful illustration of the mech-
anisms that link ethnic diversity with competitiveness of elections. However, as the quan-
titative analysis shows, this relationship is far from deterministic: not all communities in
Dagestan follow the tendency of linking lower competitiveness with higher ethnic diversity.
Therefore, it is also important to analyze some deviant cases (Gerring 2007).

Both villages are ethnically mixed, but both also experienced a very high level of electoral
competitiveness. In Leninaul, the vote margin in the 2010 election was about four percentage
points; in Kalininaul, it was less than one percentage point. Both villages were originally
inhabited by Chechens, but when Chechens were deported to Central Asia in 1944, these
areas were settled by Avars. When Chechens came back from deportation in 1957, many
of them were not allowed to resettle in their native villages. As a result, in both villages

43ibid.
44Interview 16, municipal official, June 2014
45ibid.
46Interview 17, Zabutli-Miatli. June 2014
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Chechens became an ethnic minority. Now Chechens constitute 40 percent of the population
in Leninaul, and 25 percent in Kalininaul.

During 1989-1991, relations between Chechens and Avars became very tense, as Chechens
were claiming that Avars had illegitimately occupied their houses and land and must leave.
Tensions led to several mass fights and even a declaration of emergency in the Kazbek
district in 1991. Relations between Avar and Chechen communities in these two villages
have been very confrontational for the whole post-Soviet period. During my interviews, one
of the leaders of the Avar community referred to Chechens as “bandits,”47, and the leaders of
the Chechen community shared stories of how Avars were keeping pigs (unclean animals in
Islam) in “our Chechen mosque”48 and how “they [Avars] were celebrating our deportation
with music and dances.”49 In short, there is a very strong inter-ethnic animosity. When
I asked an informal leader of the Leninaul Chechen community about his strategy during
elections, his response was “We always put forward our candidate. We are a minority, so we
know that we are going to lose. In Kalininaul we are an even smaller minority, but the same
happens there. We will never vote for a candidate who comes from people who occupy our
land, who live in the houses of our fathers. Avar representatives always come to us to try to
secure Chechen votes for their candidate, but we always refuse.”50 In addition to strong inter-
ethnic animosity, one additional potential explanation of the absence of collusion between the
leaders of Chechens and Avars in Leninaul and Kalininaul is that while Chechens constitute
a sizable share of population in these two villages, in the Kazbek district as a whole they
are a tiny minority (less than 10 percent). As another Chechen leader said, “There are
no ministers, no district heads of Chechen nationality in Dagestan, no Chechens in the
district legislature. We are abandoned.”51 In contrast, Chechens have a larger share of the
population in the neighboring Khasavurt district (25 percent) and according to a prominent
local politician, Chechen leaders in Khasavurt take part in “a fair split of political offices”52

(or “horse trading”, in my terminology). This suggests that the presence of interdependent
electoral arenas gives leaders of ethnic groups more leverage for forming a cartel.

The cases of Leninaul and Kalininaul show that in some cases inter-ethnic cartels never
emerge. Another important question is when do inter-ethnic cartels break? For example,
in the village of Kosjakino, where the two main communities are Dargin (54%) and Avar
(36%), a Dargin politician had held the office of the village head for three terms. During the
2006 elections, his Dargin successor was challenged by several other Dargin politicians and,
as a result, an Avar candidate won (Kazenin 2011). The breakdown was likely caused by
the low structural predominance of a Dargin elite that was not able to ensure that only one
candidate of their ethnicity entered the race. However, the cartel in Kosjakino reemerged: in
the 2010 elections, elites decided not to engage in unpredictable political competition and,
after inter-elite negotiations, a Dargin candidate won with 95% of votes.

47Interview 19, deputy of district legislature, Khasavurt, June 2014
48Interview 22, businessman, Leninaul, June 2014
49Interview 23, former deputy of municipal legislature, Kalininaul, June 2014
50Interview 22, businessman, Leninaul, June 2014
51Interview 23, former deputy of municipal legislature, Kalininaul, June 2014
52Interview 21, district official, Khasavurt, June 2014
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Discussion

Both quantitative and qualitative analyses provide empirical evidence for the claim that
ethnic diversity in Dagestan decreases, rather than increases, electoral competitiveness. Im-
portantly, I find a negative relationship not only between electoral competitiveness and
ethnic fractionalization, but also between competitiveness and such alternative measures
of diversity as indices of ethnic polarization and ethnic domination. This finding supports
my proposition that non-competitive collusion in ethnically heterogeneous communities is
not merely an artifact of fractionalization that forces elites to make catch-all ethnic coali-
tions (Horowitz 1985). Moreover, my theory suggests that inter-ethnic cartels are harder to
sustain in extremely fractionalized constituencies than in moderately heterogeneous commu-
nities. Data from Dagestani municipalities do not allow me to test this proposition directly,
because there are usually only two or three, maximum four, ethnic groups living in the same
village. Future research with larger units of analysis and higher fractionalization per unit
may directly test the hypotheses on the non-monotonic nature of the relationship between
ethnic fractionalization and the propensity to build inter-ethnic cartels.

The natural question is how well the pattern established in this research travels beyond
local elections in Dagestan. On the theoretical level, the idea that ethnically diverse societies
might be less politically competitive can be traced to Lijphart (1977), who in his model
of consociational democracy proposed such elements as “grand coalition” and “segmented
autonomy,” both of which prevent competition among groups. However, his theory assumes
that less-competitive consociational democracy is a product of the establishment of formal
institutions deliberately put in place to establish representation of all parties. I argue that
even in the absence of these formal institutions ethnic elites might prefer to form informal
consociational agreements that I conceptualize as inter-ethnic cartels.

Several existing empirical studies also provide evidence in line with my argumentation.
For example, cross-country data analysis by Dickson and Scheve (2010) captures a similar
tendency for a decrease in competitiveness associated with a rise in ethnic heterogeneity.
Furthermore, Arriola (2013) showed that competitiveness is negatively associated with ethnic
diversity in the African party systems, and Francois et al. (2012) documented the dominance
of large inter-ethnic coalitions within cabinets in African autocracies. However, ethnicity is
no doubt used in many contexts to mobilize voters where people vote strictly along ethnic
lines. In order to reconcile these facts, one has to consider the conditions that structure
the electoral process and the conditions in which ethnicity operates. In addition to the
scope derived from the theory, namely the level of state capacity, history of violence, level of
electoral competition, and geographic distribution of ethnic groups, the context of the study
also imposes conditions for the generalizability of the argument. It is important to note that
this paper demonstrates a causal relationship rather than tests whether this relationship
is more prevalent than the opposite one. Thus, testing the factors that constitute scope
conditions is left for future research.

Arguably the most important context-specific scope conditions are historical legacies.
Even though currently there are no formal consociational institutions in place in Dagestan,
institutions of inter-ethnic power-sharing that were imposed by the Soviet government and
maintained in the early years of the post-Soviet period (Ware and Kisriev 2001) may still
shape the strategies of political elites. Thus, the ability of elites from different ethnic groups
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to agree on who should win the seat and who should be the deputy is path dependent. In
the USSR this kind of “ethnic balancing” was common practice at every level, usually by
making a Russian the second-in-command to titular ethnic principals (Roeder 1991; Martin
2001). In contrast, in places such as India and Sub-Saharan Africa, where the colonial powers
actively promoted divide and rule policies, the historical legacy is likely to work against the
emergence of inter-ethnic cartels by increasing the costs of cooperation.

Furthermore, the way Dagestani ethnic groups were resettled into homogenous or mixed
communities in the Soviet period may make for a particular kind of inter-ethnic relation-
ships that is different from what we see in other parts of the world, where local diversity
in ethnic groups is either due to natural migration patterns or local conflict. This legacy
is a manifestation of the high coercive capacity of a state that is able to implement radical
policies to fulfill its goals. Prevention of inter-ethnic conflicts is likely to be among such
goals, which provides additional incentives for local ethnic elites to avoid violence in order to
prevent intervention by the central government. However, forced population resettlements
were a quite common practice in the 20th century in other settings, such as the 1923 ex-
change of populations between Greece and Turkey, the expulsion of Germans from Eastern
Europe after World War II, or the massive resettlement of Kurdish villages during Turk-
ish counterinsurgency campaigns (Mylonas 2012). Thus, my research opens a comparative
perspective on the effects of state-designed ethnic compositions.

In sum, inter-ethnic cartels are likely to emerge in particular institutional settings. How-
ever, I believe that this phenomenon is not idiosyncratic and limited only to Dagestani local
elections. Moreover, the mechanisms of violence aversion and horse trading are generalizable
and likely to influence electoral processes in other regions of the world.

Out-Of-Sample Test

Future comparative work may empirically test the role of structural and institutional factors
that make these mechanisms work in some places, but not in others. A good starting point
for comparative analysis on inter-ethnic cartels is studying electoral processes in other ethnic
regions of the Russian Federation. To make a preliminary test of my argument in another
context, I conducted fieldwork in the Republic of Tatarstan, a region that provided empirical
material for several influential studies on ethnic politics in Russia (Gorenburg 2003; Giuliano
2000).

Tatarstan is situated in the Volga-Urals region. It is one of the richest and most developed
regions of Russia.53 The 3.8 million population of Tatarstan is almost equally divided be-
tween Tatars (53 percents) and Russians (40 percents). Even though the republic is peaceful,
inter-ethnic relations are tense: in my interviews many ethnic Russians complained about
the domination of Tatars in the regional administration, and many Tatars complained about
centuries of russification and Russian rule.

Analysis of the electoral data for both municipal and regional elections shows that elec-
tions in Tatarstan are almost always uncontested. However, interviews with high-ranking

53Gross Regional Product in Tatarstan in 2014 was 403.9 thousand roubles, while in Dagestan it was only
145.4 thousand roubles in the same year.
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officials within the United Russia party highlighted that competition is present on the pre-
electoral stage.54 Tatarstan has a very strong political machine that is in charge of nominat-
ing candidates for both municipal and regional elections (Hale 2003; Sharafutdinova 2013).
Regional authorities in charge of the machine allow informal competition during the nomina-
tion stage among ethnic Tatars and among ethnic Russians, but they avoid allowing Tatars
and Russians to compete with each other to make sure that the electoral process does not
inflame inter-ethnic relations. So, despite a very different political context and ethnic com-
position, the conflict aversion mechanism highlighted in Dagestani elections is also relevant
in Tatarstan. The horse trading mechanism is less relevant, because the nomination proce-
dure is administered from the regional center and local elite groups have little bargaining
power. This brief analysis of the Tatarstan case highlights that ethnic diversity also dimin-
ishes electoral competitiveness there. In fact, some of the most ethnically diverse regions
of Russia, including Tatarstan, Bashkortostan, Kabardino-Balkaria, and Mordovia are con-
sistently ranked as the “least democratic” regions of Russia (Petrov and Titkov 2011). I
believe that some intuitions from cartel politics in Dagestani local elections may account for
this fact, and therefore, advance our understanding of ethnic politics in Putin’s Russia as a
whole.

Conclusion

This study shows that in the case of Dagestan, ethnic diversity decreases, rather than in-
creases, electoral competitiveness. To explain this counterintuitive result I propose a novel
theory of inter-ethnic cartels that links ethnic heterogeneity to the strategies of ethnic elites.
By emphasizing the principal role of elites’ incentives, my study follows a recent strand of
scholarship that explains the absence of ethnic voting by assessing the costs and benefits
of ethnic mobilization for political elites (Koter 2013). However, my study highlights an
alternative logic behind the effects of ethnic diversity. It shows that even when ethnicity is
a primary source of identification and a defining cleavage of political competition, ethnic di-
versity may decrease electoral competition. In other words, even when voters are inclined to
vote for their co-ethnics, ethnic elites may prefer to avoid competition and collude. I explain
this paradox by highlighting two previously understudied mechanisms: violence aversion
and “horse trading.” Put simply, elites avoid electoral competition in ethnically mixed con-
stituencies because they are afraid that such competition will turn into inter-ethnic violence,
and because ethnic elites trade jurisdictions, i.e. exchange support for their ethnicity for
supporting other groups in other races.

The conclusion that ethnic diversity decreases electoral competition should not over-
shadow the fact that ethnic divides facilitate accommodation of ethnic interests through
tacit negotiations and horse-trading. Thus, while ethnic diversity might reduce electoral
competition, it may still raise political competitiveness. In other words, while ethnic groups
might remain out of power in a particular locality, their presence may affect the way another

54Interview 25, member of the State Council of Tatarstan. July 2015; Interview 26, member of regional
branch of the United Russia party in Tatarstan, July 2015.
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ethnic elite chooses to rule – through the threat of violence and through accommodation
of ethnic out-group interests in a different political arena. Thus, ethnic diversity provides
a check on the politicians in power. However, I contend that this check is fully controlled
by ethnic elites. My results suggest that cartelization further strengthens the structural
predominance of ethnic elites over their constituencies by decreasing elite turnover. Fur-
thermore, because ethnic diversity constrains political competition, inefficient and corrupt
leaders are more likely to survive in heterogeneous communities. Thus, the results of this
study shed light on an additional potential mechanism that links ethnic diversity and poor
public goods provision (Habyarimana et al. 2007).

My theory rests on an assumption of the structural predominance of ethnic elites. The
crucial question is why the masses comply with the cartel elites’ desire to demobilize them?
History knows many cases other than Dagestan where ethnic elite cartels worked for pro-
longed periods of time, for example, Sri Lanka and Malaysia (Horowitz 1985). However,
the strength of militantly ethnic anti-cartel parties eventually succeeded in mobilizing mass
support in both places. Whether this will happen in Dagestan is an open question that is a
version of a larger important theoretical question - when do ethnic cartels break down? By
showing how ethnic cartels emerge, this paper lays a foundation for future studies on their
breakdown.

The results of this study have two broad theoretical implications. The first is that the
problem of violence - the threat of full-scale social disaster, like the one that happened
in Chechnya, a war-torn region that borders Dagestan - is lurking in the background of the
electoral process. Politicians do sometimes strategically invoke violence for electoral purposes
(Wilkinson 2006), but more often they try to make sure that electoral competition would not
lead to unforeseen escalation of ethnic cleavages. Fearon and Laitin (1996) show that ethnic
peace prevails over ethnic conflict in everyday interactions. As I have shown, formation of
inter-ethnic electoral cartels is in large part driven by the same violence-aversion logic.

The second broad conclusion from this study is that elections in many parts of the
world should not be studied exclusively as mechanisms for political competition that aims
to achieve democratic representation. Instead, elections are also a means by which elites
maintain representation of influential groups and control the distribution of political and
economic resources among them (Blaydes 2011). An analogy with the economy makes sense
here: trade-offs between elites can be understood as cartels that seek to maximize their
resources and control their segment of a political market. Ethnic heterogeneity provides
additional incentives for elites to stay in a “cartel,” while ethnic homogeneity decreases the
costs of cheating on “electoral results fixing” and hence allows real competition.
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