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Abstract of Dissertation 

 

 

Like a Root Out of Dry Ground: Small Business Support for Non-Systemic Opposition 

under Electoral Authoritarianism 

 

Since the “end of the transition paradigm” in the study of democratization and 

regimes, scholars have grappled with the meaning of opposition under authoritarian 

dynamics that have proven perplexingly stable. More recent research recognizes 

opposition around elections as profoundly meaningful in signaling regime weakness, 

even in the absence of opportunity for breakthroughs. Though incumbents manipulate 

control of institutions to rig elections, opposition forces can impose costs on the regime’s 

future sustainability by exposing its need to adopt strategies of repression and cooptation 

to cover vulnerabilities.  

But what accounts for non-systemic opposition success even under restrictive 

conditions? Whether possible outcomes of authoritarian elections are limited to pre-

determined incumbent victory or include democratic breakthrough, non-

systemic opposition parties must develop bases of support for money and votes. I focus 

on structural factors affecting the process of building this support. Specifically, I argue 

that concentration of small businesses on the subnational level accounts for variation in 

electoral support for non-systemic opposition parties. I emphasize three barriers to 

building support in an electoral authoritarian context that small businesses are especially 

capable of helping non-systemic party organizations overcome: 1) resources, 2) risk, and 

3) regime monitoring. To test my theory, I utilize not only a contemporary case, but also 

historical cases of non-systemic opposition, leveraging the stark legibility of small 

business in predominantly agricultural economies in the form of agricultural 
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smallholdings. I test my theory with a mixed-methods approach: qualitative comparison 

of peasant opposition in post-Ottoman Bulgaria and Rumania, a statistical analysis of 

smallholding’s effect on support for the Bulgarian Agrarian National Union on the sub-

national level, and a statistical analysis of small business concentration on non-systemic 

opposition party support in the 2016 State Duma Elections in Russia. 
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Chapter I — Introduction 

 

 Since the “end of the transition paradigm” in the study of democratization and 

regimes, scholars have grappled with the meaning of opposition under authoritarian 

dynamics that have proven perplexingly stable (Carothers, 2002; Levitsky & Way, 2002). 

Contributions explaining opposition success (or lack thereof) in orchestrating 

“democratic breakthroughs” have focused on a range of factors that include: opposition 

strategies and resources (Arriola, 2013; Bunce & Wolchik, 2011); regime elite cohesion 

(Bellin, 2004; Levitsky & Way, 2013; Svolik, 2012); and exogenous disturbances in the 

pillars of the political economy of autocratic stability (Magaloni, 2006; Way, 2015). 

More recent research recognizes opposition around elections as profoundly meaningful in 

signaling regime weakness, even in the absence of opportunity for breakthroughs. 

Though incumbents manipulate control of institutions to rig elections, opposition forces 

can impose costs on the regime’s future sustainability by exposing its need to adopt 

strategies of repression and cooptation to cover vulnerabilities (Smyth, 2020). Therefore, 

even clear examples of regime incumbents stacking the deck through coercion, restricted 

ballot access, banning rallies, or election fraud belie their apparent strength—because the 

threat of opposition has provoked incumbents to reveal information of where their grip is 

prone to failure. 

But what accounts for non-systemic opposition success even under restrictive 

conditions? Whether possible outcomes of authoritarian elections are limited to pre-

determined incumbent victory or include democratic breakthrough, non-systemic1 

 
1 Following Smyth (2020) and White (2012), I distinguish “non-systemic” opposition 

from “systemic” opposition, which is characterized by a symbiotic relationship with 

incumbents. 
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opposition parties must develop bases of support for money and votes (Fish, 2005). I 

focus on structural factors affecting the process of building this support. Specifically, I 

argue that concentration of small businesses on the subnational level accounts for 

variation in electoral support for non-systemic opposition parties. I emphasize three 

barriers to building support in an electoral authoritarian context that small businesses are 

especially capable of helping non-systemic party organizations overcome: 1) resources, 

2) risk, and 3) regime monitoring. To test my theory, I utilize not only a contemporary 

case, but also historical cases of non-systemic opposition, leveraging the stark legibility 

of small business in predominantly agricultural economies in the form of agricultural 

smallholdings. I test my theory with a mixed-methods approach: qualitative comparison 

of peasant opposition in post-Ottoman Bulgaria and Rumania at the national level, a 

statistical analysis of smallholding’s effect on support for the Bulgarian Agrarian 

National Union on the sub-national level, and a statistical analysis of small business 

concentration on non-systemic opposition party support at the sub-national level in the 

2016 State Duma Elections in Russia. 

Literature Review 

Sisyphean Suffrage? Opposition under Electoral Authoritarianism 

 Many political scientists embraced the concept of “hybrid regimes” after the 

reality of politics in former dictatorships (especially post-Communist countries in 

Europe) seemed to discredit the “transition paradigm,” which approached these regimes 

as temporary, intermediate forms of government that eventually would develop into full 

democracies (Carothers, 2002). Scholars therefore recognized that the regimes of many 

post-Cold War states were distinct from either democracy or single-party dictatorship, 
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due to the presence of both 1) regular, multiparty elections, and 2) incumbents’ use of 

state power to advantage themselves and repress the opposition (Levitsky & Way, 2010; 

Wintrobe, 2018). 

A tension exists in the literature on electoral authoritarianism between 

characterizing elections as a manifestation of weakness or as an instrumental 

strengthening tool of the regime. On the one hand, allusion to the Sword of Damocles is 

an apt description of autocratic rule. Autocrats must constantly anticipate threats from 

other authoritarian elites. This is evidenced by the fact that “the average dictator” suffers 

from a high rate of turnover, especially due to elite-staged coups (Svolik, 2012). The 

“rules of the game” in autocratic regimes are tenuous and subject to (sudden) revision; as 

Pepinsky (2014) notes, unlike in democracies—where there is a distinction between 

policy coalitions and procedural coalitions (Shepsle, 1986)—every coalition is both a 

policy and procedural coalition. The dictator must therefore judiciously wield the tools of 

patronage and repression to maintain support of a small “selectorate” (de Mesquita & 

Smith, 2011; de Mesquita et al., 2005). The challenge lies in not knowing where support 

and threats lie in the elite and the citizenry; this is “The Dictator’s Dilemma” (Wintrobe, 

1998). 

 On the other hand, elections provide a solution to the dilemma in several ways, 

providing the dictator information to guide the use of patronage and repression, while the 

outlet of elections themselves also defuse discontent. For the purposes of placating 

regime elites, creating a legislature and holding elections allow autocrats to coopt elites 

by making credible their commitment to power-sharing (Boix & Svolik, 2013). The 

existence of a legislature gives elites a sense they can monitor the dictator, lowering the 
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likelihood of defection from power-sharing (Svolik, 2012). Legislative elections further 

provide formal channels for incorporation into the regime and access to patronage, while 

providing a mechanism for turnover within the ruling party to provide political 

opportunity (especially for younger cadres) to get off the bench (Magaloni, 2008).  

For the purposes of placating citizens outside the selectorate, elections provide a 

useful focal point for distributing patronage and gaining popular support (Blaydes, 2010; 

Gandhi & Lust-Okar, 2009). Elections facilitate dividing the opposition by exploiting 

cross-cutting cleavages or distributing targeted patronage (Haggard & Kaufman, 2016), 

leveraging penetration of employer networks for voter intimidation and mobilization 

(Frye et al., 2014b, 2019), and generally containing opposition activity to “appropriate” 

spheres, away from disruptive activities like protest (Reuter & Robertson, 2015). Many 

scholars therefore argue that authoritarian regimes that hold elections are more stable 

than those that do not (Gandhi & Przeworski, 2007; Geddes, 1999; Haggard & Kaufman, 

2016; Magaloni, 2006), especially when foreign democracy-promoting actors lack the 

leverage to apply external pressure on incumbents to liberalize (Levitsky & Way, 2010). 

Large margins of victory for regime incumbents serve to project strength, thereby 

deterring opposition through the belief that efforts to defeat the regime are hopeless 

(Simpser, 2013). 

 However, non-systemic opposition is not entirely without agency, even under 

conditions of strong electoral authoritarianism. Though successful management of 

electoral authoritarianism might render opposition victory over incumbents terribly 

unlikely, regimes have demonstrated responsiveness in state spending priorities in 

response to expressions of voter dissatisfaction through support for alternatives to the 
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ruling party (Miller, 2014). When the opposition forces the regime to coopt it by 

integrating it into patronage networks, regime elites are more likely to get disgruntled and 

defect, weaking the regime’s cohesiveness (Reuter & Szakonyi, 2019). Further, even 

manipulation of legal institutions to deny ballot access or the right to assembly 

(Hutcheson, 2017) is not costless to the regime. Egregious electoral fraud and stolen 

elections often trigger protests (Miller, 2020), including relatively recent examples like 

Russia in 2011, Malaysia in 2013, and Belarus in 2020. There is even evidence that 

obvious fraud exacerbates splits within the incumbent’s support base: it damages support 

for regime incumbent candidates among their supporters, by shaking their belief that 

elections are free and fair and that ruling party victories are legitimate expressions of 

popular will (Reuter & Szakonyi, 2021). Each time the regime resorts to such tactics, the 

veneer of invincibility is compromised as the public receives new information about 

regime vulnerabilities, shifting the equilibrium between regime and opposition on the 

road to the next election (Smyth, 2020). Provoking the regime to resort to such methods 

thereby pushes the equilibrium away from stability toward uncertainty, which favors the 

opposition (Teorell, 2010). Therefore, even in the absence of ability to deploy strategies 

of contentious politics and voting (Bunce & Wolchik, 2011; Magaloni, 2010), the 

clarifying precedent sows the seeds of future opposition that could make democratic 

breakthrough a reality, “now out of never” (Kuran, 1991).2 

 
2 For example, even when barred from robust participation in elections, Russian 

opposition leaders were able to channel support—with remarkable success—toward 

“anybody but United Russia” in the 2011 parliamentary elections, and targeted 

endorsements of the least Kremlin-friendly systemic opposition candidates in the 2019 

municipal elections, while promoting systemic opposition candidates in the few places 

elections were sufficiently open (Gorokhovskaia, 2020; Waller, 2019). 
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A takeaway from this dynamic equilibrium approach may be the modest 

exaggeration that it bridges “voluntarist” and “structural” theories of democratization. 

Namely, it allows one to embrace the proposition that structural factors determine 

whether democratic breakthrough is a possible outcome at a given moment, to begin 

with.3 At the same time, one would also appreciate that opposition actor strategies matter 

in periods when breakthrough is beyond the realm of possibility. Long term, opposition 

strategies (and their interaction with regime strategies) can determine capacity to realize a 

breakthrough when it is a possible outcome—and may themselves place pressure on the 

regime’s structural pillars. This of course requires an assumption that democratization 

can occur anywhere, without specific prerequisites; but this assumption still 

accommodates the reality that democratization requires struggle, the specific contours of 

which affects its timing from place to place (Rustow, 1970).  

Structural explanations of when democratization does or does not take place pin 

causal explanations to a range of variables including exogenous shocks (Haggard & 

Kaufman, 1995; Huntington, 1991), international linkages (Levitsky & Way, 2010), 

income inequality (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2006), interactions between inequality and 

asset immobility (Boix, 2003; Freeman & Quinn, 2012), modernization (Lipset, 1959), 

cultural values (Huntington, 1996; Inglehart & Welzel, 2010), institutional legacies 

(Mahoney, 2002), and the emergence, growth, and political awakening of the middle 

class (Ansell & Samuels, 2014; Moore, 1966; Rueschemeyer et al., 1992). Early 

voluntarist theories under the transition paradigm tend to focus on democratic 

 
3 To some extent, this is already latent in some voluntarist explanations, like O’Donnell 

and Schmitter’s (1986) seminal work, insofar as they assume that actors pursue strategies 

against the backdrop of a state of uncertainty triggered by an exogenous shock. 
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breakthroughs in which the regime elite acquiesce to liberalization (typically by holding a 

free multiparty election), which can lead to democratization. Divisions within the regime 

elites, and their strategic calculations to avoid the redistribution of their wealth in the face 

of revolutionary threats, drive whether they see themselves faring better under democracy 

or fighting to maintain their regime (Collier, 1999; O’Donnell & Schmitter, 1986; 

Przeworski, 1991). These elite divisions interact with divisions within the opposition, 

specifically along the lines of redistributive demands, though whether democratic 

transitions require moderating these is contested (Bermeo, 1997). Later voluntarist 

approaches focused on breakthroughs under electoral authoritarianism pin causal 

explanations on strategies employed by opposition actors. Bunce and Wolchik (2011) 

identify key components of successful breakthroughs in Slovakia, Ukraine, and other 

cases, including opposition unity, voter turnout drives, and preparation to engage in 

contentious politics after stolen elections. Arriola (2013) points to the role of business 

underwriting opposition distribution of patronage to forge multiethnic coalitions in sub-

Saharan Africa. Yet deploying these strategies, much less achieving breakthroughs, 

appears to require a minimum level of openness due to incumbent weakness (Levitsky & 

Way, 2002; Schedler, 2010). Negative cases of authoritarian resilience in Former Soviet 

countries from Bunce and Wolchik’s account do not always appear to be due to 

opposition failure to apply a multipronged strategy, but rather due to the regime’s 

repressive capacity and elite cohesion (Bellin, 2004). 

Entrepreneurship: The Germ of Opposition? 

But what sustains opposition—whether it attains breakthrough or not—making it 

possible in the first place? This question naturally comes prior to those concerning 
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equilibria of non-systemic opposition and regimes—though the latter might motivate the 

former. An answer most relevant to my own emphasis on businesses, points to the crucial 

role of private property in making opposition possible. Modern classics in political 

philosophy hail the separation of the nation’s coercive apparatus and its wealth as a boon 

to liberty (Montesquieu, 1748), and the psychological effect of commerce increasing the 

likelihood of resisting tyranny (Constant, 1819).4 Structural accounts of democratization 

rooted in class conflict emphasize private property ownership as a key motivator to 

impose constraints on executives from violating property rights (Bates & Lien, 1985; 

Moore, 1966; North & Weingast, 1989). In terms of identifying a general rule of the 

relationship between private property and opposition, the most basic formulation is 

arguably Riker’s (1982): 

Economic liberty—that is, the free markets and free entrepreneurship of modern 

capitalism—originally protected a faction, namely, merchants, in conflict with the 

Crown and the feudal order. Although it has been fashionable in this century to 

deride economic freedom, capitalism remains essential for faction: no government 

that has eliminated economic freedom has been able to attain or keep democracy, 

probably because, when all economic life is absorbed into the government, there 

is no conceivable financial base for opposition. (p. 7) 

But as Fish & Choudhry (2007) note, Riker’s description is so stark it only addresses the 

absence of democracy in “thoroughly statized” economies in regimes like the Soviet 

Union, Maoist China, and others where “‘economic freedom’ [was] actually ‘eliminated’ 

and ‘all economic life…absorbed into government.’” To make Riker’s observation “more 

useful by reformulating it as a matter of degree,” Fish and Choudhry point to Dahl’s 

(1971) assertion that “The likelihood that a government will tolerate an opposition 

 
4 I am indebted to Fish and Choudhry’s (2007) summary, here, and throughout this 

paragraph. 



9 

 

increases as the resources available to the government for suppression decline relative to 

the resources of an opposition (p. 48).” 

 Scholars studying post-Soviet politics especially have offered accounts of how 

possession of private means outside the public sector is a determining factor in whether 

citizens have adequate economic autonomy to exercise democratic rights. As a(n albeit 

unevenly distributed) product of capitalism, economic autonomy enables political 

activism by insulating the individual from reliance on the state to make a living 

(McMann, 2006). A lack of economic autonomy therefore decreases the likelihood of 

participation in subversive political activity, because of exposure to retaliation from the 

state. The result is no “broad base of contributors,” hamstringing non-incumbent parties’ 

capacity to compete with incumbents who have comparatively unlimited state resources 

at their disposal, as in Russia (Fish, 2005). The existence of economic opportunities 

outside the state’s control may therefore be key to enabling opposition, consistent with 

scholarship finding correlative and qualitative evidence that the degree of economic 

liberalization determines the degree of political liberalization (Fish, 2005; McFaul, 2002). 

The experience of post-Soviet politics underscores the enabling potential of the private 

sector to challenge the state: especially the success of business associations and 

stakeholder alliances in mitigating the pressures of predatory states (Duvanova, 2013; 

Markus, 2012) and the crucial role of business elites in launching successful protest 

movements against the government (Radnitz, 2010). 

At the same time, the regime can itself counter the liberalizing potential of the 

market by cultivating dependency on the state to undermine economic autonomy. In key 

Russian manufacturing and energy industries, state repression drives owners into 
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absenteeism and exile, undermining legal ownership of firms (Trudolyubov, 2018). The 

threat of repression is particularly pronounced in sectors reliant on immobile assets (Frye 

et al., 2014b). The regime also enjoys a broad base of support in a segment of the middle 

class, specifically those whose industries are dependent on the state (Rosenfeld, 2021). 

This example of making the middle-class stakeholders in Putin’s regime clearly 

illustrates that economic class identity itself does not determine or enable opposition to 

authoritarianism. Yet even in such hostile environments, through the social resilience of 

premodern entrepreneurial class identities (Lankina, 2022; Lankina & Libman, 2021) and 

the creation of economically autonomous business through market reform (Rosenfeld, 

2017, 2021), a liberalizing segment of the middle class exists alongside the authoritarian 

segment, creating a “two-pronged middle class.” Once again, what makes the difference 

in political autonomy is economic autonomy. 

My Contribution 

I contribute to the theoretical literature tying private property and opposition by 

articulating how business size mediates perceptions of risk that non-systemic opposition 

entails. For a business owner, the potential negative consequences of supporting non-

systemic opposition parties (or failing to visibly support a systemic party) can range from 

severe, physical repression to more subtle (yet nonetheless economically ruinous) 

pressures.5 Undergirding my theory is a mechanism on the individual/micro level: that 

 
5 On the more severe end, the owner may face arrest and imprisonment on supposedly 

unrelated charges, or through unofficial channels receive threats or suffer destruction of 

business property—employees may likewise be harassed. But sometimes regime 

retaliation takes a softer appearance: bureaucrats “squeezing” the owner by demanding 

(higher) bribes or imposing fines and audits by selectively enforcing obscure regulations; 

the business might suddenly lose access to credit from banks; and the social 
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individuals who become business owners tend to perceive risk differently than the rest of 

the population, and therefore tend to have a distinctly higher willingness to engage in 

such risky political behavior. The risk-mitigating (or, in some cases, magnifying) 

characteristics of the owner’s specific business entity interact with this predisposition in 

predictable ways that affect the owner’s willingness to take the risk of supporting non-

systemic opposition.6 After specifying the ways businesses can manifest support through 

resources and signals to employees (if applicable), I conceptually distinguish between 

micro, small, and large businesses in terms of their capacity to manage risk on the one 

hand and their risk of repression on the other. I predict that micro and large businesses 

will be unlikely to support the non-systemic opposition, though for different reasons. 

Micro businesses are less likely to support non-systemic opposition due to a lack of 

capacity to manage financial risk—in other words, they are insufficiently profitable to 

divert resources to political entrepreneurship without incurring existential risk of 

financial ruin. Large businesses, though they enjoy a relatively high capacity to manage 

financial risk, face a higher risk of repression because their size makes their activity more 

prominent for regime monitors to scrutinize.  

 

repercussions of others’ fear of the regime’s repression causing them to avoid the 

business owner altogether. 
6 While my theory is built on perceptions of risk, there are numerous other potential paths 

beyond the scope of my theory that can contribute to this outcome. Not only might more 

risk-acceptant individuals self-select into business ownership—and not only might the 

business itself contribute to an incentive structure that encourages risk-taking—but there 

may also be other mechanisms, including those stemming from (class, ethnic, or some 

other) identity, exposure to alternative worldviews, etc. These are not necessarily 

mutually exclusive with my focus on risk. Unfortunately, I am not able to test or evaluate 

the plausibility of any mechanism in this dissertation, due to data constraints. 

Nonetheless, as I show in Chapter 2, my assumptions about risk acceptance being higher 

among entrepreneurs is supported by scholarly literature (Hvide & Panos, 2014). 
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Small businesses, by contrast, occupy a middle space in capacity to manage 

financial risk, and face a low risk of repression since they are harder to monitor. As a 

result, small businesses are uniquely positioned to facilitate support for non-systemic 

opposition. Therefore, increases in small business concentrations should predict better 

non-systemic opposition party performance in elections. These expectations of the effects 

of business size are compatible with the literature’s insights on the impact of state 

dependence (Rosenfeld, 2021) and fixed assets (Frye et al., 2014b) on political autonomy. 

In my regression analysis of Russia’s 2016 State Duma Elections in Chapter 5, results are 

consistent with my theory. Results from regression analysis of post-Ottoman Bulgarian 

elections in Chapter 4 support the opposite expectation (large businesses correlate with 

higher opposition support), however, suggesting there is more to the story of the Agrarian 

Union’s electoral success. Patterns of support in the qualitative examination in Chapter 3 

suggest variation in policy interests on the sub-national level may have obscured results 

in Chapter 4. Unfortunately, due to empirical constraints, I am not able to demonstrate 

the mechanisms of my theory or evaluate the plausibility of any alternative mechanisms. 

Through my qualitative analysis of historical cases, I also make a secondary 

contribution to the literatures on agrarian collective action and democratization. Though I 

argue that business enables collective action, I disagree with authors suggesting that 

capitalist development is necessary to provide liberalizing political agency to non-elites 

(Moore, 1966; Rueschemeyer et al., 1992). Peasants succeed to organize and win control 

of government even in conditions of “backwardness” (Chirot, 1989; Gerschenkron, 1962) 

exemplified by post-Ottoman Bulgaria’s agricultural economy where peasants lack 

modern technology, are poorly integrated into global markets (Lampe & Jackson, 1982), 
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and are not proletarianized like in Imperial Germany (Ardanaz & Mares, 2014; Mares, 

2015). Property ownership too small to operate on a capitalistic basis, yet too big to drive 

peasants into market (because subsistence and profit are possible), makes the difference 

for successful collective action where the Agrarian Union builds its base. This emphasis 

on property size differences provides a more nuanced approach to rural landownership 

and redistribution than past literature fixated on the authoritarian preferences of rural 

elites with large landholdings (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2006; Albertus, 2015; Boix, 2003; 

Moore, 1966). 

Case Selection and Methodology 

 All cases in this dissertation—post-Ottoman Bulgaria and Rumania, and Russia in 

2016—are electoral authoritarian regimes. Their liberal institutions—including regular, 

multiparty elections and robust legislatures—on the one hand are undermined by the 

meddling of a strong unitary executive (distinct from the Prime Minister embedded in the 

legislature), repressive use of the state’s coercive apparatus, and electoral fraud on the 

other. Each case is therefore theoretically relevant, notwithstanding the fact that because 

they span distinct historical periods; these tendencies simply manifest themselves in 

different forms (e.g. in the post-Ottoman cases, the executive is often a hereditary King 

chafing against the institutional constraints of modern constitutional monarchy; whereas 

in Russia it is a popularly-elected President [and sometime Prime Minister] 

circumventing or eliminating formal constraints on his power). 

The use of historical cases works not only to investigate the scope conditions of 

my theory, but also offers a substantial methodological advantage. In these cases, less 

economic complexity provides increased legibility of entrepreneurial assets, in the then-
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predominant form of agricultural land. Rather than having to consider the myriad forms 

potentially-relevant assets might take today across numerous sectors, including 

production facilities, vehicle fleets, certain types of dynamic intellectual property (e.g. 

digital applications, whose features may need to be updated to address operational 

concerns or as an attempt to increase profits by trying to increase consumer appeal; 

product development apparatuses, etc.), it is possible to ascertain the size of an business 

in a historical agricultural sector by simply looking at acreage.7 Such legibility makes 

data easier to work with, and more transparent than aggregate measures of assets owned 

by small businesses across multiple distinct sectors in modern cases. 

 Bulgaria and Rumania contrast well on the variable of interest: small 

entrepreneurial assets. Whereas in Bulgaria agricultural property is overwhelmingly 

owned by smallholding agrarians, in Rumania property is held primarily by large 

landowners who rely on neo-feudal contracts to secure labor. In other words, in Bulgaria 

the modal peasant is a landowner who is able to manage risk; in Rumania the modal 

peasant relies on the dictates of a landowner (or some intermediary) to have access to 

bare subsistence, if that. Aside from this stark divergence in land regime, the two cases 

share similarities in their economic dependence on agriculture, massive population share 

 
7 Particularly when, as is the case in post-Ottoman Bulgaria and Rumania, there does not 

exist wide variation in the quantity of livestock owned by peasants, and the “per capita” 

number of livestock is, by all contemporary accounts, relatively low compared to places 

like the United States at the time—especially when figures are recorded in terms of arable 

land or land already under cultivation, distinction from pasture, “meadow,” or grazing 

lands. 
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in the agricultural sector, similar culture, and an Ottoman institutional legacy (though 

critically distinct, the point is both states’ imperial sovereign is the same).8 

 Russia in 2016 is a relevant modern case of electoral authoritarianism, thereby 

providing an opportunity to demonstrate whether my theory is relevant to contemporary 

politics. Because at that point in the regime’s history, the political environment was 

extremely inhospitable for pluralism, it also serves as a “hard case” for non-systemic 

opposition. 

 The author’s fieldwork consisted of gathering electoral and landownership data 

for the quantitative analysis of post-Ottoman Bulgaria between Summer 2017 and Fall 

2018 from Bulgarian-language documents kept in the Sts. Cyril and Methodius National 

Library and the Central State Archives in Sofia. Multiple orthographic reforms during the 

period studied—each of which utilized archaic Cyrillic scripts featuring now-defunct 

characters—and frequent re-naming of villages and cities (particularly those with Turkish 

or Greek names) required the author to investigate discrepancies, assign identical numeric 

codes to all relevant place name variants, and enter all data by hand, to prevent errors. 

Source material media consisted of handwritten paper documents, printed paper 

publications, and microfilm. These were photographed on site, with data manually input 

into spreadsheets in the months and years that followed. 

 
8 Portions of present-day Rumania that were in Habsburg Austria-Hungary are not the 

primary focus, because they were not yet integrated into the Rumanian state—though the 

logic of land reform in these areas ultimately complements the national project, this is 

distinct from the strategic logic in “The Old Kingdom” that was under Ottoman 

suzerainty until 1876. 
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 Data for the Russian 2016 State Duma election were considerably easier to 

collect; official election results and small business data were readily available on 

government websites. Estimates of true turnout and vote totals, which themselves require 

estimates of fraud, were calculated through Walter Mebane’s Bayesian QBL model in the 

eforensics R package. Other control variables, such as Petrov and Titkov regional 

democracy score or gross regional product (GRP), were available from off-the-shelf 

datasets. 

Plan of the Dissertation 

 Chapter 2 lays out my theory of businesses and their positive effect on non-

systemic opposition, conditioned by business size. Chapter 3 applies this theory to the 

macro/national level of analysis in the contrasting cases of post-Ottoman Rumania and 

Bulgaria, both of which culminate in land reform despite radically distinct paths. Under a 

land regime of neo-feudalism, Rumanian peasants lack economic and political autonomy, 

and their political activity is limited to poorly-coordinated violence against local elites. 

Under a land regime defined by smallholding, Bulgarian peasants have enough economic 

and political autonomy to organize and sustain a national party that coordinates both 

electoral and contentious politics strategies. Chapter 4 follows up this finding by taking a 

closer look at the meso/sub-national level of analysis of the Bulgarian case, through a 

statistical regression analysis of the impact of smallholding on vote share for the 

Bulgarian Agrarian National Union in the Bulgarian National Assembly elections in 

1914, 1919, and1920. In Chapter 5, I switch focus to a modern case, the 2016 State Duma 

Elections in Russia, with a regression analysis of small business concentration on support 

for systemic and non-systemic parties at the meso/sub-national level of analysis. Finally, 
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Chapter 6 provides concluding thoughts and briefly examines shadow cases of non-

systemic opposition at the macro/national level in light of my small business theory, for 

future consideration.  
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Chapter II — Theory 

Introduction 

I suggest that ownership of entrepreneurial assets is an integral part of the process 

that determines why parties can emerge as challengers to incumbents in electoral 

authoritarian regimes. Based on the observations that 1) building a party organization and 

contesting elections are resource-intensive activities and 2) investing resources in non-

systemic opposition parties is risky behavior for individuals in electoral authoritarian 

regimes, I argue that non-systemic opposition party success is dependent on the 

willingness of individuals to contribute resources to the party. Without individual 

investment in party organizations through contributions of money, time, expertise, and 

leveraging networks, a party without elite support lacks the resources to campaign 

effectively. In other words, parties without elite support (such as non-systemic opposition 

parties) rely on the support of people who function as political entrepreneurs investing in 

them. I further argue that entrepreneurial assets provide the treatment necessary to affect 

individuals’ willingness to invest in the non-systemic opposition. 

The mechanism for this effect lies in the fact that ownership of entrepreneurial 

assets entails seeking positive returns through the active management of risk. Business 

owners’ uniquely symbiotic relationship with risk in the economic realm affects how they 

view risk in the political realm. They seek better political returns through risky behavior, 

sometimes to the point of supporting opposition parties under the repressive conditions of 

authoritarianism. The size of the entrepreneurial asset determines the capacity to manage 

risk. Size and capacity have an inverse-parabolic relationship: the business must be large 

enough to have resources to spare, but not so large its political activity draws the 



19 

 

attention of regime monitors. 

Overcoming Asymmetric Competition in Authoritarian Elections 

 As stated in the previous chapter, the literature on competition in authoritarian 

elections highlights the overwhelming advantages incumbents enjoy through wielding 

state power and manipulating elite networks. Incumbents use state institutions to limit 

access to public channels of information (ex. licenses for demonstrations and physical 

campaign advertising, ad buys on state owned media) to spread their campaign message, 

while using the same channels to promote their own. So-called “opposition” parties are 

often in collusion with the incumbent to create an illusion of free multiparty competition, 

while being fundamentally invested in the incumbent’s regime either as accessories to 

split the opposition vote, or seeking office primary to draw offers of patronage (in 

exchange for their cooperation). As a result, systemic opposition parties might criticize 

incumbents on occasion, but have little to no pretense of trying to defeat the regime upon 

which they depend. By contrast, non-systemic opposition parties openly pursue not only 

political office, but the defeat of the incumbent’s regime. Consequently, however, non-

systemic opposition parties face even more hostile conditions. In addition the 

aforementioned leveraging of state power, incumbents further force non-systemic 

opposition parties to navigate complicated, onerous ballot registration requirements. Non-

systemic opposition electoral bids therefore have little margin for error in maximizing 

their vote totals. The absence of equal access to media, public spaces (and many private 

ones), and legal rights forces non-systemic parties to muster adequate resources to 

overcome these obstacles on their own. Specifically, they must finance and manage the 

party apparatus itself, raise funds for campaigning, and develop alternative channels of 
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information to subvert incumbent messaging, effectively. Simply put, much rides on the 

ability of non-systemic opposition parties to secure resources. Yet this is complicated by 

the fact that support for non-systemic political opposition in authoritarian regimes is risky 

for individuals, who fear threats of incarceration, harassment by government agents, 

social marginalization, or threats to their job security. Elite cooptation and repression by 

the regime further militates against elite support, except when the regime is on its last leg 

or has yet to consolidate. 

 The weight of the task of securing sufficient resources in such adversarial 

conditions exacerbates collective action dilemmas within the non-systemic opposition 

party’s prospective base. Absent additional motivation, most ordinary prospective 

supporters of non-systemic parties will seldom offer more than their secret votes. Instead, 

they will otherwise free-ride the benefits of others’ contributions to the party’s voter 

mobilization capacity. I identify one potential source of motivation that overcomes this 

tendency to free ride and mitigates fear of the regime’s repression. I argue that ownership 

of entrepreneurial assets alters perception of risk, making the owner more likely to 

contribute to non-systemic opposition parties. I further argue that when the owner 

contributes to the non-systemic opposition, this creates a permissive environment in the 

business that decreases the inhibitions of its employees (if applicable) and encourages 

them to support the party. Therefore, non-systemic opposition parties find more fertile 

ground for critical resources, and ultimately electoral success, in places with a higher 

concentration of entrepreneurial asset ownership. 

The Logic of Entrepreneurial Assets 

 I define entrepreneurial assets as any excludable asset that generates returns while 
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possessed and requires both 1) maintenance and 2) active management. Like other types 

of assets, ownership of entrepreneurial assets also entails 3) actively managing risk. The 

owner does all this seeking positive returns.9 Examples include businesses, farms, fishing 

fleets, and real estate. I sometimes utilize the term business to refer to entrepreneurial 

assets, especially (but not exclusively) those that are collective entities, and those for 

which the demands of maintenance and active management are constant. This is an 

encompassing term that takes a variety of context-specific forms in subsequent chapters 

(for example, small businesses with employees in modern Russia, and also small farms 

owned by smallholding agrarians who work the land with no employees)—but shares the 

same fundamental characteristics. 

Why should ownership of entrepreneurial assets facilitate risky political behavior 

in a way the salaried work of an employee does not? The difference is that ownership of 

the entrepreneurial asset leaves discretion of what constitutes an appropriate level of risk 

to the owner. Employees, meanwhile, take their cue from the owner on what constitutes 

 
9 Entrepreneurial assets do not necessarily generate profits; even losses are returns. The 

management and maintenance requirements set entrepreneurial assets apart from other 

investment-based productive assets that function as “nest eggs” (stocks, bonds, private 

pensions, precious metals, art, etc.) rather than true businesses that require the owner’s 

engagement (either directly or by proxy). Nest egg assets may also involve the active 

management of risk (when to buy/sell/hold stocks and commodities, for example), but the 

asset itself does not demand direct involvement to guarantee it functions.  

As an example, managing a stand of timber is distinct from curating a rare painting. The 

latter involves conscious steps to prevent depreciation, but not to cultivate potential for 

generating future value. The fact a painting in good condition fetches a better price at an 

auction than one in poor condition is dictated by the market’s price for the asset, but not a 

reflection of expanded capacity to generate profits between taking ownership and resale. 

While the owner could collect rents for loaning the painting, curating did not expand the 

potential for the size of rents in the same way that a landowner conducting a controlled 

burn on the floor of a pine plantation has increased the potential value of the trees, which 

are more likely to grow healthy and straight, yielding more sought-after pole lumber and 

a better price per acre cut. 
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acceptable levels of risk. These cues may be explicitly communicated through the 

hierarchy of the business. Alternatively, they may simply be perceived by the employee, 

who discerns the extent to which an action carries risk of sanction, up to termination of 

employment (and possibly annihilation of prospects for future employment, elsewhere). 

The employee actively manages the risk of losing employment (both future and present) 

based on the judgement of someone else upon whom s/he is dependent, but the self-

dependent owner actively manages the risk of sustaining the business and increasing 

positive returns.10 Judgement of the appropriateness of risk sets apart the owner from the 

employee. This right to discern the merits of risk makes the owner comparatively risk-

acceptant, while the employee is risk-averse. I argue the risk-accepting effect is not 

limited solely to the economic sphere, where ownership of entrepreneurial assets 

increases the likelihood of risky economic behavior. Instead, ownership of 

entrepreneurial assets also dramatically shifts perceptions of political risk, transforming 

the owner into a political entrepreneur as well as an economic entrepreneur, willing to 

manage political risk strategically to seek returns on investments. Those possessing 

entrepreneurial assets are therefore more risk-acceptant and willing to engage in risky 

behavior such as contributing to a non-systemic opposition party in a hybrid regime. 

Ownership of entrepreneurial assets functions as a treatment resulting in increased 

 
10 This is largely why employees of Russian firms in “state-dependent” sectors of the 

economy tend to become constituents of Putin’s regime, despite their middle class status 

(Rosenfeld, 2017, 2021). Studies have shown that Russian firms coopted by the regime 

mobilize employees by sending them strong signals to support the regime, leveraging 

their dependence on the firm (Frye et al., 2014a). It is possible for the scenario to be 

flipped; employees have leverage over their employers under conditions of labor scarcity 

(Ardanaz & Mares, 2013). In such cases (including late 19th Century Prussia), upward 

pressure through the cooptation network has resulted in political concessions. 



23 

 

support for non-systemic opposition. All else being equal, areas with higher levels of 

entrepreneurial asset ownership should be more fertile sources of party-building 

resources, resulting in more developed party infrastructure and more electoral success. 

Some degree of this is due to self-sorting. The literature on entrepreneurship and the 

origins of firms generally agrees that less risk averse individuals are more likely to 

become entrepreneurs, while more risk averse individuals are more likely to become 

employees (Hvide & Panos, 2014). However, I identify several reinforcing incentives 

businesses create that push owners to more risk-acceptance. 

Firstly, fear of risk is alleviated by the prospect of positive returns. The perceived 

probability and size of a positive payoff can exceed the perceived costs of a risky 

decision, making the risk a rational one. Specifically, supporting a non-systemic 

opposition party’s electoral bid that wins could mean enjoying privileges associated with 

being in the incumbent’s coalition. The newly elected party required support to win 

power and will likely continue to rely on the same sources of support to remain an 

incumbent, thereby aligning their interests for the duration of the party’s incumbency.11 

Secondly, the payoff of political risks could be negatively defined; that is, 

“success” consists of removing or lessening impediments to positive returns. Specifically, 

supporting a non-systemic opposition party does not only consist of potentially being part 

of the winner’s inner circle, but dismantling the present incumbent’s return-depressing 

regime. Ownership of entrepreneurial assets therefore affects political preferences if the 

 
11 This includes potential benefits beyond programmatic politics, in which parties promise 

policies that are advantageous to targeted supporters in exchange for their votes. It can 

also encompass more tangible benefits characteristic of clientelism, which in addition to 

being common in autocratic regimes, is the most common form of democratic politics in 

the world (Aspinall & Berenschot, 2019). 
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owner perceives the status quo as an impediment or threat to the assets’ capacity to 

generate positive returns. The predatory, competition-suppressing dynamics in the 

electoral realm of many authoritarian regimes often accompany unfair conditions of 

competition in the market. Authoritarian incumbents maintain elite coalitions partly 

through guaranteeing economic advantages to coalition members. Removal of this 

negative pressure by unseating or weakening incumbents itself incentivizes taking the 

risk of subverting the regime through support of non-systemic opposition. This negatively 

defined dismantling of regime-associated impediments renders the potential returns of 

risky political behavior even higher than they would be solely from the benefits of being 

a stakeholder in a successful opposition electoral bid. Perhaps most crucially, this 

negative incentive does not require that the opposition bid successfully unseat the 

incumbent from power. Sufficient payoffs to make the risk worthwhile are possible, even 

if the bid merely weakens the incumbent. This yields the expectation that wherever 

owners of entrepreneurial assets perceive regime dynamics as obstacles (predation, 

incompetence, etc.) they are likely to prefer and pursue change through investment in 

opposition parties.12 

Thirdly, ownership of an entrepreneurial asset provides a viable exit path from the 

market through liquidation. Entrepreneurial assets, like most property, can be converted 

into liquid capital to satisfy debts or minimize market exposure. The function of 

entrepreneurial assets is therefore reducible to that of a nest egg asset: an insurance policy 

 
12 To quote Ansell and Samuels (2014), “Democracy is about fear of the autocratic 

state…[democratization] results when politically disenfranchised yet rising economic 

groups seek to rein in the power of autocratic elites to expropriate their income and 

assets” (p. 2, 7). 
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against future uncertainty. 

When the entrepreneurial asset is a firm with employees, the owner’s support for 

non-systemic parties can take two forms: active and passive support. Both facilitate 

support for non-systemic opposition among employees. Active support consists of 

leveraging the organization itself for the benefit of the party. This includes using the 

business to offer services, make financial contributions (if legal), offer use of property, 

and promote the party’s campaign message inside the business and outside of it. Aside 

from providing a more substantial contribution than the owner alone could give, active 

encouragement of support increases the likelihood employees personally contribute to 

non-systemic opposition.13 

Passive support consists of the owner acting only in an individual capacity when 

s/he supports the non-systemic party, limiting the business’ involvement to withholding 

the business’ support for systemic parties, at most. However, the workplace environment 

can allow the owner’s private support for the non-systemic opposition to be an open 

secret, thereby communicating a permissive attitude to employees’ support of the party. 

In other words, the owner can signal to his employees that supporting the party is an 

acceptable form of risky behavior. By choosing not to punish such risks or report them to 

regime monitors, the business itself becomes a shelter from repression in a society. 

Therefore, even risk-averse salaried employees may be more likely to support the 

opposition even if the owner only passively supports non-systemic parties. 

 

 
13 The capacity of a firm to mobilize its employees is illustrated by research showing 

employers in Russia have successfully pressured employees into participating in 

parliamentary elections, especially on behalf of autocratic incumbents (Frye et al., 2014). 
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Size of Entrepreneurial Asset and Risks 

 While owning an business might have the general effect of making an individual 

less risk-averse both economically and politically, characteristics of the asset itself also 

affect perceptions of risk. The distribution of risk is not random, but rather follows a 

pattern corresponding to the entrepreneurial asset’s size, a generalizable concept across 

numerous sectors. I identify 3 types of business size: micro, small, and large. I articulate 

two sources of risk in electoral authoritarian regimes directly tied to these size categories: 

capacity and repression. The result of accounting for both is an inverse-parabolic 

relationship between business size and the likelihood of contributing to non-systemic 

opposition. Because of this bilateral pressure, contribution to non-systemic opposition is 

the least likely among owners of micro and large sized businesses. 

Capacity 

 Capacity refers to the business’ ability to generate surplus positive returns relative 

to the cost of maintenance and servicing debts, or net returns. At the low extreme, a 

business lacks liquidity and solvency, and net returns are negative. At the high extreme, 

the business enjoys liquidity and solvency, as well as sizeable, positive net returns. 

Capacity is therefore a measure of the business’ risk of financial ruin. Unsurprisingly, a 

low-capacity business is generally a dead weight on its owner’s ambitions to take on 

additional risk. If the business is producing negative net returns, the owner will likely 

prefer to either convert the asset into liquid capital, cut costs, take out personal savings or 

take on debt to invest in the business itself (hoping to increase its capacity to produce 

positive returns), or even do nothing (hoping that improvements in market conditions 

alone will allow the business to produce positive returns). If the business generates 
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positive but marginal net returns, the surplus returns are likely either reinvested in the 

business or diverted to become income for the owner (who, like anyone else, must pay 

the costs of living). Each of these options carries a risk of its own, ranging from 

opportunity costs to financial ruin, but is minimal compared to investments external to 

the business itself. Diverting any surplus externally seems foolhardy to the owner of a 

low-capacity business, being the most likely choice to result in financial ruin. The owner 

of a low-capacity business will therefore perceive the best prospects of securing the 

largest possible positive net returns (or, at least, the smallest possible net negative ones) 

lies not in external investments, but internal ones, consumption, or exit.14  

The owner of a high-capacity business, meanwhile, is not only able to maintain it, 

service debts, reinvest in the business to make it produce more positive returns, and divert 

enough surplus returns to make a good living, but also has enough surplus to invest 

externally. To not invest externally in this circumstance, barring strong perceptions about 

inhospitable market conditions, is to decline seeking more positive returns than presently 

generated. Since the owner is risk-acceptant and perceives the largest possible positive 

returns lie in making additional external investments, s/he will seek external investments 

that generate positive returns. Therefore, all else being equal, an increase in capacity 

should predict an increase in the likelihood of making external investments, including 

contributions to non-systemic parties. 

 
14 I recognize that owners might have portfolios that include other businesses or assets. 

However, my theory does not focus on owners as the unit of analysis but on businesses. 

This obviously involves discussing the owner and his/her incentives. Yet this is a 

simplified model that only accounts for the effect of one business on one owner. Studying 

owners as a unit of analysis, particularly the interactions of potentially contradictory 

incentives from different assets in their portfolios, is an excellent topic for future 

research. 
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Micro Businesses 

 Micro business owners own and manage assets on such a small scale that net 

returns are likely inadequate to generate enough surplus to invest externally. Instead, 

even at maximum profitability, generated surplus will likely be redirected to 

maintenance, subsistence, reinvestment in the business, or the owner’s income. In many 

cases, these businesses do little more than break even, and the thin margin between 

accruing debt and netting a positive return can weigh heavily. For this reason, micro 

businesses suffer from low capacity. 

Small Business 

 Small business owners manage assets on a scale that has enough potential to 

generate sufficient positive net returns to reinvest at a gradual pace. Alternatively, the 

owner could make an external investment. Maintenance costs and the owner’s cost of 

living restrain the number of investment options the owner may choose at a given time. 

However, relative to owners of micro businesses, small businesses can produce a surplus 

sizeable enough that the owner enjoys increased discretion in how to manage opportunity 

costs each decision presents. For this reason, small businesses enjoy moderate capacity. 

Large Business 

 Large business owners manage assets on a scale where potential to generate 

positive net returns is adequate to consistently generate enough reinvestment income to 

pour into the business itself rapidly and on a large scale. Owners of large businesses 

therefore enjoy immense discretion in how to redirect surpluses. The scale of returns can 

displace the costs to an extent that often permits the owner to be concerned primarily 

with increasing the rate surplus return generation rather than whether their assets will be 
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profitable. Large businesses therefore enjoy high capacity. 

Repression 

While I argue that higher capacity makes contributions to non-systemic 

opposition electoral bids more likely, I also recognize the effect of repression by the 

regime militates against support for non-systemic opposition. Repression can come from 

state institutions or entities informally connected to the regime. Repression includes 

threats, violent harassment, criminal charges, arrest, financial sanctions, revocation of 

licenses, and even expropriation of assets. Such repression, or just the threat of it, is a 

deterrent of pro-opposition activity because it raises the riskiness of pro-opposition 

activity past the point that it outweighs potential positive returns. 

Yet I argue that the distribution of this risk of repression across entrepreneurial 

asset owners is not random. Instead, there is a disproportionately higher risk attached to 

larger businesses, because their size makes their activity more prominent and therefore 

easier for the regime to monitor. Therefore, there is a lessened probability of pro-

opposition activity from larger businesses, despite high capacity. Consequently, pro-

opposition activity combined with entrepreneurial asset ownership on a large scale raises 

the risk of predation to the point that it deters taking the risk of actively supporting non-

systemic opposition. Another possibility is that at some point the regime attempts to 

integrate the owner of the business into the regime’s support coalition through 

cooptation. Defection among members of this coalition is possible if there are strong 

perceptions of regime weakness or incapacity to provide spoils (Reuter & Szakonyi, 

2019), but otherwise either repression or cooptation render owners of large-scale 

businesses largely indifferent to non-systemic opposition parties or at most engaging in 
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passive support. 

That does not necessarily mean regime incumbents successfully monitor, coopt, 

and intimidate owners of smaller scale entrepreneurial assets. The sheer number of small 

businesses places more complex demands on regime monitors, since small businesses are 

not embedded in hierarchical structures the way large businesses are. It is simpler to 

monitor a wage-earning employee of a major firm for anti-regime activity than an 

employee of a small software firm, marketing agency, or even a bakery, because the 

manager of the employee in the major firm is embedded in a hierarchical, vertical “chain 

of command” that leads all the way to the elite level easily monitored and targeted by the 

regime. The “top of the chain” for a small business, meanwhile is nowhere near as 

prominent. Unlike totalitarian one-party regimes controlling mass organizations, electoral 

authoritarian regimes often lack institutions to integrate small businesses into patronal 

networks, since ties are generally informal and unable to account for the volume of 

information needed to monitor, maintain, or manage such connections with any 

reliability. Even if the regime were capable, an owner of a small business has much lower 

prospects for benefitting from the regime’s cooptation, since the regime has less incentive 

to court businesses with a smaller economic footprint in the first place. 

Table 2.1: Risk Type and Level by Business Size 

 Micro Business Small Business Large Business 

Risk Financial 

Ruin  

High Moderate Low 

Risk Repression Low Low High 
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Figure 2.1: Probability of Non-Systemic Party Support and Business Size and 

Capacity 

 

H1: Micro business owners will be less likely to support non-systemic opposition parties 

than small business owners. 

Micro business owners enjoy far less capacity than either small and large business 

owners and are therefore constrained in the extent to which they have discretion to 

allocate any surplus. Their relative lack of investment does not primarily stem from their 

political preferences, but rather from a relative lack of perceived capacity to contribute. 

The limited capacity due to the small scale of their production leaves them more exposed 

to risk of financial ruin, and owners perceive the best course of action lies outside of 

contributing to opposition parties either actively or passively. 

H2: Small business owners will be more likely to invest in opposition parties than either 

Micro or Large Business owners. 

Small business owners enjoy moderate capacity and discretion in the allocation of 

surplus. They also can get away with support for the opposition much more than their 
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larger counterparts. When regime incumbents limit the extent to which small business 

owners can reallocate profits toward expansion, owners have an incentive to take a 

political risk by redirecting some of their surplus to the opposition party. If they do not 

perceive incumbents as obstructing their ability to expand their assets, they will neither 

contribute to the opposition nor incumbents. Instead, they will effectively free ride, since 

the moderate size of their profits incentivizes reallocation into their business. Taking 

political risks is more likely at the focal point of an election campaign. Without a severe 

risk of repression or any prospects of being wooed with patronage, it is a sensible risk to 

attempt to change the status quo to an equilibrium in which the ability to seek positive 

returns is unencumbered. Yet an alternative to the status quo must be perceived as a clear 

upgrade. 

H3: Large business owners will be less likely to contribute to opposition parties than 

Small business owners. 

H3a: Owners of Large Businesses will invest in opposition parties only when they 

perceive incumbents as weak and a severe obstacle to their business, and otherwise are 

more likely to be content with the status quo and contribute to incumbents. 

Large business owners’ high capacity and discretion incentivize allocating some 

of their substantial profits to political parties that they perceive as likely to enhance their 

ability to increase their business. However, the scale of a large business enables it to 

absorb more limitations on their ability to expand assets without risking the ability to 

make substantial profit. Therefore, owners of large businesses have a higher tolerance for 

incumbent obstruction of asset expansion and will be content unless obstruction is severe 

to the point of significantly compromising their ability to produce surplus net returns. 
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Under these circumstances, they would have incentives to support the non-systemic 

opposition, were it not for the threat of drawing the attention of the regime and suffering 

repression. However, incumbents themselves will have incentives to court the owners for 

support, given the size of their resources. In this way, owners of large entrepreneurial 

assets can gain influence in government without supporting the opposition, and they are 

therefore likely in most circumstances to align themselves with incumbent elites. In 

circumstances of intra-elite competition over power, however, the incentives can swing in 

the opposite direction, because supporting the opposition is the only way to have 

preferences represented (Albertus, 2015; Ansell & Samuels, 2014). In sum, the stance of 

owners of large businesses is contingent on the capacity of the regime to coopt and 

repress. 

H4: The geographic distribution of entrepreneur types and the degree to which 

incumbents obstruct business owners from receiving positive returns will interact to 

impact opposition party electoral performance and competitiveness. 

H4a: The geographic distribution of micro business ownership will have no significant 

effect on non-systemic opposition support. 

H4b: All else being equal, the geographic distribution of small business ownership will 

have a significant positive relationship with non-systemic opposition support. 

H4c: All else being equal, the geographic distribution of large business ownership will 

not predict non-systemic opposition support, but will have a significant positive 

relationship with incumbent support. 

Given the importance of amassing resources to political party success, the 

dynamics described in each of the first 3 hypotheses should generate observable variation 
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in opposition party electoral performance across electoral units, both in absolute votes 

received and (where the opposition fails to win the most votes) the size of the gap 

between the opposition and the victor.  

The degree to which the assumption holds that incumbents can repress non-

systemic opposition support it detects will affect the behavior of owners of large 

entrepreneurial assets. If the assumption holds, owners of large businesses will not 

support the non-systemic opposition, either not supporting any party or supporting the 

incumbent party. If they perceive the incumbents as weak or otherwise restrained from 

repressing non-systemic opposition support, they will choose whether they support the 

non-systemic opposition based on how they perceive the incumbent is affecting their 

business’ capacity to yield positive returns. 

Scope Discussion: Do Landowning “Peasants” Count as Business Owners? 

 In historical cases of peasants’ opposition to the autocratic predatory state, 

including the cases discussed in the next chapter, one finds a familiar dynamic to modern 

non-systemic opposition. From an economic standpoint, farms fit in the conceptual mold 

of “business” discussed above, since the farm is an entrepreneurial asset defined by the 

management of risk (especially debt, exposure to commodity markets, and crop failure). 

The question then becomes whether agrarians have political autonomy, or whether their 

reliance on fixed assets (land, livestock, crops, farm equipment, etc.) leaves them too 

vulnerable to regime repression to engage in meaningful electoral opposition. The answer 

seems to be, “it depends.”15 

 
15 The specific features of land regimes largely determine the degree of leverage the 

state enjoys over peasants, especially the extent to which peasant land rights are mediated 

through non-state actors or directly by the state, and the degree to which the state retains 
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Across the universe of cases in which agrarians16 are a key player, there is profound 

diversity in levels of economic (and political) autonomy enjoyed by peasants. In a 

fundamental sense, the agrarian mode of economic activity is necessarily entangled with 

issues of property ownership.17 Part of how I justify my theory’s relevance to historical 

cases with a focus on peasants as a potential constituency of non-systemic opposition is 

how these cases are defined by 1) peasants’ distinct interests from other non-elite 

opposition (especially from proletarianized labor) and 2) their already-recognized impact 

in the literature. To the first point, to the extent that peasants themselves participate in 

property ownership, historical cases show this often serves to limit the extent of their 

 

possession (Boone, 2014). Peculiarities of the production processes of certain types of 

crops (especially “cash crops” for export like cotton, coffee, and tobacco) could also 

facilitate monitoring and repression, undermining peasant collective action or otherwise 

affecting what form it takes, as well as diversity of income sources (Paige, 1978). In other 

words, it is not a given that just because land is a fixed asset, that agrarians lack political 

autonomy—the answer lies in details of their context. 
16 I use the term “agrarian” interchangeably with “peasant.” The literature generally refers 

to “peasants” to denote “populations that are existentially involved in cultivation and 

make autonomous decisions regarding the process of cultivation. The category is thus 

made to cover tenants and sharecroppers as well as owner-operators as long as they are in 

a position to make the relevant decisions on how their crops are grown…not, however, 

include[-ing] fishermen or landless laborers” (Wolf 1969, xiv). However, because 

“peasant’s” meaning is obscured by inconsistency in the literature’s definition and its 

quaint medieval class connotation in English, I generally prefer to replace the word 

“peasant/s” with the term “agrarian/s.” This more accurately reflects peasant identity as 

defined by the agrarian sector rather than peculiar economic arrangements of feudalism. 

It also reflects my own specialty and preference for the Bulgarian language’s equivalent 

term (земеделец/zemedeletz; lit.: “land-worker”), whose primary cultural connotation is 

agriculture rather than social rank (for which a separate term селянин/selyanin [lit.: 

“villager”] has absorbed the pejorative “provincial” meaning). 
17 Scholars often utilize the term “peasant” to encompass agricultural wage laborers 

employed by a landowner—in cases where this is the prevailing form of non-elite 

agrarian economic activity, a theoretical approach that treats peasants similarly to 

proletarianized labor may be useful. But it is a poor fit for numerous cases where 

peasants are not under serfdom, but enjoy robust usufruct rights to land or outright 

ownership of it, both of which constrain elites in their dealings with the peasantry. In 

other words, analysis of peasants must be sensitive to scope conditions. 
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redistributive demands. In many cases, agrarian interests and urban labor’s interests 

diverged sufficiently drastically that urban labor organizations (specifically, those 

adhering to Marxist ideology) in the late 19th and early 20th Centuries exhibited a 

recurring historical unwillingness to ally with agrarians, as it was considered 

unnecessary: a common interpretation of Marx was belief that the peasantry was doomed 

to disappear anyway, as capitalists concentrated wealth in the countryside, thereby 

turning peasants into proletarianized labor for large farms (Mitrany, 1951). Despite their 

interests’ apparent compatibility, insofar as they shared a common opposition to the 

political interests of urban capital, smallholding agrarians specifically were often labeled 

as “petty bourgeois” and therefore class enemies of the proletariat (Bell, 1977; Mitrany, 

1951). Therefore, it is a mistake to lump peasants and their preferences into a conceptual 

category of “the masses” (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2006; Boix, 2003). Non-elite 

preferences turn out to be rather diverse. Second, not only are agrarian interests often 

distinct, but they can impact politics in ways not captured by elite-centric accounts 

(Albertus, 2015; Ansell & Samuels, 2014), as in the historical case of Swedish 

democratization, in which smallholding peasants are a critical piece of class-based 

accounts (Luebbert, 1991). I further argue that my theory illustrates why Bulgarian 

peasants were able to successfully sustain a non-systemic opposition party, while 

Rumanian peasants had to instead draw concessions through the threat of violent revolt. 

My approach therefore does not resemble the moral economy approach (Migdal, 

1975; Scott, 1976; Wolf, 1969) to peasant mobilization, which argues that peasants do 

not strategically manage risk—but that their political behavior is best understood through 

a moral ethic of subsistence, and reactionary moral outrage in subsistence crises. My 
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approach instead resembles the political economy approach (Popkin, 1979), which 

identifies the key role of organizations in overcoming collective action problems to link 

peasants to national movements, insisting that agrarians are not motivated by moral 

outrage, but that they are political entrepreneurs who rely on organizations to provide 

competence in mobilizing (Ibid., p.245). 

With the notable exception of Boone (2014), the agrarian literature’s level of 

analysis has impeded scholars’ ability to appreciate this role that landownership patterns 

have over agrarian mobilization dynamics. Centering focus on the national (macro-) and 

individual (micro-)level increases the likelihood that researchers overlook critical sub-

national variation on the local (meso-)level, at which peasant mobilization often occurs.18 

Consequently, researchers have not rigorously explored the consequences of 

landownership patterns for agrarian political mobilization, but generalized in a manner 

that obfuscates the relationship and its mechanisms. Hence, in the literature on agrarian 

mobilization, there remains a need to analyze what effect different landownership 

patterns have on the activity of agrarian organizations—especially with respect to 

Agrarian parties, and whether certain landownership patterns make the formation of 

political parties or the use of contentious politics strategies more likely. Proper analysis 

requires focus on the proper level of analysis at the meso-level. 

Conclusion  

I argue that the possession of entrepreneurial assets transforms how individuals 

perceive the costs of investing in non-systemic opposition parties. Even under conditions 

of electoral authoritarianism, which dissuade contributing resources to the non-systemic 

 
18 The structure of national agrarian organizations often mirror administrative boundaries. 
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opposition, entrepreneurial asset ownership will make contributions more likely, both 

from the owner and from employees. However, even the general risk-acceptance of 

business owners can be overwhelmed by the unequal distribution of capacity and risk of 

repression. Because these risks correspond to the business’ size, it is possible to make 

predictions of how the interaction between business size and these risks will affect the 

likelihood of contributing to the non-systemic opposition. Geographic concentrations of 

businesses by size should correspond to patterns of non-systemic opposition success. 

Namely, the geographic distribution of small businesses should positively predict the 

electoral success of non-systemic opposition parties.  

In the next chapter, I present qualitative evidence consistent with this prediction, 

by contrasting the success of post-Ottoman Bulgarian smallholding peasants—small 

business owners, in the case’s context—in forming a non-systemic opposition party, 

getting it elected, winning control of the government, and re-electing it, with the inability 

of overwhelmingly landless and micro-holding Rumanian peasants (micro-business 

owners and non-owners) to pursue political interests outside of irregular outburst of 

contentious politics or as junior members of pre-existing political coalitions. In the end, 

the small business owner peasants of Bulgaria are able to achieve preferred policy 

outcomes through primarily electoral means, while the relative absence of such peasants 

in Rumania forecloses this possibility—instead, policy concessions are eventually 

granted by the regime in response to the threat of violent revolution. 
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Chapter III — Qualitative Case Comparison of Bulgaria and Rumania in the 

Post-Ottoman Period 

 

Woe to him who builds a town with blood and founds a city on iniquity! 

Behold, is it not from the LORD of hosts that peoples labor merely for fire, and nations 

weary themselves for nothing? 

Habakkuk 2:12-13 (ESV) 

 

Introduction 

 Does my theoretical expectation that entrepreneurial asset ownership, specifically 

on a small scale, sustains non-systemic opposition in elections have any empirical basis? 

Is there evidence that the absence of small business encumbers non-systemic opposition? 

To examine this, I begin with national/macro-level analysis of historical cases in which 

identifying this independent variable is straightforward. Recognizing that cultivated 

agricultural land fits the conceptual definition of an entrepreneurial asset, and farms are a 

form of business, I contrast land regimes and patterns of peasant collective action in post-

Ottoman Bulgaria and Rumania19 (roughly between the years 1876-1923). Though in 

both cases the peasantry composed the overwhelming majority of the population,20 and 

 
19 I acknowledge that my use of “Rumania” instead of “Romania,” while technically 

correct, appears unconventional to the contemporary reader. My use of this spelling 

variant follows the lead of the secondary literature (including relatively recently 

published works), which favors the term, at least when discussing the historical period in 

this dissertation. During the Ottoman period, a variety of spellings were used. One reason 

this might be the case is because of the Ottoman use of the term Rum and Rumelia to 

denote areas historically populated by Christians. In any case, the exclusive use of the 

term “Romania” did not appear until after the Second World War, partly as a component 

of the Communist regime’s attempts to definitively cast the country’s identity as a natural 

successor to the Roman Empire. Whether Rumanians are in fact genetic descendants of 

Romans is disputed and beyond the scope of this dissertation. 
20 In each country, the urban population is only 18-19% of the whole between 1899-1910 

(Lampe and Jackson 1982, p. 240, Table 8.1). 
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agriculture is the dominant economic sector, peasant collective action against the state 

diverged in form and effectiveness: disorganized political violence was the primary 

strategy in Rumania, while in Bulgaria organized political violence gave way to 

organized contestation of elections as the primary strategy. In both cases, the eventual 

result was land reform. However, only in Bulgaria was this the result of electoral 

victory—in Rumania, it was an elite concession to stave off the threat of revolution. I 

argue a disparity in the prevalence of smallholding accounts for these patterns: it enabled 

and sustained party organization in Bulgaria, and its absence prevented the formation of 

robust peasant organizations in Rumania. In other words, I argue that the unique 

incentives of “small business” owners discussed in Chapter 2 apply to smallholding 

peasants. Owning a smallholding facilitated support for non-systemic opposition across 

election cycles in Bulgaria. In Rumania, most peasants either fit into the “micro business 

owner” category, or are not owners at all. Therefore, they lack incentives and capacity to 

support non-systemic opposition between elections. 

In both states, private property rights were well-established. The distinction lies in 

who benefited. In Rumania, the elite owned an overwhelming majority of agricultural 

lands, harnessing the labor of peasants, 85% of whom relied on leasing because they had 

little or no land (Stavrianos 1958, p. 489). Whereas in Bulgaria, the overwhelming 

majority of agricultural land belonged to smallholders relying primarily on their own 

labor. In 1907 in Rumania, roughly between 96-99% of all landowners owned 45% of all 

agricultural land consisting of parcels 50 hectares/125 acres or smaller—compared to 

Bulgaria, where the same sized parcels were held by 99.6% of landowners amounting to 
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93% of all private arable land in 1908 (Lampe and Jackson 1982, p. 185).21 By contrast, a 

full 38% of arable land in Rumania consisted of parcels greater than 500 hectares or more 

(Badea et al. 1991, p. 12); in Bulgaria such parcels were 0.7% of arable land (Lampe and 

Jackson 1982, p. 185). Another point of contrast was suffrage rights. In Bulgaria, literate 

male peasants over 21 years of age who owned land had equal suffrage rights in Bulgaria. 

In Rumania, peasant votes were diluted through a class-based electoral college system 

whereby peasants could only vote indirectly.22 Rumanian peasants desiring land reform 

by electoral means therefore faced a double-burden of also gaining suffrage rights, which 

Bulgarian peasants could take for granted. 

Subsequent political conflict frames agrarian collective action in two distinct 

 
21 Despite the Rumanian figure including all agricultural land—including pastures and 

meadows in addition to arable land—while the Bulgarian figure solely includes arable 

land, the contrast remains stark. In both cases, comparisons are primarily between private 

holdings. By 1907, there were no more massive ecclesial landholdings due to their 

expropriation in 1863, and the government distributed these lands to peasants previously 

under serfdom. Further, by the turn of the 20th Century, grazing pasture was terribly 

scarce (see Eidelberg 1974, p. 140, footnote 5), consisting of only 13.5% of total land in 

Rumania’s pre-1913 boundaries (Badea et al. 1991, p. 14). 
22 “Although every adult male could vote, the weight of his vote usually depended upon 

wealth or education. The Chamber of Deputies was divided into three colleges elected by 

four different categories of voters in each district. College I, comprising 41% of the 

deputies to the Chamber (Article 62 [of the 1866 Constitution]), represented only 1 ½ % 

of the total eligible voters: those with landed property income (rent) of at least 1200 lei 

(Article 59). College II, or 38% of the deputies (Article 62), was elected by town dwellers 

paying a yearly tax of 20 lei, professionals and primary school graduates (Article 60)—

altogether 3 ½ % of the electorate. College III was elected directly by those voters (4% of 

the total) who had rural property income of between 300 and 1200 lei and were literate. 

Also eligible were village school teachers and priests, regardless of income (Article 61). 

The remaining 91% of the electorate, the poverty-stricken and illiterate masses, mostly 

peasants, voted in College III but on an indirect basis. The masses voted for a so-called 

“delegate,” each representing fifty voters (Article 61). These delegates in turn would join 

the better-off 5% of a given district college to vote for the district college’s allotment of 

deputies. College III provided the remaining 21% of the vote to the chamber (Article 

62).” (Eidelberg 1974, p. 15). 
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patterns: in Rumania, the Revolt of 1907 and post-WWI reforms represent flash points in 

a neo-feudal class conflict between serfs and nobles. The rationality of both violence and 

land reform alike therefore lies in their effectiveness targeting local elites. At the 

conclusion of the First World War, Romanian peasant electoral support was split among 

several competing populist parties, each of which combined nationalist interests with 

agrarian ones. Peasants did not rally around a single party exclusively concerned with 

agrarian interests, since the broader agrarian-nationalist coalitions addressed local 

demands for land reform through sweeping legislation—and in many cases, nationalist 

and agrarian policy goals overlapped. In Bulgaria, political conflict pitted the economic 

security of smallholding agrarians against the consumption demands of a militarizing 

Bulgarian state. The formation and eventual success of the Bulgarian Agrarian National 

Union as a political party represents agrarian struggle against the state’s attempts to 

extract capital for enhancing its coercive capacity in future irredentist war.23 As a result, 

agrarian collective action strove to capture the state through the vehicle of a political 

party advocating for agrarian interests exclusively, explicitly rejecting broader coalitions 

to ensure non-belligerent foreign policy and a redirection of capital to domestic 

(specifically, rural) development.24 In other words, only in Bulgaria did agrarian 

collective action come in conflict with the state’s modern nation-building project. In 

 
23 Citing Popoff (1920), John Bell writes, “The military establishment was the largest 

single drain on the state’s resources, although by the end of the [19th] century it was 

closely rivaled by interest payments on the national debt, itself contracted largely for the 

importation of artillery, small arms, and munitions. By the turn of the century these two 

items together accounted for 44 percent of the state’s budget.” (1977, p. 11) 
24 A consistent theme in the writings of BZNS leadership in party newspapers and other 

published works prior to 1923 is the need to avoid collusion with other parties. 
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Rumania, they ultimately complemented one another.25 

Ottoman Origins of Land Regimes in Bulgaria and Rumania 

 Though both Bulgaria and Rumania appear to share an Ottoman Imperial legacy, 

they in fact experienced two opposite forms of rule. The Danube River therefore 

represents a line of demarcation between two drastically divergent institutional legacies. 

The pre-Ottoman political order on both sides of the river (which ended in the 14th 

Century) shared a fundamental structure: a feudal system composed of nobles called 

boyars/bolyari/boieri26 who owned large estates, for which peasants were the source of 

agricultural labor. In Bulgaria, the Ottoman Empire razed this system and its institutions, 

replacing them with a new system of administration overseen by Turkish political 

appointees. By contrast, the Ottoman Empire’s approach to administering lands north of 

the Danube was to impose suzerainty on the existing political system, keeping it 

fundamentally intact. Therefore, the political economy of what would eventually become 

Rumania27 and its basis in large estates owned by native boieri persisted into the early 

modern era (Hitchins, 1994). Formally, this distinction is manifested by the 

administration of territory south of the Danube as provinces (singular form 

eyalet/pashalik, post-1864 vilayet) overseen by a governor (pasha/beylerbey), whereas 

territory north of the Danube (excepting the strategic Black Sea coast corridor) was part 

of principalities. 

 
25 The same arguably happens in Serbia, which is not discussed in this dissertation. 
26 Plural forms in English, Bulgarian and Rumanian, whose singular forms are 

boyar/bolyar/boier, respectively. 
27 Rumania’s predecessor states are the Principality of Wallachia and the Principality of 

Moldavia. It was not until after each principality elected Alexandru Cuza to be their 

prince in 1859—an effective union of the two principalities that was formalized in 

1862—that the term “Rumania” appears as an official name for the country. 
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 With feudal elite structures intact in Rumania, the legal rights of boieri to engage 

in tax-farming created ideal circumstances for financial predation of peasants. Boieri 

could levy dijmă taxes on peasants’ crops (dijmă deavalma) and extract labor tax on the 

portion of their estates reserved solely for the boier’s own agricultural production (dijmă 

la tarla) with the potential option to pay off the obligation in cash (Eidelberg 1974, pp. 

23-25). Though originally the dijmă was a tithe on the peasant’s crop, by 1818 it grew to 

a fifth (Lampe and Jackson 1982, p. 85). After independence, the dijmă would extract 

“often close to half” of the peasants’ harvest (Eidelberg 1974, p. 25 footnote 5). Peasants 

lacked robust legal rights to free movement, which practically reduced them to the status 

of serfs unless they managed to emigrate from the principalities, altogether.28 The catalyst 

for the increasing of burdens from tax-farming only intensified in the 19th Century as an 

increasingly large number of boieri leased their estates to the highest bidder instead of 

directly managing their estates, themselves. Initially a way for the boier to free himself 

from the responsibilities of estate management so he could move to the city, even boiers 

who continued to live on their estates saw leasing contracts as a means of insuring 

themselves from risks of market exposure, especially drops in crop prices (Eidelberg 

1974, p. 36). The lessee (sing. arendaş, pl. arendaşi) who assumed these risks, needed to 

recoup the cost of the lease and further sought to make a profit, which incentivized 

 
28 “An English traveler, for example, reported that Pasvan-Oglu’s capital, Vidin, ‘owes its 

rise chiefly to the emigration of poor families from Wallachia and Moldavia [the 

Rumanian principalities], who pass over the Danube, and take refuge in Bulgaria, to 

avoid the tyranny and extortion practiced by Greek tax-gatherers, and their native 

boyars…’”(Stavrianos 1958, p.218) Eventually, the Phanariot Greek tax farmers would 

assimilate, usually becoming boieri, themselves. Their role would be replaced by Jewish 

tax farmers, whose path to assimilation was blocked by legal hurdles and antisemitism. 
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extracting payments more efficiently and raising rents. In practice, the more competition 

for leases among the arendaşi in a given area, the more peasants faced the risk of 

financial ruin due to increased extractive pressures (Lampe & Jackson, 1982). 

 In Ottoman Bulgaria by contrast, large estates (chiftlik) dependent on exploitative 

rents were a dying breed by the mid-19th Century (Lampe and Jackson 1982, pp. 134-

137). At the outset of Ottoman imperial rule under the timar system, they did not exist at 

all, and for over a century there was no feudal model of rent-based extortion. Instead, 

land was directly owned by the Sultan. As a reward for military service, Ottoman cavalry 

officers (and later, janissaries) were granted supervisory privileges over tracts of state 

land. Their privileges were, however, restricted: 

The sipahi [cavalry officers] had no claim to the land itself; it remained part of the 

87 percent of Ottoman territory in the 1528 census that was state land. His sons 

could inherit no more than a fraction of his income, not necessarily from the same 

timar and only if they too served the Sultan. The father received a small fraction 

of the land, or better, income grant in return for his personal support and three 

days of peasant labor a year (native Balkan landlords had demanded two or three 

days of labor a week during the late medieval period). Otherwise, the peasants 

owed the sipahi no personal services. He collected prescribed amounts of their 

annual harvest, roughly 10 to 20 percent. He typically used this tithe to maintain 

the several horses and horsemen that his grant obliged him to bring to the summer 

campaigns. Rather than risk the use of forced labor outside the Sultan’s direct 

control, the grant also directed the sipahi to collect certain money taxes from the 

peasants…Finally, peasants might pass on the right to use their part of the timar 

holding to their sons. They could obtain an Ottoman document attesting to that 

right. What we find, in other words, is a system of land tenure far removed from 

the conditions of peasant serfdom, enforced according to the custom of the local 

lord, that fit the classic Marxist definition of the feudal mode of production. This 

was instead a system of military occupation, staffed and controlled by the central 

government (Lampe and Jackson 1982, pp. 24-25). 

 

This timar system would break down with the weakening of central state supervisory 

control by the end of the 17th Century, creating an opening for the sipahi and janissaries 

to seize hereditary rights to land surrounding villages. However, because agricultural 
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production on these new chiftlik estates was inefficient, profits generated from harvest 

were marginal, at best. (Lampe and Jackson 1982, p. 34) Therefore, chiftlik owners relied 

on their power to collect taxes from peasants and, taking advantage of the weak oversight 

of the Ottoman state, skim from the share of revenues they owed to the state. Large 

landholding (chiftlik) was therefore mostly a tax-farming model whose owners (ayan, 

singular) used the ability to collect taxes to enhance their capacity to acquire more 

property (and therefore the right to tax more peasants). However, the scale of tax-farming 

in Bulgaria came nowhere close to approaching Rumanian levels. Only a modest share of 

total agricultural lands fell under this system: “…one can safely argue that the chiftlik 

economy, even at its peak, did not encompass more than 10 percent of the agricultural 

land in Bulgaria and that the percentage of people involved in it was in all probability still 

lower” (Adanir, 1989). This low participation of the agricultural labor force was in part 

due to the threat of predatory taxation driving Bulgarian peasants away from the chiftliks 

in the fertile valleys, settling instead in the highlands of the Balkan range. There, 

remoteness and poor soil quality served as bulwarks against integration into the chiftlik 

system and its tax yoke. Lacking quality soil, animal husbandry and artisan 

manufacturing became primary means of subsistence for these highland villages and 

towns (Lampe and Jackson 1982, p. 38). 

But the harsh tax-farming economy of the chiftlik system that spurred population 

movement was doomed by the Tanzimat reforms (and their predecessors in the 1830s), 

when the modernizing Ottoman state would seek to streamline tax collection and crack 

down on the practice of withholding revenues from the treasury, asserting itself over 

unruly chiftlik owners by stripping them of tax-collecting rights. Yet because the 
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Ottoman state lacked adequately sizeable cadres of directly-appointed tax revenue agents, 

the common practice in Ottoman Bulgaria was to deputize Bulgarian Christian 

chorbadzhii to collect taxes in lump sums from villages.29 In addition to replacing the 

tax-farming role of chiftlik owners, chorbadzhii practically eliminated a parallel mültezim 

system whereby officials would bid on tax-farming rights over specific areas—and had 

proven just as likely as chiftlik owners to withhold tax revenues for their own profit 

(Lampe and Jackson 1982, p. 37). Left without the option to farm taxes, and finding that 

farming crops was far less profitable, chiftlik owners tended to leave their estates. A 

startling result of absenteeism, imperial reforms, agricultural inefficiency, and labor 

shortages from the aforementioned migration to highland areas was that fertile lands 

often remained uncultivated (Lampe and Jackson 1982, pp. 38-39).30 

Despite the clear contrast in late Ottoman-era (that is, the 19th Century) Rumanian 

and Bulgarian elite landholder strength, what truly sets Bulgaria’s political-economic 

trajectory apart on the eve of its independence is the effects of the Land Code of 1858. 

Bulgaria’s private property regime as it exists at the beginning of the post-Ottoman 

period quickly emerges in the twilight of Ottoman rule with the Land Codes’ 

revolutionizing of the Empire’s land tenure system. Despite the end of Ottoman rule 20 

 
29 Chorbadzhii were ethnic Bulgarians part of the Christian millet (see below) who played 

an administrative role on the local level equivalent to village/town elders. Though co-

ethnics and co-religionists, their integration into the Ottoman authority structure (and 

privileges received in return) drew disdain from Bulgarian peasants and artisans. This is 

not entirely post-revolutionary revisionism; Lampe and Jackson describe in detail how 

19th Century politics in Ottoman Bulgaria was driven by conflicts on village/town 

councils between the chorbadzhii leading them on the one hand and artisanal guilds 

whose representatives composed them. 
30 A similar, well-documented pattern of migration-induced lack of cultivation on chiftlik 

properties emerged in Ottoman Macedonia around 1903 (Lampe and Jackson, pp. 283-

284). 
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years later, two of its features had lasting impact. First, this law triggered the de facto 

transformation of lands from state land, including chifliks, to private property. Second, it 

extended rayah (subjects with secondary legal standing, including all Christians) these 

same private property rights; from that point on, they could buy and inherit land.31 Prior 

to the Tanzimat Land Code in 1858, as rayah or members of the Christian millet,32 most 

Bulgarians lacked even de facto rights to own land. Because of this, there was too little 

time before de facto independence in 1878 for a significant ethnic Bulgarian class of 

large landowner to emerge. 

After 1878, the Bulgarian parliament legally formalized the seizure, parceling, 

and redistribution of large tracts of Turkish-owned private lands and uncultivated state 

lands, granting property deeds to Bulgarians through the 1880 and 1885 Land Laws. 

Through provisions of the 1878 Treaty of Berlin that required Bulgarians who took 

possession of Turkish-owned private lands at the time of independence to pay back the 

original owners, the Great Powers implicitly affirmed private property rights had existed 

in the Empire. The significance of this is that it framed the land issue not as one 

concerning usufruct rights over state property—rights granted at the pleasure of the state, 

and subject to withdrawal—but rather one dealing with individually owned private 

 
31 The reason this is just a de facto private property ownership is that the owner of ciftlik 

properties was still formally the Sultan. However, exclusive, inheritable usufruct rights 

on parcels of agricultural lands (including former chiftlik properties) could now be 

purchased by Christians and foreigners. 
32 The millet system under the Ottoman Empire organized its subjects into distinct milleti 

[nations] according to what religion they professed. These legal categories over time 

effectively blurred into another class-based legal category rayah, resulting in different 

political and economic rights for members of the Muslim and non-Muslim milleti. While 

the term rayah originally referred to any Ottoman subject who (unlike the administrative 

class of askeri) could be taxed, its usage came to be synonymous with “non-Muslim.” 
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property. Increasing tax burdens during the Bulgarian state’s subsequent modernization 

and militarization efforts heightened grievances against the central government, as they 

were regarded as personal thievery of one’s own property rather than legitimate exercise 

of the state’s prerogative as owner to extract rents. The state could therefore not 

legitimately attempt to expropriate lands without compensation, which would represent 

an overturning of 30 years of legal precedent.33 Private property rights represented 

therefore a clear line of demarcation between legitimate state action (such as taxation, 

even when considered overbearing) and what Weingast (1997) calls a “transgression” of 

limits on sovereign authority. This restraint on the Bulgarian state’s arsenal of repression 

is key to enabling later agrarian collective action. Lastly, Bulgaria’s late-Ottoman history 

weaves property rights into the Bulgarian state as a constitutive element. Property rights 

for smallholders are recognized as critical to the process of making the economy more 

Bulgarian, since consolidating the ethnic composition of owners requires embracing the 

drifts from the older model of the Ottoman state as the primary landowner. 

The Nation of Smallholders: Post-Ottoman Bulgaria and the Rise of the Bulgarian 

Agrarian National Union 

The political life of the new Bulgarian state prior to the rise of the BZNS can be 

characterized by several key tendencies: 1. elite overproduction in the public sector, 2. 

repression during elections, and 3. rising tax burdens to support increased expenditures 

for militarization and urban development. Rather than pursue private businesses, elites 

 
33 For a concise summary of land tenure history in Bulgaria, see Boliari, The Evolution of 

Bulgarian Land Tenure Institutions: An Application of the Social Conflict Theory.” 

Proceedings of the International Society for New Institutional Economics, 13th Annual 

Conference, University of California at Berkley, Walter A. Haas School of Business, 

June 2009. https://extranet.sioe.org/uploads/isnie2009/boliari.pdf 

https://extranet.sioe.org/uploads/isnie2009/boliari.pdf
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(and eventually, their children—and anyone else who sought either upward mobility or to 

maintain elite status) overwhelmingly sought positions in civil service and the officer 

corps, till “their number expanded beyond the capacity of the country to find useful work 

for them” (Bell, 1977).34 Their outsized influence on state policy was a constant, 

regardless of which party held power. State expenditures during this time were geared 

toward building up the major cities where bureaucratic and military elites lived, as well 

as the military itself. The relative lack of investment in rural infrastructure, agricultural 

technology, and affordable credit—despite rising tax revenues—progressively alienated 

peasants. At the local level of rural Bulgaria, village bosses deployed state coercive 

resources to manipulate electoral results in favor of the party that best courted their 

influence.35 This steady local dynamic of repression, coupled with party turnover in 

national government, reflects an electoral authoritarianism that is nonetheless 

competitive. The Bulgarian peasantry, despite its well-documented dissatisfaction,36 

would not become a political force in its own right until 1899 when—in the midst of a 

severe drought—parliament proposed re-imposing the Ottoman-era in-kind “tithe” of 

crops beginning the following year.  

The infamous announcement of the tithe in 1899 was the latest in a line of 

 
34 Enrollment data from the time reflects this bizarre fixation on seeking work in state 

bureaucracy: “During the school year 1896-1897, the first for which data were collected, 

the university reported that there were 180 students in the faculty of history, only 81 in 

the faculties of science and mathematics, and 354 in the faculty of law.” (p. 5) 
35 “The village of Chiren, a typical example, was bossed by a mayor who ‘…supported 

any party that was in power. He controlled the village branch of the Agricultural Bank 

and used his influence against any who opposed him…’ The famous satirist Aleko 

Konstantinov wrote that in any village a squad of mounted police carried greater weight 

on election day than the most idealistic of speeches.” (Bell 1977, pp. 8-9) 
36 A common saying of the time quoted by several authors cited in this chapter, describing 

the burden of government taxation: Ot tursko, po-losho—“Worse than the Turks’!” 
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innovative adjustments to the tax regime. In 1882, after grain prices fell, property taxes 

paid in cash replaced in-kind grain taxes. In 1889, this property tax went up. But poor 

harvests in 1899 meant switching to an in-kind tax would allow the government to 

capitalize on “artificially high” grain prices. (Bell 1977, p. 14) The timing struck many as 

cruel and prompted outrage.37 Agrarian publications (founded only recently) denounced 

the tithe, published essays, and finally called for an inaugural congress to found an 

Agrarian Union that would organize anti-tithe protests and present peasants’ grievances 

to King Ferdinand I. 

The First Congress took place that December, adopting resolutions to protest the 

tithe, demand “cheap and easily available credit,” and the development of an agricultural 

school system (Bell 1977, p. 39). These resolutions identified tax burdens and “godless 

usury” as primary reasons for the Bulgarian peasant’s distressed economic situation, 

along with his “backwardness” due to ignorance of modern agricultural methods and 

technologies—which, if he could acquire them, would increase the yield of his crops.38 In 

addition to the weaponization of the Agricultural Bank by local elites (see footnote 

above), predatory loans were common. Bell (1977, p. 15) cites a government study that 

found 771 villages were either “completely ruined by usury” or “very nearly ruined” in 

1901 alone—which is less surprising when “interest rates as high as 800 percent were not 

 
37 Lampe and Jackson (1982) identify a reason why the economic security of Bulgarian 

peasants was particularly vulnerable to tax increases: a lack of secondary income sources. 

“Peasants in the grain-surplus areas of northern Serbia could supplement their income 

with livestock or prune exports. The Bulgarian peasantry could not.” 
38 Numerous agrarian publications and foreign reports bemoan the primitiveness of 

Bulgarian agriculture. A good example is the persistent prevalence of wooden plows 

among Bulgarian peasants. Even as late as 1931, R.H. Markham notes in his self-

published Meet Bulgaria that over 450,000 peasants still rely on these primitive plows, 

ensuring “the ground is only shallowly scratched” (Chapter V, part B). 
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unknown.” 

In 1900, a series of Agrarian Union-organized anti-tithe protests ended in 

violence, most notoriously those in the northeast of the country, where the Union enjoyed 

its strongest membership.39 Bell (1977, pp. 39-40) points out that peasants in the grain-

rich Danubian Plain to the north tended to react more harshly to the tithe than their 

counterparts in much of the southern Rhodope foothills. In the south, peasants were 

generally not as negatively impacted by an in-kind tax, because a larger share of the land 

they owned remained uncultivated (likely used instead as pasture land for grazing 

livestock).40 In other words, the pattern of protest events reflects prospects of positive 

returns and negative payoffs from successful anti-tithe demonstration. To a peasant in the 

grain-growing north, the chance of inducing the government to back off switching from a 

cash property tax to an in-kind tithe on harvest incentivized risky behavior: engaging in 

public protest despite the chance of violent repression. Whereas to a peasant in the less-

cultivated south, the implementation of the tithe itself represented a positive 

development: s/he stood to see a tax burden reduction. Notwithstanding antipathy for 

systemic parties indifferent to rural interests, protesting the tithe represented taking risks 

that, if successful, would prevent this. Therefore, there was little reason to engage in 

protest in the south, but plenty of reason in the north. In the end, the Liberal Party 

 
39 The greatest loss of life occurred in the northeastern village of Shabla-Durankulak, 

where cavalry forces and gendarmes inflicted just short of 500 casualties on armed 

peasants, 90 of which were killed. Commemorating the deaths of agrarians there would 

remain a mainstay of BZNS rhetoric for decades to come. 
40 This is not universally the case, since of course there were areas in the south that relied 

on cultivation. Bell specifically mentions that protests were violent and fierce in Haskovo 

province, “which suffered severely from the poor harvest of 1899.” However, it was the 

only violent anti-tithe protest in southern Bulgaria. 
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government stayed the course and imposed the tithe. But the Democratic Party 

government abolished the tithe after its victory in the 1901 snap elections.  

At the Third Congress in 1901, the BZNS decisively committed to advancing its 

agenda by functioning as a political party and contesting elections. Prior to this, the 

Agrarian Union tried to present itself as a fundamentally apolitical movement (despite the 

fact that under the Agrarian Union label, candidates had unsuccessfully appeared on the 

ballot in the 1899 elections). In response to the failure of the anti-tithe protests to yield 

immediate results, BZNS leadership had earlier decided to endorse a candidate list in the 

1901 elections to secure advocacy in the National Assembly. The decision to keep 

contesting elections regularly in every election thereafter (even after the government 

scrapped the tithe) was initially controversial among the membership, which considered 

politicians dishonest and tainted.41 A lack of party discipline plagued these efforts in the 

1901 and 1902 elections, with near-immediate MP defections to other parties—of 23 

elected “Agrarian” MPs in 1901, 16 defected. After failing to elect a single MP in the 

face of stiff repression in the 1903 National Assembly elections, the BZNS’ Sixth 

 
41 Reflecting this, subsequent ideology of the BZNS, as expressed primarily by Alexander 

Stamboliiski (1909), insisted on a model of politics driven not by political parties, but 

what is typically translated as “estatist organizations.” That is, organizations representing 

each narrow socio-economic interest in the form of occupational groups: agrarians, 

artisans, wage labor, financiers, etc. The organizations would more faithfully advance the 

interests of these groups, unlike political parties that advance their own interests. In some 

ways, this parallels James Madison’s concept of “faction” in Federalist 10, in which the 

reader finds a very subtle distinction in the concurring (but, I would argue, not 

interchangeable) use of “faction” and “party”: “A landed interest, a manufacturing 

interest, a mercantile interest, a moneyed interest, with many lesser interests, grow up of 

necessity in civilized nations, and divide them into different classes, actuated by different 

sentiments and views. The regulation of these various and interfering interests forms the 

principal task of modern legislation, and involves the spirit of party and faction in the 

necessary and ordinary operations of the government.” 
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Congress in 1904 adopted a system whereby only local chapters (pl. druzhbi, sing. 

druzhba) of the Agrarian Union that had paid their dues to the national party in full would 

be considered “regular.” Only regular druzhbi could send delegates to the party’s 

congresses. Strict regulations forbidding members of local druzhbi from membership in 

other political parties, and requiring that any nominee for candidacy in legislative 

elections be members of the Union for 2 years (later changed to 5), purged the 

organization of numerous individuals (Bell 1977, pp. 75-77). The number of druzhbi rose 

from 40 in 1902 to 1,123 in 1908—and with the BZNS boasting 23 MPs in the 14th 

National Assembly, the reforms seemed to have paid off (p. 82, 84). 

Internal reforms addressing issues of party discipline coupled with direct 

incentives for members were crucial to establishing credibility as an organization and 

lowering perceived risk for potential supporters. Expelling members of other parties and 

requiring potential candidates to have demonstrated their commitment to the Agrarian 

Union for years lowered the risk of infiltration (and therefore, monitoring), sabotage, and 

overall futility of members’ efforts. Additionally, the BZNS began offering a life 

insurance benefit to members in 1906, paid by the druzhba’s dues and its subscriptions to 

the party newspaper, Agrarian Banner. In 1908, the BZNS launched a “National Store” 

from which members could buy implements, seed, and other agricultural necessities at 

low prices. In Olsonian terms, direct benefits available to members meant the 

organization was not returning more than just disparate benefits in exchange for the 

direct costs of membership dues (Olson, 1965). Of course, being in the opposition, these 

benefits also enabled the BZNS to provide positive incentives despite the risk of 

supporting an opposition party—which, because of its opposition status in the National 
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Assembly, was not yet in a position to reward members with robust policy results. Still, 

members’ small business interests already benefitted from participation in the BZNS’ 

national organization, helping reinforce their role as stakeholders in efforts to realize the 

party’s success. 

In the National Assembly, the BZNS parliamentary group’s raucous opposition to 

military spending, war with its neighbors, and even King Ferdinand’s right to give an 

annual “throne speech” maintained its contrasting image from systemic parties. Such 

disruptive political theater drew intense targeted voter intimidation and candidacy 

disqualification (including the candidacy of BZNS leader Alexander Stamboliiski) in the 

1911 elections for the 15th National Assembly, and the collapse of BZNS support to just 

4 seats (Bell 1977, pp. 98-99). But after Bulgaria lost most of its territories gained in the 

First Balkan War by fighting its allies in the Second Balkan War, it appeared the 

commitment to an anti-war position might pay off. However, the elections in 1913 for the 

16th National Assembly resulted in no majority. Nonetheless, the BZNS remained 

committed to staying outside the influence of systemic parties by rejecting their coalition 

offers, passing a resolution that banned its MPs from joining any coalitions. Alexander 

Stamboliskii insisted the BZNS must earn its own parliamentary majority to govern (Bell 

1977, pp. 111-112). After no coalitions emerged, the BZNS held its own in the snap 

elections of 1914 for the 17th National Assembly, gaining 3 seats, while the Liberals won 

a majority largely thanks to support in newly conquered territories in former-Ottoman 

Thrace. 

After yet another loss in the First World War, Bulgaria’s systemic parties were 

thoroughly discredited entering the elections for the 18th National Assembly in August 
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1919. Under intense duress from the imprisonment of Stamboliiski and other leaders, 

wartime censorship shutting down publication of the Agrarian Banner, and military 

mobilization deploying the bulk of the BZNS’ membership to the front, the Union had 

still survived. Though the BZNS won the largest share of seats (36%), once again it 

would be impossible to govern without a coalition partner. Reversing its past 

commitment to avoiding coalition politics, the BZNS formed a narrow partnership with 

the National and Progressive Liberal parties after first approaching the Communist and 

Broad Socialist parties that had come in 2nd and 3rd place, respectively (Bell 1977, pp. 

143-146). In typical Interwar fashion, political conflict rapidly devolved into paramilitary 

violence. Anticipating a Communist-instigated strike and armed uprising, the BZNS 

mobilized the members of its local druzhbi to establish the “Orange Guard,” which in 

addition to suppressing the Communists would commandeer critical infrastructure 

impacted by the strikes, such as railroads and coal mines.42 After crushing the 

Communist-Broad Socialist uprising, the BZNS called a snap election held in March 

1920 for the 19th National Assembly, the result of which were enough to give it an 

outright majority—that is, after selectively invalidating the election of 13 MPs from other 

parties (using the same electoral law that had previously been used against Stamboliskii’s 

candidacy in 1911). 

Having finally won (and wrested away) singular control of the National 

Assembly, over the next 3 years the BZNS implemented an ambitious policy agenda: 

 
42 Bell (1977) notes that the tactical choice to rely on paramilitary organization was, 

similarly to Weimar Germany, due to treaty-imposed limitations on the size of Bulgaria’s 

post-war military to 20,000 troops. This presented a tactical need to supplement troop 

detachments with loyal civilian forces (most of whom had military training and 

experience from service in the preceding three wars). 
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demilitarization, land reform, progressive taxation, promotion of cooperatives; expansion 

of education infrastructure; reform of rural courts; and compulsory civilian service. The 

BZNS crafted the land reform policy particularly to address the plight of peasants whose 

property was reduced to “dwarfholdings” after having been divided several times under 

inheritance laws, which required parcels to be split equally among descendants. The state 

exchanged ownership of each dwarf parcel for the right to purchase a contiguous 30-

hectare parcel (roughly 74 acres) over the course of 20 years, thereby consolidating lands 

that had been split into tiny plots while providing peasants enough land for subsistence. 

This land regime therefore represented an attempt to sustain a smallholder peasantry, 

preventing it from evolving into a micro-holder and landless one. Applying terms from 

Chapter 2, the government tailored policy toward protecting small business owners in the 

dominant economic sector, demonstrating responsiveness to its primary electoral 

constituency.  

The basis of the 30-hectare standard is an estimate based on the concept of “labor-

property,” which bases a right to own property on whether one can work the land. In 

other words, “labor-property” recognizes a right to private property, conditional on one’s 

ownership of their own labor.43 The BZNS land regime applied the principle of labor-

property by setting a maximum size of grain-growing landholding that wasn’t subject to 

(compensated) expropriation, including a separate, higher limit for pastures (which the 

owner could keep if the land were converted to use for orchards) and forestry (Bell 1977, 

 
43 This standard reappears later in the 20th Century as “land to the tiller” in literature on 

agriculture in developing, post-colonial economies. The Bulgarian concept “labor-

property” allegedly originated in prison, where Raiko Daskalov—director of the BZNS 

National Store, then Minister of Agriculture and later Minister of Commerce—mused on 

the causes of the Fall of Rome (Bell 1977, p. 162). 
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p. 164). Lands above these limits were subject to expropriation; the state paid owners 

based on average land value between 1905-1915. The BZNS government thereby pursued 

its small-business oriented policies at the expense of large businesses in the agricultural 

sector. These expropriated properties were then parceled up along for disbursement from 

the land fund, which also included some lands that had previously been owned by the 

state. Additional beneficiaries of the new land regime included ethnic Bulgarian refugees 

displaced from territories lost in the wars.  

Following the implementation of its domestic agenda, Stamboliiski’s government 

navigated a tightrope of coup threats from enemies, domestically, and foreign policy 

traps, abroad (between attempts to reconstruct relations with its neighbors—especially 

Yugoslav demands to suppress the nationalist militant Internal Macedonian 

Revolutionary Organization—and its obligations to pay reparations under the Treaty of 

Neuilly). Further challenges emerged in personality conflicts among Agrarian leadership; 

nonetheless, the BZNS kept its slim majority in the National Assembly intact through 

internal party deliberative procedures that enabled it to resolve disputes without MP 

defections. Deciding to cash in a combination of popularity and capacity for repression 

using the Orange Guard, Stamboliiski called for snap elections, in which the BZNS won a 

landslide victory in April 1923. 

The triumph in the 20th National Assembly elections was short-lived. On the 9th of 

June, a coup overthrew the government and killed PM Alexander Stamboliiski. The 

“Democratic Alliance” of the Union of Reserve Officers, traditional (non-Socialist) 

parties, and academics maintained control of the government until 1931 despite internal 

conflicts. After the coup, the BZNS splintered into several different parties that undercut 
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each other’s vote share in subsequent National Assembly elections. These would only 

enter government again in 1931 and 1944 much like elements of the Democratic Alliance 

had in 1923: as junior partners in a broad coalition of parties opposing the government. In 

1934, a right-wing military coup established a dictatorship that banned all political 

parties. Multiparty elections would not resume except for a brief period after the Soviet 

Red Army toppled the dictatorship in September 1944, during which time the BZNS led 

by Nikola Petkov would emerge as the last anti-Communist opposition before the 

regime’s consolidation in 1947. Thereafter, what was left of the BZNS organization 

became a systemic party under the People’s Republic of Bulgaria until free multiparty 

elections in 1990. 

“Thorns Without Roses”: Post-Ottoman Rumania and the Great Revolt of 1907  

“In northern Moldavia, where the revolt originated, peasant resentment focused 

on the Jewish merchants who were most often the lessees, or arendaşi. Typically 

nineteenth-century immigrants from the Russian or Habsburg lands, they were barred 

from owning land under Romanian law. Thus they saw their leases as short-term ventures 

and tended to pursue the maximum short-term profit” (Lampe and Jackson 1982, p.193). 

An arendaş had to win a bidding war against other arendaşi to secure a lease contract, 

meaning the land tenure system functioned on escalating bids “to extract more of next 

year’s crop from the peasantry” (Lampe and Jackson 1982, p. 194). Jewish arendaşi, for 

their part, had no incentives to do otherwise; the reason they had no right to own land 

themselves was because they (like all non-Christians) were legally barred from acquiring 
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Rumanian citizenship, and therefore knew they had perpetual status as foreigners.44 

Together with the legal framework following independence, the land regime was “a 

peculiar compound of serfdom and capitalism.” David Mitrany’s (1930) summary of the 

land tenure system’s hybrid qualities and its dire consequences for peasants is worth 

quoting at length, here: 

With the impecunious peasants bound to the land and possible farmers [that is, 

overwhelmingly Jewish arendaşi leasing the land] barred from it, the agrarian 

system fell into a peculiar compound of serfdom and capitalism; from it the 

landlords and their tenants [again referring to the arendaşi] secured all the 

advantages of both while the peasants were saddled with the burdens of both. 

From serfdom the landlords had all the facilities of servile labour without any of 

the feudal obligations towards it; while from capitalism they had the freedom to 

bargain with labour without the restraint of a free labour market. The peasants, 

however, were subjected to servile labour without its counterpart in land rights; 

and from capitalism they had all the trials of wage earners without being really 

free to trade their labours where they willed. One class, says M. Gherea, had 

achieved for itself “roses without thorns, while the thorns—and the thorns 

alone—were left for the peasants.” It was natural, therefore, that emancipation 

and land reform [of 1864] should have no effect on the organization of Rumanian 

agriculture…But what interest had landlords and tenants in changing a system 

which gave them such a monopoly of control and profit as they had not enjoyed 

even under serfdom, and which they could never hope to retain in a full-fledged 

capitalist régime? “Neo-serfdom” left the landlords free to occupy themselves 

with politics or pleasures, and also gave them the means thereof. For it attracted 

tenants, who, without knowledge or equipment, could afford to offer exorbitant 

rents, the land continuing to be tilled by peasants. All that these sui generis 

farmers had to do was to drive the peasant as hard as his mortal frame would 

stand. The laws on agricultural contracts supplied a perfect device to that 

end…Not the fatness of the land but the sweat of the peasant determined the huge 

profits that were made. And the peasants toiled, and sighed their helpless sorrow 

in the saying: “May God never lay upon a man as much as he can bear.” (Mitrany 

1930, pp. 80-81) 

 Ironically, the principal cause of this land regime that was doubly 

 
44 Despite the Congress of Berlin’s (1878) demands to politically emancipate Jews, the 

result was a revision of the Constitution that struck the prohibition on non-Christians 

attaining citizenship; however, citizenship would only be granted on a case-by-case basis. 

The result was that out of a population exceeding a quarter of a million Jews in Rumania, 

fewer than 200 gained citizenship between 1878 and 1911 (Onac, 2012). 



61 

 

disadvantageous for the peasants was the Land Reform of 1864 that legally emancipated 

them and distributed land. In eliminating legal serfdom, it eliminated the landlord’s 

crucial obligations to the peasant: fluctuating market rates replaced fixed compensation 

for agricultural labor (effectively cutting landowner costs 25-50% in this category). The 

reform abolished requirements to maintain a reserve of property for gifting parcels to 

newlywed peasant couples. Even the expropriation of 1/3 of large landholdings permitted 

landowners to determine what sections they would give up—the result was that peasants 

received the poorest quality land, unlike before, when they could count on being given 

the right to work fertile croplands (Mitrany 1930, p. 51, 59). Consequently, though 

peasants received land in plots ranging from 2-7 hectares,45 they often lacked adequate 

means of subsistence. To obtain access to quality croplands that could sustain them, 

peasants therefore had to return to contracts with their former landlords, and while labor, 

crop, and cash taxes were no longer required by law, private contracts would stipulate 

them as conditions for the right to lease. Further pressure came from the fact most 

contracts were not between individual peasants and arendaşi, but whole villages—

meaning if each individual peasant could not meet labor, cash, or in-kind taxes, the 

collective group would be in violation of the contract (Hitchins 1994, p. 168). Altogether, 

the terms to work the same land they had previously were often less favorable to peasants 

than before the Reform.46 Further, the gains of the Reform were often reversed when 

 
45 The number of livestock owned by the peasant determined the size of the allocated 

parcel; peasants with 4 oxen received 7 hectares in Moldavia or 5 in Muntenia; 2 oxen 

received 5 hectares in Moldavia or 3 in Muntenia; and those with just one cow received 3 

hectares in Moldavia or 2 in Muntenia (Mitrany, p. 51, footnote 1). 
46 Because peasants tended to cultivate as much of their land as possible, they often 

lacked adequate area to graze their livestock, which pushed them into further leases with 
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peasants were compelled by economic privation to sell the landholdings they had 

received. To apply the terminology used in Chapter 2, the Reform of 1864 failed to 

establish Rumanian peasants as small business owners; instead, they at best became 

micro-owners who still relied on the lease system, which further sapped their capacity to 

support non-systemic opposition. 

Attempts to create a system wherein less exploitative agricultural cooperatives 

would replace arendaşi as primary leaseholders failed, as they couldn’t obtain adequate 

credit to compete with arendaşi bids. A key barrier was the lending capacity of local 

branches of the Popular Bank upon which cooperatives typically relied to make bids. 

When accounting for a local cooperative’s costs (tax burden, administration, etc.), even if 

it “could dispose of all the [local] bank’s ready capital, it could not expect to rent more 

than about 250 hectares. This put most estates outside of the [cooperative] movement’s 

reach, since the average estate (over 100 hectares) was about 700 hectares” (Eidelberg 

1974, pp. 132-133).  

Nonetheless, the leadership of the Popular Bank would not initially commit to 

lobbying for revision in contract law, which permitted lease bids to rise beyond their 

reach. The prevailing initial strategy of the Bank and the cooperative movement was to 

court large landowners by appealing to their “common interests” against the arendaşi, 

onto whom landowners deflected all blame for peasant suffering. In other words, the 

strategy of the cooperative movement’s sympathizers in the Popular Bank involved 

adopting the landowners’ scapegoating rhetoric of antisemitism, downplaying the 

 

large landlords for pastureland; some separately charged for access to water (Mitrany 

1930, 59-60). 
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landowners’ own participation in exploitative contracts, while declining to threaten the 

contract regime that made them possible, for fear of alienating the landowners (Eidelberg 

1974, 134). This obvious capitulation was poorly received by “rank and file members” 

and local officials of the bank after the 1905 Second Bank Congress. Sensing their 

discontent, the Bank’s director Vintilă Brătianu used his speech at the next Congress in 

1906 to call on parliament to pass “a law establishing the maximum rent an arendaş 

could extract from his peasants” (Eidelberg 1974, p. 138). 

But the damage had already been done. Dissatisfied with the lack of advocacy for 

robust legal reforms from established parties and institutions, publishers of the Peasant’s 

Gazette had organized the first Peasant Congress to meet in 1906—intentionally 

scheduling it to coincide with the Third Popular Bank Congress mentioned above. The 

purpose of this was to draw disgruntled attendees of the Bank’s congress, despite 

knowing that very few of them were peasants—but rather “teachers, priests, mayors and 

Popular Bank leaders and very few peasants as such” (Eidelberg 1974, p. 142). Though 

formally establishing a Peasant Party led by Vasile Kogălniceanu, the Congress 

resembled their Bulgarian counterparts’ early BZNS Congresses a few years earlier, 

insofar as the agenda and rhetoric still sought to transcend politics and appear largely 

apolitical. Nonetheless, the Congress gave a platform to the Kogălniceanu’s pamphlet 

Către Săteni demanding concrete policies: “first, the establishment of a rural land bank 

which would purchase state and private lands and resell them in lots to individual 

peasants with repayment over a long term period…”, “good [agricultural] contracts, 

communal pastures, universal voting, schools” (Eidelberg 1974, p. 140-141). The 

brochure got widely distributed through sympathizers at Popular Bank branches 
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throughout the country, in addition to the Peasant Party’s own organization (pp. 142-

143). Whatever effect Kogălniceanu’s pamphlet had on his wide audience, the immediate 

result would not be the pursuit of change through elections. 

The Great Revolt 

Peasant uprisings and violence were not without precedent. Scattered but severe 

uprisings targeting local officials and arendaşi in villages had broken out in the spring of 

1888 near Bucharest following a severe drought the year before. Peasants had then not 

only suffered crop failure and starvation in the short term, but also long-term damage to 

their prospects after many were forced to sell off their livestock. Though the government 

distributed emergency supplies of corn, they were insufficient, and knowledge of this 

scarcity had triggered a violent panic. The next year, the government offered peasants the 

opportunity to purchase small parcels of land from the state (Hitchins 1994, pp. 172-173).  

Under this 1889 law, peasants could purchase a single 5-hectare parcel while 

making an annual payment with interest after receiving the land. First in line were 

landless peasants and those whose properties totaled less than 5 hectares (Eidelberg 1974, 

p. 160). The measure had considerable Conservative Party support, an outcome Eidelberg 

(1974) explains by pointing to its role in competing with the Liberal Party’s agenda. 

Conservatives saw reversing the proletarianization of peasants (by turning landless 

peasants into [very] smallholders) and preventing the consolidation of small parcels into 

massive landholdings as countermeasures to Liberal economic goals, which were oriented 

toward developing industry in urban centers. As part of this, Liberals’ rural agenda 

supported an evolution toward a rural economy based on mechanized agriculture on large 

landholdings relying on a large population of wage-laborers, while agrarian collectives 
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lease the remainder of lands creating a “Big Peasantry.” Instead, Conservatives saw 

preserving the peasant’s role in agriculture through direct ownership and contracts as 

instrumental to maintaining the latifundia system (pp. 160-161). Kogălniceanu shared an 

opposition to the prevailing industrializing policy of the Liberal Party, rooting his Peasant 

Party in the principles of landownership (p. 165). 

By 1907, however, the peasants’ patience and trust in institutions was exhausted. 

The Conservatives government’s introduction of a famine prevention policy that resulted 

in a modest net tax raise of one leu triggered violent protests in November 1906. The 

sticking point was that a tax of 5 lei was due at once in November, and the government’s 

explanation (that this sum was mostly offset by a 4 lei reduction in peasants’ tax burden 

they had paid earlier in April) was evidently too complicated to convince them that the 

tax burden was lighter than it appeared—and it certainly didn’t help the peasants were 

bitter that the Popular Bank officials charged with explaining to the crowds that 5 lei in 

fact equaled 1 leu were themselves exempt from the tax (Eidelberg 1974, pp. 192-193). 

Even worse, in some villages these officials had previously discredited themselves while 

campaigning for candidates, promising peasants that if they were victorious, then-

outlandish results such as land reform would follow (Eidelberg 1974, p. 195). Further, 

where violent protests first erupted in November, a backdrop to the anger against the tax 

was many peasants’ disappointment in local election results (Eidelberg 1974, p. 194). 

Things would escalate when leasing contracts expired and new ones were announced:  

…in January 1907, the Popular Bank in the Botoşani prefect in northern Moldavia 

proved unable to extend enough credit for the local cooperative to win the 

region’s major sharecropping contract. Two Jewish arendaşi families were left to 

outbid each other in promising to extract more of next year’s crop from the 

peasantry. The winning Fischer family’s agents confronted one estate’s 

sharecroppers with the new contract in February. The peasants beat them badly. 
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Rioting spread spontaneously from village to village. (Lampe and Jackson 1982, 

p. 194) 

Of all arable lands in Botoşani, 52% were leased by arendaşi—the highest in Rumania, 

for which the national average was 30%. Peasants’ own landholdings had shrunk 14% 

over the past decade, while the average for Rumania as a whole was a decline of 4%. 

About 36 kilometers northwest in Dorohoi, where 47% of the land was arendaşi-leased, 

peasant holdings had shrunk a full 25%. In these Moldavian prefects, cooperatives were 

more numerous, and bidding competitions with arendaşi more intense, providing a more 

stark (and clearly visible to peasants) local contrast between the obligations of peasants 

working under cooperative leases versus arendaş leases (Eidelberg 1974, pp. 201-204). 

 Nonetheless, it was not until March 1907 that the Revolt began to claim lives. 

Peasants in Moldavia turned from effectively striking, rallying, and demanding more 

favorable labor contracts from their arendaşi to demanding the forcible expulsion of all 

Jewish arendaşi. Then they began violent sprees targeting landowners and arendaşi on 

their estates. Violence invaded towns, targeting non-arendaş Jews—and eventually, the 

violence became indiscriminate, though the death toll remained low (Eidelberg 1974, p. 

223).47 After the violence spilled over from Moldavia to Wallachia in the south, the 

Conservative government collapsed on March 12th, and the Liberal government called on 

the army to put down the Revolt. This directly triggered even more violence in 

Wallachia, when reservists refused to join their units (Hitchins 1994, p. 177). The most 

 
47 Early on, peasants on the Flămînzi estate where the conflict began demanded of the 

Fischers (even through chants at their protests) that they be allowed to lease from them at 

“25 lei a falce,” which Mochi Fischer had promised them in exchange for their support 

against competing arendaş Berman Juster, until Fischer counter-bid Juster’s raise and 

committed to paying the landowner’s legal costs in subsequent lawsuits. To make up the 

difference, he raised the peasant’s lease (Eidelberg 1974, p. 215). 
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severe battles were in Oltenia in Rumania’s southwest. Altogether, an estimated 11,000 

died in the Revolt (Hitchins 1994, p. 178). 

The government attempted to address specific failures in the land regime. A law 

passed in late 1907 regulating contracts between peasants and landowners may have had 

the greatest impact across the board. By setting maximum limits on lease prices and 

establishing a minimum wage “for peasants who worked estates with their own 

inventory,” the law appears to have shifted incentives away from relying on contracts to 

where “[b]etween 1906 and 1913 the portion of the estate worked by hired hands rose 

from 25 to 35 per cent” (Hitchins 1994, p. 179, 181). Therefore, rising reliance on wage 

labor emerged as an immediate legacy of the 1907 Revolt—though clearly this shift, 

while significant, did not displace leasing contracts altogether.  

To address the initial inability of cooperatives to compete with arendaşi for 

leases, the government authorized the central bank to lend to cooperatives, so they could 

place more competitive leasing bids on large parcels (no longer relying just on their 

members’ deposits or local bank branches with limited loan capacity), which could then 

be sub-leased to individual peasants. The effects were tangible, but as Hitchens (1994) 

notes, primarily benefitted relatively wealthier peasants who could afford to join 

cooperatives.48 Other reforms arguably served primarily to limit the scope of abuses 

wherever they might occur, but also enhance cooperatives’ ability to win lease bids by 

increasing their opportunities to do so. In 1908, the government set a 4,000 hectare cap 

on the total amount of land an individual or organization could lease (Hitchins 1994, p. 

 
48 “Between 1907 and 1914 the number of co-operatives increased from 103 to 605 and 

the amount of land they leased from 73,000 hectares to 475,000” (Hitchens 1994, p. 182).  
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180). This directly limited the number of peasants affected by arendaşi leases.  

However, the most significant legacy of the Revolt was growing acceptance of 

eventual land reform as a political (if not moral) necessity, even among the ranks of the 

Conservative Party, the traditional advocate of large landowners. Growing acceptance 

turned into near-consensus after Rumania’s involvement in the First World War—which 

out of necessity required mobilizing, organizing, and arming peasants—accelerating the 

urgency of a land reform policy. Disagreements over how exactly to craft such policy, but 

not whether to do it at all, defined politics in the immediate aftermath of the war. The 

Revolt of 1907 had established the credibility of the threat of peasant revolution, and the 

upcoming challenges of integrating new territories (and dealing with Rumania’s 

neighbors’ irridentism, especially from Hungary but also Bulgaria) rendered it an 

unacceptable risk that had to be mollified.49 

Land Reform 

In early April 1917, on the eve of launching an offensive during the First World 

War, King Ferdinand made an announcement to his troops in Iași (Rumania’s provisional 

capital after the Central Powers had captured Bucharest in 1916). The King promised 

them that they would be rewarded with land reform and universal suffrage after the war’s 

end. More was at stake than the result of the offensive alone, for Rumanian troops were 

embedded with allied Imperial Russian forces on the front in Moldavia. After hearing 

 
49 “…land reform was enacted because all classes, even the landowners, had finally come 

to recognize the futility and the danger, of trying to maintain the old agrarian 

system…[u]ndoubtedly, all these groups were stirred to action in the immediate post-war 

years by the spectre of social upheaval from below and the need to maintain national 

solidarity in order to defend the newly acquired territories from aggrieved neighbours” 

(Hitchens 1994, p. 349). 
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news of the abdication of Russian Czar Nicholas II in March 1917, the Russian peasant 

troops’ ranks were abuzz with talk of imminent land reform, spurred by Communist 

agitators—and Rumanian peasant soldiers watched as their Russian comrades-in-arms 

began to “abandon their regiments…and trek home to take possession of the land” 

(Mitrany 1930, pp. 99-100). Those Russians who stayed often escalated the threat of 

revolution spreading from Petersburg to the Rumanian capital: “Russian regiments gone 

‘red’ paraded the streets of Jassy [Iași]; the prison was broken into and…Communists of 

Rumanian origin were set free…” (Ibid.). By granting his armed peasant army the victory 

on the home front without a fight, the King’s initiative appears to have stopped the 

contagion of revolution before it could spread. Watching the decimation of the Russian 

landed elite in the coming months seems to have been sufficient to convince Rumanian 

boiers “hastily to surrender their shirts, when in less stormy times they might have 

bargained hard for a button” (Mitrany 1930, p. 102). 

In 1918, the reforms were first announced, though a series of government 

turnovers delayed their being formally enacted till 1921. Several parties blending populist 

and nationalist agendas jostled for the chance to carry out reforms. The specific 

provisions of land reform varied from region to region, where local assemblies initially 

drew up and ratified them before parliament gave final approval. The key provision in the 

“Old Kingdom” (that is, the boundaries of Rumania, excluding lands annexed during the 

Second Balkan War and the First World War) was full expropriation of all private parcels 

larger than 500 hectares, as well as full expropriation of “foreign”-owned land and arable 

state-owned land (Hitchins 1994, pp. 347-348). In former Austro-Hungarian Bukovina, 

expropriation pared down large estates to an even smaller 250 hectares (p. 351). The 
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Rumanian parliament scaled back former Russian Bessarabia’s reforms, but only by 

requiring peasants to compensate expropriated owners as elsewhere, as well as raising the 

exempted size of landholding from 50 to 100 hectares. This relatively radical reform 

resulted in 90% of cultivated Bessarabian lands turning into smallholdings (pp. 350-351). 

Reforms not only reflected variations in local conditions and peasant strength, but also 

functioned as a tool for the Nationalist agenda. 

Indeed, in Transylvania, land reform primarily expropriated the large 

landholdings of Hungarian landlords, making it a complementary policy for Nationalist 

goals, in addition to addressing demands of ethnic Rumanian peasants, of whom 177,000 

received 73% of expropriated lands in 5 hectare parcels, while the remainder went to 

Hungarian and German minorities (Hitchins 1994, p. 350). The sheer scale of large 

landholdings as a percentage of total arable land is evident here (in contrast to the 

Bulgarian case in 1878, where expropriated Turkish lands were a small portion to begin 

with, and “nationalization” of ownership had already been well underway under the 

Ottoman regime). The timing of land reform in Rumania was therefore not just the 

culminating surrender of the peasantry’s opponents in a longstanding class conflict, but a 

consolidating move in the Greater Rumanian national project. 

In the Interwar Period, the Liberal Party’s return to power for most of the 1920s 

saw a robust developmental policy and drafting of a new Constitution. A succession crisis 

after King Ferdinand’s death in 1927 exacerbated divisions within political parties, which 

after King Carol’s controversial accession in 1930, manifested instability in the party 

system and rising pressure from authoritarian forces such as the Iron Guard. Finally, in 

1938, King Carol seized control of the government, crushed the Iron Guard, and issued 
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his own monarchist constitution. Despite some rapprochement with traditional political 

parties and loosening of repression, the dictatorship refused to resume free multiparty 

elections. Instead, the last elections held in 1939 authorized only a single party list, The 

Front of National Renaissance. There would not be new elections until after the Second 

World War, in 1946. 

Discussion  

With starkly different land regimes and political rights, the peasants of Rumania 

and Bulgaria pursued radically different forms of political behavior. Profoundly different 

Ottoman institutional legacies are precursors to each land regime and sets of political 

rights peasants are dealt in the post-Ottoman era. After years of establishing credibility as 

an opposition to the Bulgarian state project, the BZNS consolidated the support of 

smallholding Bulgarians, who propelled it to power less than 20 years after its founding. 

Rumanian peasants bore the yoke of a “neo-feudal” land regime, until the well-

demonstrated threat of revolution forced the hands of the elite to dismantle it. Translated 

into the conceptual terms from Chapter 2, small business was the key to the formation of 

a non-systemic opposition party, its survival, and its ultimate success in Bulgaria; 

meanwhile, in Rumania, the creation of a small business sector was itself an outcome part 

of policy concessions to the peasantry, which had previously been composed of micro-

business owners, and many who owned no businesses at all. 

While avoiding a diversion in the discussion of the broader question of why the 

Bulgarian state did not develop into a democracy, it is worth examining how peasant 

mobilization through the BZNS diverges from expectations of social origins theory. This 

underscores, with additional theoretical depth, the differences I draw here between 
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Rumania and Bulgaria. Despite the “peasantry’s” relatively similar share of the 

population of across Bulgaria and her neighbors, the success of the BZNS does not fit 

neatly into the expectations of the class-conflict model like Rumania and Serbia do. 

Rather than being coopted by a pre-existing party before any conflict could take place (as 

in Serbia) or by a broader movement post-conflict (Rumania), Bulgarian peasants 

mobilized through a party centered on their particular interests without elites directing the 

movement. By contrast, prior to becoming leader of the Rumanian Peasant Party, Vasile 

Kogălniceanu is a career member of the Liberal Party (though, as Eidelberg (1974) notes, 

his affinity actually lies with the political agenda of the Conservative Party, in whose 

newspaper Epoca he wrote a widely circulated article [p. 145]).50 The Peasant Party 

before the Revolt and the wars therefore was already coalitional in nature. 

 Indeed, the absence of a class conflict is a characteristic of the post-Ottoman 

Bulgarian state from its founding, contrary to Marxist interpretations. Gale Stokes (1989) 

explains this through an emphasis on the deus ex machina quality of the Bulgarian “state 

class.” Instead of the state apparatus and its officials emerging from a class conflict, at 

Bulgaria’s independence there existed no “decaying old landlords with weak links to the 

countryside. It did not have any landlords at all…the state that was created in the absence 

of a dominant class, and which assumed its role, itself had very weak links to the 

countryside” (Stokes, 1989). When the BZNS takes power in the name of agrarian 

interests, however, the result is unlike Moore’s (1966) Russian and Chinese cases, since 

the BZNS never endeavored to undermine industrial interests nor transform the state 

 
50 His father had been an influential cabinet official at the time of Rumania’s unification 

under Prince Alexandru Ioan Cuza. 
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itself in a revolutionary manner (Stokes, 1989). Instead, it maintains the constitution and 

attempts to create an estatist political system—consistent with its initial (rebuffed) 

attempts in 1919 to form coalitions with the Socialist parties, which Stamboliiski 

considered to be estatist organizations (Bell 1977, p. 66, footnote 29). 

 Further contrast between Bulgaria and Rumania lies in peasant motives for 

political action. Whereas studies of the Rumanian peasantry paint a vivid picture of 

deprivation and (in Moldavia especially, antisemitic) resentment against large landowners 

and arendaşi as drivers of collective action, for Bulgaria and others, Lampe and Jackson 

argue it is a loss of purchasing power: “The common dissatisfaction of Bulgarian, 

Serbian, and Greek peasants appears to have been a shortage of money rather than food 

or other necessities, money not to pay taxes but to buy more manufactures and especially 

to buy more land as a rational response to population pressure. The actions of the Balkan 

governments in the face of the resulting credit shortage, far from aiding agriculture, were 

part of the problem.” (Lampe and Jackson 1982, p.193) Concerns around loss of 

purchasing power, in other words, was the explanation for the strong reaction to the tithe 

in 1899—and the absence of easy credit to compensate. While this generalization is 

insightful, the severity of conditions in some regions of Bulgaria in 1899 that saw violent 

anti-tithe protests the following year (such as Varna in the northeast and Haskovo in the 

south) were bad enough that even subsistence grain was impossible to obtain without 

taking on severe debt (Bell 1977, pp. 16, 39-40). Surely in these places, peasants felt 

more than a loss of purchasing power, alone. Still, it is noteworthy that at least part of 

Bulgarian peasants’ grievances can be summarized in terms of lacking the capital needed 

to invest in business assets and acquire further entrepreneurial assets. 
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This raises an interesting question: had there not been a severe famine in 1899, 

would violence have been unusual in Bulgarian peasant organization against the tithe? 

Though the answer is obviously speculative, I would say yes. The reason is because of 

observations on a key a point of contrast between Rumanian and Bulgarian peasants. In 

non-famine years, smallholding appears to have been for the Bulgarian peasant the 

difference between being (often severely) encumbered versus being on the verge of ruin. 

Yes, when famine struck, Bulgarian peasants were most vulnerable to usury and 

predatory contracts—but this is something Rumanian peasants were under constant threat 

of whether there was a famine or not, because of their reliance on leasing contracts. Even 

as Rumanian crop production increased at the turn of the 20th Century, peasants’ 

economic situation worsened because of rising rents and state taxation that reduced their 

own revenue (Mitrany 1930, p. 83). Meanwhile, for a Bulgarian smallholder, a good 

harvest afforded financial breathing room. Therefore, smallholding in Bulgaria protected 

peasants economically, thereby giving other actors less direct leverage over them, 

politically. Recalling the discussion of the literature in Chapter 1, this provided some 

degree of autonomy even under the conditions of electoral authoritarianism. Indeed, the 

village mayors supporting systemic parties could call on police to intimidate voters at the 

ballot box, but could only threaten a peasant by withholding banks loans if such loans 

were necessary—and even then, the local branch was not the only source of (admittedly 

expensive) credit. Therefore, local actors in Bulgaria were limited in their capacity to 

retaliate against peasants compared their counterparts in Rumania. To sum up, the 

political behavior of smallholders in Bulgaria appears to be enabled by the economic 

protection of smallholding/small business—but it is vulnerable to bad harvests, after 
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which violence seems more likely, and potentially non-systemic political activity 

becomes riskier. Further, as capacity drops, tactics can devolve into contentious politics 

strategies. 

The spontaneous nature of 1907 Revolt in Rumania, in contrast to the 

organizationally-launched anti-tithe protests of 1900 in Bulgaria, supports Eidelberg’s 

(1974) crediting of unique local conditions favorable to the initial outbreak, besides the 

nationwide agitating role of the 5 lei tax and Kogălceanu’s pamphlet. Specifically, 

relatively high population density (peasant communes were closer in Botoşani than 

elsewhere in Rumania), more intense competition in Moldavia between cooperatives and 

arendaşi, a greater disparity in lease costs between the two types of leases, higher 

reliance on labor rents in Moldavia, the highest percentage of arable land leased by 

arendaşi in the whole country, and the most severe drop in the size of peasant-owned 

property (Eidelberg 1974, pp. 201-202). However, despite the initial breakout of violence 

taking place there, Moldavia saw the least loss of life, and the movement died down 

without much direct confrontation with the army (Chirot & Ragin, 1975). In many ways, 

the conflict in Moldavia resembled a labor dispute rather than a revolution.  

The increased severity of violence in the south and southwestern regions of 

Wallachia and Oltenia (after the Revolt had subsided in Moldavia) appear to have as 

much to do with the presence of the military—especially reactions to call-ups of peasants 

for mobilization—as they do grievances. Because the degree of military intervention is 

not a constant across all regions (and itself provides a focal point for violent response, 

thereby increasing its likelihood), it is difficult to attribute violence patterns to one 

variable associated with grievances toward the lease contract system. At the same time, it 
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is worth noting that in Oltenia, where the bloodshed was most severe due to determined 

peasant resistance to the army, 45.8% of all arable land was held in parcels of 1,000 

hectares or more. If parcels of 100 hectares or more are included, just shy of 80% of 

arable land in Oltenia is held by large landowners (Badea et al. 1991, pp. 12-13). In other 

words, the progression of violence (Moldavia → Wallachia → Oltenia) is consistent with 

local conditions, and the patterns of violence during the Revolt are not inconsistent with 

grievances from peasant reliance on leases from large landowners. 

As a final methodological note, post-Ottoman Bulgaria’s historical context 

provides strong evidence that there does not exist reverse causality between property 

distribution and electoral results. Specifically, a concern that land is bequeathed to 

peasants in exchange for political support, or otherwise selectively given to political 

supporters. The distribution of lands by the first decade of the 20th Century is prior to the 

action of political parties. Specifically, it traces to the post-independence liquidation of 

large landholdings (chifliks) held by Ottoman administrators and military officers, which 

the provisional Bulgarian government re-distributed as smaller parcels to ethnic 

Bulgarians. A secondary factor affecting land distribution at the turn of the 20th Century 

is Bulgarian inheritance laws prescribing that land must be divided equally amongst 

descendants, thereby reducing the size of the typical landholding. Obviously, the impact 

of inheritance law on landholding size is determined naturally by birth rates and 

mortality. This is an issue in much of Europe more broadly, including Rumania. 

Having found qualitative evidence consistent with my theory in the 

national/macro-level comparison of the post-Ottoman Bulgarian and Rumanian cases, I 

proceed in the next chapter to take a closer look at the Bulgarian case on the sub-national 
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level through a quantitative analysis. Rather than add confidence to the explanation in this 

chapter, the results are confounding, appearing to support the opposite expectation of my 

theory! Referencing this chapter’s discussion of anti-tithe protests variation across the 

country, I attempt to offer reasonable explanations for these surprising results. 
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Chapter IV — Post-Ottoman Bulgaria Quantitative Analysis 

Introduction 

My theoretical expectations are that small business concentration will 

significantly correlate with increased electoral of non-systemic opposition on the sub-

national/meso-level—and that concentrations of micro and large businesses will not, due 

to increased risk of financial ruin and state repression, respectively. Since the previous 

chapter demonstrated the plausibility of the politically significant positive impact of 

agricultural smallholding on non-systemic opposition success in Bulgaria on the 

national/macro-level, it is sensible to examine more closely patterns of landownership 

and electoral support on the sub-national level. I use OLS regressions to analyze the 

electoral performance of the Bulgarian Agrarian National Union51 in post-Ottoman 

Bulgaria. I analyze 3 elections: in the first 2 elections, the BZNS is a non-systemic 

opposition party; in the third election, the BZNS is no longer an opposition party, but an 

incumbent party. The third election is therefore not a test of my theory, but it does 

provide an interesting comparison, to see if incumbency shifts patterns of support across 

landownership categories or not. I operationalize tests of the hypotheses in Chapter 2, 

describing the nature of the data and challenges presented by it. I find evidence contrary 

to my expectations: results indicate that ownership of large entrepreneurial assets 

benefits non-systemic opposition party vote performance—whereas ownership of small 

entrepreneurial assets predicts lower support. I conclude by discussing possible 

explanations for this result, in light of the discussion of post-Ottoman Bulgarian political 

 
51 Henceforth BZNS, following the Bulgarian acronym “БЗНС” for Български 

Земеделски Народен Съюз. 
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economy in the preceding chapter. 

Once again, utilizing post-Ottoman Bulgaria as a quantitative case carries the 

methodological advantage of simplicity compared to modern cases. Because of post-

Ottoman Bulgaria’s dominant agricultural sector and overwhelmingly rural population 

(over 80%), the distribution of entrepreneurial assets is especially stark and legible in the 

form of arable landholdings. Whereas in modern cases entrepreneurial assets come in a 

multitude of forms, the relatively simple distribution of productive assets in the form of 

agricultural land in post-Ottoman Bulgaria simplifies measurement and identification of 

my theory’s independent variable. Farms are in this case the contextual form of 

businesses, with corresponding size categories: smallholdings are equivalent to small 

businesses, large farms to large businesses, etc. 

Data Sources 

The author has gathered and electronically coded all data during fieldwork at the 

Sts. Cyril and Methodius National Library in Sofia, Bulgaria. Electoral data for the 17th 

(1914), 18th (1919), and 19th (1920) National Assemblies, measured on the equivalent of 

the “county” and “state” levels were published by the Central Directorate of Statistics of 

the Kingdom of Bulgaria (published 1928). All coding was done by hand, to ensure no 

errors result from inconsistency in place names between publications, due to 

orthographical reforms that drastically change place names and spellings. Generally, the 

spelling of “counties” is incredibly inconsistent from the unification of the Principality of 

Bulgaria with Rumelia in 1885 through the establishment of the Communist regime in 

1945 due to changes in official orthography rules—no fewer than 4 waves of 

orthographical reforms and an erratic but continuous de-Turkification of place names 
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entailing re-naming them, altogether.52 All elections took place under proportional 

representation (PR) rules in which voters cast ballots for party lists. Beginning with 

elections for the 18th National Assembly in 1919, voting was compulsory. 

I also use landownership data measured on the “county” and “state” levels from 

1908, also published by the Central Directorate of Statistics (published 1921). For each 

county, ownership data is presented by concrete size ranges (ex. 5-10 decares, 10-20 

decares…200-300 decares…1000-2000 decares, etc.), including number of owners in that 

size category, the number of possessions, and the total number of decares taken up by 

landholdings in this size range. Unfortunately, due to the Balkan Wars (1912-1913), the 

subsequent First World War (Bulgaria entered in 1915), and economic conditions after 

the Treaty of Neuilly-sur-Seine (1919), the last published decennial survey of 

landownership distribution in post-Ottoman Bulgaria was for 1908.53 This imposes 

limitations on model choice, since there is no “within-county” variation over time, only 

“between-county” variation. 

Model Specification  

 Given the data’s characteristics, I utilize OLS regression to estimate the effect of 

smallholding concentration on BZNS electoral performance. Unlike other specifications, 

 
52 Even a clear de-Russification tendency after diplomatic conflict in the mid-1880s 

further complicates the spelling of key words. For example, when searching the catalog 

for official publications pertaining to “agricultural” statistics, the author had to juggle no 

fewer than 4 spellings of the word when modifying a masculine noun: земледѣлчески, 

земледѣлски, земледелски, and земеделски. The second purges the “-cheski” suffix on 

account of its resemblance to Russian; the third purges the Old Cyrillic letter yat, and the 

fourth, current (since 1945) spelling purges the letter л from its longstanding position. 
53 As seen from the publication dates above, neither the final volumes of landholding data 

gathered in 1908 nor the results of the election in 1914 were organized and published 

until after the war. 
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OLS is appropriate for estimating the effect of a non-time-varying independent variable 

on continuous dependent variables. For each dependent variable, I run 3 separate cross-

sectional models, one for each election. The sample in each is restricted to exclude data 

from the other two elections. While this means there is an increasing lag between the 

independent and dependent variables from election to election, the differences between 

counties in landownership size patterns should remain stable. The First World War was 

not fought within Bulgaria’s post-war boundaries, and therefore this should not have 

affected the relative differences in distribution from county to county. Of course, there is 

unobserved within-county variation, but it is reasonable to expect that the landownership 

distribution of each county in 1908 is indicative of a distinct trajectory in the distribution 

that is stable. Therefore, the landownership distribution in 1908 is a meaningful measure 

even as the lag increases. For each dependent variable, I then run 2 more models. The 

first combines the two post-war election samples. The second combines all election 

samples, controlling for elections held after the First World War. 
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Variables 

DV1: BZNS Vote Share  % Total Votes Cast 

DV2: Difference between BZNS and 

Winner/Runner-up Vote Share 

Percent 

IV: Per Capita Micro, Small, and Large 

Business 

% Population Owning: 

Micro – 20 decares or less 

Small – 20 to 500 decares 

Large – 500+ decares 

Control: Per Capita Landholders % Population That Are Landowners 

Control: Population Total 

Control: Suffrage % Population Registered Voters 

Control: Turnout % Registered Voters Voted 

Control: Rural Precincts Total 

Control: Urban Precincts Total 

Control: Communist Vote Share % Total Votes Cast 

Control: Democratic Socialist Vote Share % Total Votes Cast 

Control: Post-WWI 1 = Yes if after WWI, 0 = No if before 

 

Opposition Party Performance 

I use two measures of BZNS party performance: vote share and the difference 

between the BZNS and the winner. The first most intuitively measures performance. The 

second measures performance in reference to the competitive dynamics of the county, 

which is advantageous compared to only using raw vote share, since vote share in some 
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counties is more evenly split among a higher number of parties. The victor can therefore 

have a significantly lower percentage of the vote in County A compared to County B, but 

be significantly more competitive in County A. Such a result is not accounted for with a 

raw vote share. Where the BZNS wins, the value of this “competitiveness” variable is 

zero, since the winner’s percentage of the vote and the BZNS’ percentage of the vote are 

equal. Therefore, the smaller the value of this variable, the more competitive the BZNS 

is. Importantly, this means that when interpreting coefficients, variables with a significant 

negative effect on this variable correlate with increased BZNS competitiveness. 

Landholdings 

In justifying what size range of landholding should define Small Business in the 

agrarian context of Post-Ottoman Bulgaria, I consult Lampe and Jackson’s (1982) Balkan 

Economic History, 1550-1950. They cite Serbian studies identifying the minimum 

landholding size threshold for making profit over expenses was 2 hectares, or 

approximately 5 acres/20 decares (p. 184). Because they conclude 1) the primitive level 

of technological advancement and 2) crop yields for both Serbian and Bulgarian 

smallholders are similar, it is reasonable to set 2 hectares/20 decares as the minimum 

threshold for Small Business in the Bulgarian agricultural context. For setting the 

maximum threshold, I adopt the carucate, a traditional medieval measure of how much 

land a heavy plow team of 8 oxen could plow in an annual season54 (approximately 100-

 
54 The eventual widespread (though by no means universal) adoption of the steel plow in 

the Bulgarian agricultural market at the turn of the 20th Century renders the carucate a 

more evenly applicable measure across the different regions of Bulgaria, by enabling 

farmers to plow through different soil types with relative ease. In practice, heavy 

machinery typical of American farming during this period was altogether absent from all 

but some the largest landholdings. Therefore, despite increased access to agricultural 
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120 acres, or 405-490 decares, which I round up to 500 decares due to how landholdings 

larger than 100 decares are measured in 100-decare intervals in the Bulgarian data). This 

accords with the overall land distribution by size discussed in the previous chapter.55 

Since 20 decares is the stated demarcation line of profitability over cost, I identify Micro 

Business owners as owning landholdings under 20 decares. I then identify Large 

Business owners as owning landholdings over 500 decares. 

There is a clear pattern predicting the distribution of smallholdings. The highest 

geographic concentrations of smallholders generally follow the most fertile croplands, 

which lie on both sides of the Balkan mountain range. The Thracian Valley to the south 

and the eastern half of the Danubian Plain to the north, are where the greatest portion of 

Turkish-owned properties were expropriated and redistributed to ethnic Bulgarian 

peasants in the aftermath of the Russo-Turkish War in 1878. However, these factors do 

not in turn determine BZNS vote share singlehandedly. There is significant variation in 

BZNS performance even within such regions. The BZNS’ greatest electoral successes do 

tend to come from fertile lands with recent expropriation legacies (ex. in the 1913 

elections, the BZNS performed well enough to win seats outright in the administrative 

districts of Turnovo, Svishtov, and Varna-Rural56 to the north and Anhialo, Karnobat to 

 

education over the course of the time period studied, agricultural production capacity 

remained restrained by primitive cultivation methods. 
55 Results are robust even when an alternative upper threshold for smallholding is used—

lowering it to 30 hectares, which was the BZNS administration’s cutoff for exemption 

from expropriation of cultivated lands. Nor do results change when the lower threshold is 

raised from 20 hectares to 40 hectares. 
56 A common administrative division strategy around major cities was to separate urban 

and rural areas into separate municipalities with their own sets of electoral districts: in 

this case, one named “Varna City” and one “Varna Rural.” I am here referring to the 

latter. 



85 

 

the south). However, despite similar soil fertility and expropriation history, the BZNS 

also suffered poor vote totals across several administrative units equivalent to the county 

level in a few of these regions, despite their overwhelmingly rural precincts and relatively 

high smallholder per capita figures (ex. in the 1913 elections, the BZNS trailed the party 

that won the most votes in the “county” by 30 points or more in Ruse-Rural and Shumen 

to the north, and Aitos, Harmanli, and Stanimaka to the south). Therefore, it does not 

appear BZNS support is determined by institutional legacies, and instead it is reasonable 

to expect that landholding/business size has an independent effect on BZNS performance. 

Control Variables 

At the county level, I account for differences in population, the percentage of the 

population that is registered to vote, and turnout. In order to account for the possibility 

that the availability of precincts may affect BZNS performance, particularly given its 

constituency’s geographical dispersion in rural areas, I control for the number of rural 

precincts. Because the BZNS performed poorly in urban areas, I also include the number 

of urban precincts, a higher number of which may to a lesser extent (because the urban 

population is already relatively concentrated) negatively impact BZNS performance by 

giving supporters of other parties greater chances to vote. In a similar vein, I include 

controls for the vote share of two other opposition parties against which the BZNS 

competed: the Communist Party and the Socialist Democratic Party.57 Part of the 

rationale is that while intuitively the Socialist vote would be clustered in urban centers, it 

 
57 Both parties change their names repeatedly throughout their history. The enduring 

distinction in Bulgarian scholarship, particularly for earlier periods, is to distinguish 

between the “Narrow Socialists” (later the Bulgarian Communist Party) and “Broad 

Socialists” (Socialist Democrat). 
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is not exclusively so. Particularly in areas where large-scale tobacco cultivation took 

place (especially in the south), there is a considerable number of wage-earning 

agricultural workers, who are not equivalent to business owners. The labor required to 

carry out the multi-step process of cultivating, harvesting, and curing tobacco leaves in 

warehouses therefore creates a proletarian target base for socialist parties in rural 

counties. Therefore, a control variable for socialist votes is needed. In the models 

combining all three elections, I use a dummy variable for whether the election takes place 

before or after the First World War. Because compulsory voting rules go into effect in the 

first postwar election, I do not include a separate control for it, which in any case would 

only be omitted in the regression results due to complete overlap. 
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Results 

In each table, 3 stars denote statistical significance at the p < 0.01 level, 2 stars at 

the p<0.05 level, and 1 star at the p<0.1 level. 

Table 3.1 – Smallholders on BZNS Vote Share 

 MVII - 1914 MVIII - 1919 XIX - 1920 

 BZNS Vote % BZNS Vote % BZNS Vote % 

    

% Pop. Smallholders -229.4** -84.29 -130.2 

 (103.6) (132.1) (84.69) 

% Pop. Landowners 179.8** 118.0 112.4* 

 (82.92) (107.9) (66.33) 

Population 9.71e-05 0.000310** 0.000220** 

 (0.000104) (0.000145) (9.81e-05) 

% Pop. Suffrage -2.526** -2.453** -1.484** 

 (1.106) (1.155) (0.635) 

Turnout 0.114 -0.727* 0.276** 

 (0.245) (0.386) (0.134) 

Rural Precincts -0.162 -0.567*** -0.382** 

 (0.147) (0.209) (0.145) 

Urban Precincts -1.946** -2.497** -1.894*** 

 (0.749) (0.939) (0.656) 

Communist Vote -0.409* -0.562*** -0.361** 

 (0.209) (0.179) (0.164) 

Soc-Dem. Vote -0.338* -0.757** -0.457 

 (0.192) (0.323) (0.347) 

Constant 83.33** 144.0*** 63.69*** 

 (37.52) (41.82) (21.03) 

    

Observations 66 61 61 

R-squared 0.434 0.496 0.627 

 

For BZNS vote total, only the 17th National Assembly elections show a 

statistically significant effect for per capita smallholders, and it is negative. This is 

obviously contrary to my expectations that a higher concentration of smallholders would 

positively contribute to BZNS vote share. Turnout’s impact appears to be inconsistent 

and sensitive to sample restrictions, with changes in statistical significance and even the 

direction of effects shifting. Only results for the 19th National Assembly elections seem 
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consistent with Frantz’s (2018) findings of higher turnout benefitting opposition parties at 

the national level, suggesting that higher turnout’s benefit for opposition parties is 

uncertain on the local level. The consistently negative effect of a higher percentage of the 

local population being registered to vote (Suffrage) is consistent with the fact that voter 

registration for the 3 elections is higher in urban areas than in rural areas, where the 

BZNS performed worse, which is supported by the negative effect of urban precincts. 

Interestingly, turnout is higher in rural areas, though this only has a statistically 

significant effect in the 19th National Assembly elections. Consistent with expectations, 

higher socialist vote share consistently cuts into BZNS vote share, though the two vote-

splitting socialist parties do not always have a simultaneous, significant effect. 
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Table 3.2 – Smallholders on BZNS Competitiveness 

 (1) (2) (3) 

 MVII - 1914 MVIII - 1919 XIX - 1920 

VARIABLES Competitiveness Competitiveness Competitiveness 

    

% Pop. Smallholders 87.41 -62.13 -21.47 

 (130.7) (104.0) (49.42) 

% Pop. Landowners -126.1 -21.53 -53.72 

 (104.6) (85.02) (38.71) 

Population -0.000107 -0.000188 -2.10e-05 

 (0.000131) (0.000114) (5.72e-05) 

% Pop. Suffrage 2.225 1.328 0.669* 

 (1.395) (0.910) (0.371) 

Turnout 0.0460 0.580* -0.198** 

 (0.309) (0.304) (0.0782) 

Rural Precincts 0.125 0.265 -0.00184 

 (0.186) (0.165) (0.0845) 

Urban Precincts 2.489** 1.323* 0.313 

 (0.945) (0.739) (0.383) 

Communist Vote 0.0948 0.539*** 0.311*** 

 (0.264) (0.141) (0.0955) 

Soc-Dem. Vote -0.233 0.214 -0.157 

 (0.242) (0.254) (0.202) 

Constant -32.84 -59.92* 6.901 

 (47.35) (32.94) (12.27) 

    

Observations 66 61 61 

R-squared 0.339 0.475 0.740 

 

 Again, because the BZNS Competitiveness variable measures the gap between the 

BZNS and the winning party, positive coefficients indicate variables that make the BZNS 

less competitive. Conversely, any negative coefficients indicate variables that make the 

BZNS more competitive. A higher concentration of smallholders (at least defined within 

the specified size range) does not appear to increase the likelihood of BZNS performance, 

even when measured relative to the electoral dynamics of the county. Only higher 

Communist vote share shows consistency over time with a positive effect after the First 

World War, consistent with previous results showing negative impact on BZNS vote 

share. 
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Table 3.3 – Smallholders on BZNS Vote & Competitiveness, Postwar and All 

Elections 

 Postwar Postwar All All 

VARIABLES BZNS % Comp. BZNS % Comp. 

     

% Pop. Smallholders -128.5 -22.25 -148.9** -22.08 

 (78.60) (59.90) (60.61) (56.33) 

% Pop. Landowners 102.1 -29.57 109.3** -34.08 

 (62.23) (47.42) (48.36) (44.95) 

Post-WWI   16.26*** -16.43*** 

   (2.423) (2.252) 

Population 0.000305*** -0.000133** 0.000234*** -0.000144** 

 (8.74e-05) (6.66e-05) (6.69e-05) (6.22e-05) 

% Pop. Suffrage -1.200** 0.428 -1.278*** 0.369 

 (0.574) (0.438) (0.467) (0.434) 

Turnout 0.261*** -0.175** 0.288*** -0.201*** 

 (0.0918) (0.0699) (0.0794) (0.0738) 

Rural Precincts -0.527*** 0.172* -0.390*** 0.165* 

 (0.128) (0.0979) (0.0979) (0.0910) 

Urban Precincts -2.384*** 0.940** -2.107*** 1.310*** 

 (0.570) (0.434) (0.444) (0.413) 

Communist Vote -0.437*** 0.426*** -0.416*** 0.330*** 

 (0.122) (0.0929) (0.102) (0.0947) 

Soc-Dem. Vote -0.742*** 0.163 -0.502*** -0.0736 

 (0.218) (0.166) (0.148) (0.137) 

Constant 62.07*** 3.933 43.87*** 28.15** 

 (16.73) (12.74) (13.64) (12.68) 

     

Observations 122 122 188 188 

R-squared 0.530 0.486 0.544 0.492 

 

Smallholder concentration does not have a statistically significant effect on either 

BZNS vote share or competitiveness in a sample of combined postwar elections, 

confirming results from Tables I and II. Including data from the pre-war election to the 

17th National Assembly yields a statistically-significant negative effect on BZNS vote 

share, similar to the result for the 17th National Assembly election in Table I. There are 

several possibilities to explain these results, including 1) smallholders are not more likely 

to contribute to the opposition (i.e. the null hypothesis is correct), 2) smallholders were 

content in this case and therefore had no incentive to contribute to the BZNS, or 3) the 
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bounds of the size range defining “smallholder” are not representative. 

Table 3.4 – Large Landowners on BZNS Vote 

 MVII - 1914 MVIII - 1919 XIX - 1920 All 

VARIABLES BZNS Vote % BZNS Vote % BZNS Vote % BZNS Vote % 

     

% Large Landowner 8.085*** 11.78** 8.569** 9.123*** 

 (2.851) (5.074) (3.233) (2.093) 

% Pop. Landowners 72.31 107.1 72.41 59.24* 

 (56.75) (75.99) (47.54) (34.18) 

Post-WWI    20.58*** 

    (2.413) 

Population 0.000157 0.000383*** 0.000247** 0.000274*** 

 (0.000106) (0.000141) (9.40e-05) (6.52e-05) 

% Pop. Suffrage -0.500 -1.245 -0.669 -0.171 

 (0.978) (1.124) (0.593) (0.436) 

Turnout 0.144 -0.768** 0.177 0.245*** 

 (0.240) (0.366) (0.135) (0.0761) 

Rural Precincts -0.223 -0.687*** -0.430*** -0.457*** 

 (0.148) (0.206) (0.140) (0.0962) 

Urban Precincts -1.132* -2.708*** -1.710*** -1.862*** 

 (0.594) (0.870) (0.573) (0.391) 

Communist Vote -0.557** -0.743*** -0.567*** -0.580*** 

 (0.210) (0.188) (0.174) (0.105) 

Soc-Dem. Vote -0.347* -0.664** -0.300 -0.486*** 

 (0.187) (0.311) (0.340) (0.143) 

Constant 15.40 106.6** 42.51** 5.550 

 (35.43) (41.52) (19.09) (13.47) 

Observations 66 61 61 188 

R-squared 0.461 0.540 0.657 0.575 

 

Across each sample, the higher concentration of large landowners has a 

statistically significant, positive effect on BZNS vote share. This remains the case when 

the sample is restricted to Postwar elections (not shown), with a coefficient of 9.3 that is 

statistically significant at the .01 level. This is consistent with the interpretation that large 

landholders felt sufficiently encumbered by incumbents in their ability to expand assets 

that they supported the BZNS. Further, it is consistent with the expectation that their 

profit potential is sufficiently high to generate enough surplus to give large landholders 
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the discretion needed to make investments in political parties. 

Table 3.5 – Large Landowners on BZNS Competitiveness 

 MVII - 1914 MVIII - 1919 XIX - 1920 All 

VARIABLES Comp. Comp. Comp. Comp. 

     

% Large Landowner -10.66*** -8.832** -5.711*** -9.079*** 

 (3.419) (4.014) (1.802) (1.894) 

% Pop. Landowners -108.3 -84.28 -85.43*** -79.55** 

 (68.06) (60.12) (26.49) (30.94) 

Post-WWI    -19.44*** 

    (2.184) 

Population -0.000231* -0.000270** -7.38e-05 -0.000231*** 

 (0.000127) (0.000112) (5.24e-05) (5.91e-05) 

% Pop. Suffrage 0.696 0.778 0.422 -0.192 

 (1.172) (0.889) (0.330) (0.395) 

Turnout -0.0215 0.568* -0.122 -0.189*** 

 (0.287) (0.289) (0.0752) (0.0689) 

Rural Precincts 0.289 0.388** 0.0749 0.298*** 

 (0.177) (0.163) (0.0780) (0.0871) 

Urban Precincts 2.326*** 1.754** 0.559* 1.601*** 

 (0.713) (0.688) (0.319) (0.354) 

Communist Vote 0.281 0.678*** 0.445*** 0.485*** 

 (0.252) (0.149) (0.0972) (0.0949) 

Soc-Dem. Vote -0.271 0.139 -0.304 -0.121 

 (0.224) (0.246) (0.190) (0.129) 

Constant 24.74 -39.72 11.18 51.43*** 

 (42.49) (32.85) (10.64) (12.19) 

     

Observations 66 61 61 188 

R-squared 0.432 0.517 0.782 0.550 

 

These results are consistent with those of Table IV: the BZNS is more 

competitive where there is a higher concentration of large landowners. Notably, this 

effect is robust even in the election for the 19th National Assembly, in which a higher 

concentration of landowners generally correlates with increased BZNS competitiveness. 

The Postwar model (not shown) gives a statistically-significant (p < .01) coefficient of -

6.62. 
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Table 3.6 – Microholders and BZNS Vote 

 MVII - 1914 MVIII - 1919 XIX - 1920 All 

VARIABLES BZNS Vote % BZNS Vote % BZNS Vote % BZNS Vote % 

     

% Micro Landowner 196.6* 78.07 127.9 137.6** 

 (102.8) (134.2) (85.29) (60.97) 

% Pop. Landowners -40.95 34.09 -20.89 -38.26 

 (74.28) (99.69) (63.94) (44.77) 

Post-WWI    16.41*** 

    (2.423) 

Population 8.50e-05 0.000306** 0.000213** 0.000227*** 

 (0.000104) (0.000145) (9.71e-05) (6.66e-05) 

% Pop. Suffrage -2.330** -2.436** -1.456** -1.238*** 

 (1.107) (1.158) (0.631) (0.468) 

Turnout 0.108 -0.733* 0.277** 0.280*** 

 (0.248) (0.385) (0.134) (0.0794) 

Rural Precincts -0.127 -0.557*** -0.365** -0.371*** 

 (0.146) (0.207) (0.143) (0.0968) 

Urban Precincts -1.797** -2.475** -1.856*** -2.059*** 

 (0.749) (0.936) (0.648) (0.443) 

Communist Vote -0.400* -0.564*** -0.373** -0.421*** 

 (0.212) (0.179) (0.164) (0.102) 

Soc-Dem. Vote -0.378* -0.775** -0.500 -0.530*** 

 (0.193) (0.324) (0.346) (0.148) 

Constant 78.90** 144.5*** 64.00*** 43.90*** 

 (37.89) (42.21) (21.20) (13.87) 

     

Observations 66 61 61 188 

R-squared 0.422 0.495 0.626 0.542 

 

A higher concentration of micro-holders is associated with positive effects on 

BZNS performance, but are only statistically significant at the .05 level when all samples 

are combined. The Postwar model (not shown), also gives a statistically insignificant 

result with a confidence interval that crosses zero. Significant results are therefore 

sensitive to sample restrictions, unlike the effect of a higher concentration of large 

landholders. Similar to the smallholder models, statistical significance appears to rely on 

inclusion of the pre-war 17th National Assembly election. These results are consistent 

with the expectation that irrespective of micro-holder party preference, they would not 
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have a significant effect on BZNS performance. 

Table 3.7 – Microholders and BZNS Competitiveness 

 MVII - 1914 MVIII - 1919 XIX - 1920 All 

VARIABLES Comp. Comp. Comp. Comp. 

     

% Micro Landowner -53.57 62.28 22.54 32.76 

 (128.6) (105.6) (49.71) (56.49) 

% Pop. Landowners -51.60 -85.60 -76.40** -61.73 

 (93.00) (78.48) (37.27) (41.48) 

Post-WWI    -16.49*** 

    (2.245) 

Population -9.80e-05 -0.000191* -2.19e-05 -0.000142** 

 (0.000130) (0.000114) (5.66e-05) (6.17e-05) 

% Pop. Suffrage 2.040 1.327 0.670* 0.336 

 (1.386) (0.912) (0.368) (0.433) 

Turnout 0.0508 0.577* -0.197** -0.200*** 

 (0.310) (0.303) (0.0782) (0.0735) 

Rural Precincts 0.106 0.271 0.000576 0.165* 

 (0.183) (0.163) (0.0832) (0.0897) 

Urban Precincts 2.343** 1.329* 0.314 1.280*** 

 (0.938) (0.737) (0.378) (0.411) 

Communist Vote 0.0936 0.537*** 0.309*** 0.330*** 

 (0.265) (0.141) (0.0955) (0.0947) 

Soc-Dem. Vote -0.216 0.200 -0.164 -0.0778 

 (0.241) (0.255) (0.201) (0.137) 

Constant -27.93 -59.20* 7.089 29.33** 

 (47.44) (33.23) (12.35) (12.85) 

     

Observations 66 61 61 188 

R-squared 0.335 0.475 0.740 0.492 

 

There are no statistically significant effects of higher micro-holder concentration 

on BZNS competitiveness, including in the Postwar model (not shown). Further, unlike 

effects on BZNS vote share in Table VI, the direction of effects is inconsistent. 

Conclusion 

Results support expectations that a higher concentration of Micro Business 

owners does not affect opposition party success, with no statistically significant effects 

for micro-holders on BZNS vote share or competitiveness. Results do not support 
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expectations that Small Business owners positively affect opposition party success, since 

the only statistically significant results are negative effects on BZNS vote share in the 

1914 election. Finally, and contrary to my expectations, results suggest that a higher 

concentration of Large Business owners positively affects BZNS success. In the 

Bulgarian case, Large Business owner concentration continues to correlate with higher 

BZNS vote share in the first election in which the party is an incumbent. Altogether, 

these results raise a few possibilities. 

First, it could be that, on average, business owners possessing small or moderate 

assets lack adequate capacity to generate sufficient surplus to shield them from the risks 

of incurring debts in the future. In this case, perhaps only Large Business owners enjoy 

sufficient discretion in allocating surplus returns to political investments on a consistent 

enough basis to have measurable impact on opposition party performance. In other 

words, my theory may have overstated the capacity and incentives of small business 

owners to manage the risks of supporting non-systemic opposition parties. 

However, another possibility is that the peculiarities of economic activity centered 

around agriculture could also be driving results. One of these may be that (at least in the 

early 20th Century) large landowners enjoy more privacy. Because land is an immobile, 

physical asset of considerable size whose dimensions and features are often a matter of 

public record, incumbents may enjoy significantly greater monitoring capability in the 

agricultural sector than in others. It is further possible that for businesses rooted in 

agricultural land, the relationship between repression risk and size of entrepreneurial 

asset is reversed. Because regime monitors might have to physically enter a large 

property to observe activities, monitors may not be able to act inconspicuously. Not only 
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is direct observation more difficult when landholdings are larger, but the scale of returns 

may have afforded owners the luxury of setting up accounts with more discreet 

financiers.58 Still another possibility is that the post-Ottoman Bulgarian state—and 

consequently incumbents—lacked capacity to repress owners of large businesses. Though 

incumbents were able to make electoral competition unfair, their ability to threaten 

opponents may have been limited for want of technology and coercive power. In either 

case, the size of the landholding may have afforded its owner some degree of shelter from 

regime monitoring that smallholders did not enjoy. 

Finally, as mentioned in the previous chapter, smallholders in some regions of 

Bulgaria tended to rely on animal husbandry rather that cultivating crops. Therefore, 

though their landholdings fit my theory’s definition of small business, their economic 

interests concerning taxation were opposed to those of the BZNS’ constituency. Whereas 

the introduction of the tithe on crops triggered outrage among smallholders who grew 

crops, it benefitted smallholders who didn’t grow any crops on their arable smallholdings, 

but instead raised livestock. It may therefore be that conflicting preferences stemming 

from distinct agricultural models on the sub-national level are a confounding variable that 

my models have not accounted for, rendering my measures of smallholding 

concentrations alone insufficient. 

 
58 To put this in terms of American jurisprudence, it is easier for state agents to monitor 

landowner activity through the “open fields” doctrine when the field in question is small 

enough to view in its entirety from a public right-of-way (without having to obtain a 

warrant). A regime monitor may be able to see all activity on a 40-acre parcel on flat land 

(such as is typical in the Thracian Valley and Danubian Plain), whereas a 1,200-acre 

parcel could afford the owner some privacy if sections of the property are far removed 

from the nearest access point. 
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The next chapter seeks to test my theory quantitatively in modern Russia, on the 

subnational/meso-level. Part of the reason to directly engage in a sub-national analysis is 

that, compared to the Bulgarian case in this chapter and Chapter 3, there is not as robust a 

trajectory of opposition success in Russia since Putin became president, so it is best to 

look at sub-national variation than macro-level variation across time. One reason to 

expect a more supportive result than in this chapter is that the potential effects of land-

based politics in post-Ottoman Bulgaria (which the author admittedly believed would be 

less likely to introduce confounding variables) are less likely to affect results in modern 

Russia, where the economic base for non-systemic opposition parties is more varied. 

Therefore, the conflicting incentives within a single sector may be less likely to affect 

results. Further, modern Russian incumbents enjoy much greater capacity to monitor and 

repress opposition activity thanks to the expansiveness of elite networks and higher state 

capacity. Therefore, though the economic context of small businesses is more complex in 

the modern case, neither potential explanation of negative results in this chapter should 

be applicable to the results in the next. 
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Chapter V — Quantitative Analysis of 2016 Parliamentary Elections in Russia 

 

Having leveraged mixed methods to examine the role of entrepreneurial asset 

ownership in structuring opposition in two early 20th Century polities, I now proceed to 

examine its relevance to a significant contemporary case of electoral authoritarianism: 

Russia in 2016. My goal is to investigate whether small businesses enjoyed adequate 

autonomy to affect the success of electoral challenges by non-systemic opposition parties. 

If they did, it would be a remarkable result. Compared to the Bulgarian case in the 

previous two chapters, the 2016 election in Russia itself functions as something of a 

“hard case,” since at that point incumbents had refined their multi-pronged approach to 

repressing non-systemic opposition, as I discuss later in this chapter. If small business 

concentration does in fact significantly increase non-systemic opposition electoral 

performance, it supports my contention that small businesses are a key player in the 

struggle between non-systemic opposition and the regime to shift dynamics of contention 

(Smyth, 2020). 

Using regional data on small businesses concentration and 2016 parliamentary 

electoral results, I utilize OLS regression to test my hypothesis that subnational units with 

higher concentrations of small businesses yield higher electoral support for non-systemic 

opposition parties. I find patterns strongly consistent with my expectations: higher 

regional concentration of small businesses has 1) a statistically significant, positive effect 

on non-systemic opposition parties, 2) a statistically significant, negative effect on pro-

regime systemic parties, and 3) mixed, less conclusive results for intermediate systemic 

parties. This suggests not only the applicability of my theory to a relevant contemporary 

case, but also that the effects of entrepreneurial asset ownership on politics in modern 
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authoritarian elections clearly benefits non-systemic opposition over systemic parties. 

Electoral support appears to follow the extent parties clearly signal their support or 

opposition to the regime. At the same time, ambiguous or mixed signals do not have a 

clear relationship with support in areas where small businesses are concentrated. 

Background 

Since succeeding Boris Yeltsin as President in 2000, Vladimir Putin had 

established durable support networks, reformed the Russian Federation’s governance 

structure to enhance centralized control, and consolidated the position of United Russia 

as the country’s dominant party (Hale, 2015, pp. 270-271). Putin cultivated an image as a 

restorer of Russian power abroad through his confrontations with the West and at home 

through selective prosecution of prominent oligarchs early in his Presidency (p. 272). 

United Russia successfully leveraged Putin’s personal popularity to ride his coattails to 

electoral victory in the 2003 and 2007 State Duma elections. In the latter election, the 

term-limited Putin staked his own personal popularity to United Russia by putting 

himself atop the party list (p. 279). This enabled United Russia’s legislative (sometimes 

super-)majorities to impose increasingly onerous legal obstacles on opposition parties’ 

activity and ability to contest elections, including raising the minimum vote threshold to 

7% (Hutcheson, 2017). By this point, the regime had successfully embedded large 

businesses into their patronal networks through infiltrating upper management, or 

effectively neutralized them through the threat of repression (Vanteeva, 2016). The 2011 

elections were a break in the trend of moving from strength to strength however, with 

United Russia losing its supermajority to the benefit of systemic opposition parties, and a 

post-election wave of widespread protests and elite defections (particularly officials at the 
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regional level and some outspoken oligarchs) after widespread evidence of election fraud. 

As the 2016 elections approached, United Russia sought to improve on its slight 

parliamentary majority, while also avoiding a similar post-election fallout. Though the 

surge in approval following Russia’s defiant showdown with Western countries over the 

Annexation of Crimea in 2014 continued to benefit support for President Vladimir Putin 

personally, the accompanying surge in support for United Russia (and “the government”) 

appeared to have cooled to embers. 59 60 

Russia held its State Duma elections on September 18th, 2016, with 14 parties 

contesting 450 seats. Many commentators suggested it was no accident the election had 

been moved up to take place while many urban dwellers were away on summer holiday, 

to reduce the threat of post-election protest and opposition voting. This likely contributed 

to the relatively low turnout: 47.9% compared to 60.2% in the 2011 elections (Hutcheson, 

2017). The selection of half of the seats operated under a proportional representation 

system (PR) from a party list, with the other half selected under single-member district 

plurality (SMDP) rules. Official results gave United Russia significant gains in the State 

Duma, picking up an overall combined 105 seats (and a supermajority) with 54% of the 

vote—all at the expense of systemic parties, none of which received as much as 15% of 

the vote. Despite evidence that ballot stuffing and “carousel voting”61 had again 

benefitted United Russia, the election did not spark a widespread protest movement as the 

election 5 years prior had. 

 
59 For Putin’s personal approval ratings since 1999, see https://www.levada.ru/en/ratings/ 
60 On United Russia’s attempts to bolster its own beleaguered image by linking itself to 

Putin, see https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2016/09/01/united-russia-a55185 
61 Carousel voting refers to shuttling voters across several precincts to vote more than 

once, in effect using real voters to engage in ballot stuffing. 

https://www.levada.ru/en/ratings/
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2016/09/01/united-russia-a55185
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Research Design 

 I conduct quantitative correlational analyses of small business concentration’s 

effect on electoral support for 3 “pro-regime systemic parties,” 2 “non-systemic 

opposition” parties, and 3 “intermediate systemic parties” in the 2016 Russian State 

Duma elections using OLS regression.62 While the limitations of my approach do not 

permit me to demonstrate the mechanisms of my theory (which are on the micro-level of 

analysis), I am able to demonstrate its relevance and plausibility by analyzing how the 

concentration of small businesses structures electoral results. For my dependent variable, 

I use total number of votes cast (for each individual party). The rationale for using the 

total number of votes instead of percentage of the vote (vote share) is twofold: first, even 

after correcting for fraud, non-systemic opposition parties net only a small percentage of 

the vote, making interpretation less intuitive than simply looking at how many more votes 

a party gets or loses with each increase in the independent variable; second, because my 

theory specifies mechanisms at the micro-level, it is sensible to examine results at the 

same level, each vote rather than the aggregate results of millions of votes. 

Electoral results for the 2016 State Duma elections are gathered from the website 

of the Central Election Commission of the Russian Federation.63 I only utilize results 

 
62 “System” parties here is inclusive of the incumbent party and what is sometimes termed 

“systemic opposition” or “loyal opposition,” meaning erstwhile opposition parties that 

the authoritarian incumbent systematically coopts. This includes the Communist Party of 

the Russian Federation (KPRF) led by Gennady Zyuganov and the Liberal-Democratic 

Party of Russia led by Vladimir Zhirinovsky, which are the largest such parties. “Non-

systemic opposition” refers to opposition whose opposition is not a pretext for 

cooptation, but genuine opposition to the incumbent and the regime. 
63 
http://www.vybory.izbirkom.ru/region/region/izbirkom?action=show&root=1&tvd=1001

00067795854&vrn=100100067795849&region=0&global=1&sub_region=0&prver=0&p

ronetvd=0&vibid=100100067795854&type=233 

http://www.vybory.izbirkom.ru/region/region/izbirkom?action=show&root=1&tvd=100100067795854&vrn=100100067795849&region=0&global=1&sub_region=0&prver=0&pronetvd=0&vibid=100100067795854&type=233
http://www.vybory.izbirkom.ru/region/region/izbirkom?action=show&root=1&tvd=100100067795854&vrn=100100067795849&region=0&global=1&sub_region=0&prver=0&pronetvd=0&vibid=100100067795854&type=233
http://www.vybory.izbirkom.ru/region/region/izbirkom?action=show&root=1&tvd=100100067795854&vrn=100100067795849&region=0&global=1&sub_region=0&prver=0&pronetvd=0&vibid=100100067795854&type=233
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from PR seats, since voters select party lists rather than individual candidates, thereby 

removing confounding effects due to candidate-specific factors in the SMD races. To 

compensate for fraudulent turnout data in the results, corrected turnout is calculated using 

Walter Mebane’s eforensics R package.64 Data on small businesses are gathered from 

ROSSTAT.65 In accordance with the legal definition of “small business” (малое 

предприятие) in Russian law, ROSSTAT methodology only categorizes as small 

businesses legal entities that have: 100 employees or fewer, no more than 400 million 

rubles in profits, and no more than 25% of shares held by the government, non-profits, 

foreign investors, or large corporations.66 All other data are from Reuter and Szakonyi 

(2019), including Regional Democracy scores from Petrov and Titkov (2013).67 Because 

only the electoral results are on the precinct level, whereas data on small businesses is 

reported on the regional level, data analysis can only be done at the latter. The N is 

therefore 83, which does not include 2 regions annexed by Russia in 2014 (City of 

Sevastopol and the Crimean Republic), which cannot be included in the analysis because 

of missing data for the year 2016. 

 I identify 2 non-systemic opposition parties, 3 pro-regime systemic parties, and 3 

intermediate systemic parties. The purpose is to test hypotheses across the representative 

spectrum of posture toward the regime, from the incumbent on one end to the most 

 
64 For information on the Bayesian QBL model used in the eforensics package, see  

http://www-personal.umich.edu/~wmebane/efslides.pdf.  
65 https://rosstat.gov.ru/folder/14036 
66 Summary of criteria from ICSID economic database codebook 

https://iims.hse.ru/en/csid/databases. 
67 The data in the “allcovs” replication dataset comes from https://www.fedstat.ru/ and 

can be accessed at: 

https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi:10.7910/DVN/B1HHGV. 

http://www-personal.umich.edu/~wmebane/efslides.pdf
https://rosstat.gov.ru/folder/14036
https://iims.hse.ru/en/csid/databases
https://www.fedstat.ru/
https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi:10.7910/DVN/B1HHGV
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unambiguously anti-regime party with ballot access on the other. The systemic parties 

consist of the incumbent ruling party United Russia and the following 2 systemic 

opposition parties: the Liberal-Democratic Party of Russia (LDPR) and the Communist 

Party of the Russian Federation (KPRF). The 2 non-systemic opposition parties are: The 

Russian United Democratic Party “Yabloko” and The People’s Freedom Party 

(PARNAS). The 3 intermediate systemic parties are the Ecological Green Party of Russia 

(Greens), The All-Russian Political Party “Rodina,” and the party A Just Russia – 

Patriots for Truth. 

For each party, I run 3 different OLS models, each using a different measure of 

small business concentration on electoral results. The first measure is the total number of 

small businesses in a region, the most straightforward and intuitive measure of small 

business concentration. The second measure is the total number of workers (including 

part-time workers) employed by small businesses in a region. This serves as a measure of 

small businesses’ “economic footprint,” specifically in its share on the labor force. It 

additionally measures the potential influence the business owner has through signaling to 

employees that support for the non-systemic opposition will not risk their employment. 

Lastly, the third measure is total expenditures invested in the business’ assets, in 

hundreds of thousands of rubles. This attempts to capture some of the financial elements 

of “economic footprint” in a way that is not artificially capped by legal definitions (since 

revenues cannot exceed a certain amount to be classified as a “small business”). 

However, there is no way to ascertain the extent to which expenditures circulate in the 

regional economy or funneled away. For example, expenditures could acquire assets from 

another regional company (e.g., a distributor of office products), or from a globally-
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traded company that operates on a national level (i.e. online purchasing of computers 

directly from Apple or HP through a website taking orders from across the entire Russian 

Federation). 

I include the same controls in each model. First, I control for turnout using 

Mebane’s corrected turnout estimates. This is necessary, rather than using the officially 

reported turnout figures, because Russian election results are often falsified to increase 

United Russia vote totals by falsifying turnout (adding ballots attributed to actual non-

voters).68 I also control for the total number of registered voters as of election day, which, 

besides the obvious, serves as a proxy for population. To control for the relative wealth of 

a region, I use logged gross regional product (GRP) per capita. To control for the 

differences in sub-national regime dynamics relevant to opposition party electoral 

success, I include Petrov and Titkov’s regional democracy score, which is based on 

expert ratings of the degree of political competition, openness, and transparency of 

politics at the regional level. Lastly, I control for urbanization, since the nature of 

political contestation changes with the degree of economic, institutional, and population 

concentration in addition to the distinct status of cities as administrative units. 

The rationale for sorting the parties into pro-regime systemic, intermediate 

systemic, and non-systemic opposition categories lies in differentiating how consistently 

they signal cooperation with—or opposition to—the regime. Pro-regime systemic parties 

encompass the incumbent party and other parties that support the regime. The latter might 

 
68 For election monitoring analysis of Russian Presidential and State Duma Elections, see 

https://www.golosinfo.org/reports 

Also see Sergei Shpilkin’s analyses of results: 

https://podmoskovnik.livejournal.com/?skip=10 

https://www.golosinfo.org/reports
https://podmoskovnik.livejournal.com/?skip=10
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signal disagreement with the incumbent party and seek to leverage their nominal 

opposition into steering the regime’s priorities toward benefiting their constituents and 

providing rents—and even openly criticize the incumbent party—while not assuming a 

posture of opposition to the regime itself. In other words, their agency and their platform 

presume the survival of the regime and operate within its constraints. Intermediate 

systemic parties are systemic parties that have supported the regime (or, like many 

Russian parties, strategically founded by the incumbents), yet also at some point since the 

last election signaled strong opposition to the regime. These signals include direct 

denunciation of the regime, solidarity with parties or individuals repressed by the regime, 

and withstanding regime repression themselves. An illustrative example is the Civic 

Platform party, which billionaire Mikhail Prokhorov founded in 2012. While Prokhorov’s 

presidential candidacy in 2012 was accused of being that of “the oligarch who pretended 

to be an opposition candidate…without saying a word against Putin,” Civic Platform 

subsequently supported gubernatorial and mayoral election candidates explicitly 

opposing the regime, including some who had been incarcerated.69 Yet in 2015, in the 

aftermath of Russia’s annexation of Crimea, party leadership conflict ensued, with 

Prokhorov resigning from the party after its leader participated in “anti-Maidan” 

demonstrations—but only after the leader had been removed from his position.70 In other 

words, Civic Platform had a mixed history, which could have resulted in a reputation that 

would simultaneously attract and repel support from regime-supportive and regime-

opposing voters alike, depending on how informed they were. Therefore, Civic Platform 

 
69 https://www.cnn.com/2013/07/26/opinion/opinion-kasparov-russia/index.html  
70 https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2015/03/13/russian-billionaire-prokhorov-quits-his-

own-political-party-a44735  

https://www.cnn.com/2013/07/26/opinion/opinion-kasparov-russia/index.html
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2015/03/13/russian-billionaire-prokhorov-quits-his-own-political-party-a44735
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2015/03/13/russian-billionaire-prokhorov-quits-his-own-political-party-a44735
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support in the 2016 election is not a desirable measure of either a pro-regime systemic or 

non-systemic opposition party. By contrast, non-systemic opposition parties like Yabloko 

and PARNAS have maintained consistent anti-regime reputations. Rather than seeking to 

operate according to the regime’s system, their goal is dismantling it and consolidating a 

system consistent with liberal democracy. Their participation in electoral politics 

therefore carries the connotation of protest rather than acceptance. 

My classification generally agrees with White (2012), except he characterizes 

Yabloko’s inactivity prior to the 2011 elections as typical of a “semi-opposition” party—

its passive existence (in contrast to PARNAS) and access to subsistence funding 

underscoring its role as a liberal “fig leaf” for the authoritarian regime. This response to 

the threat of repression, perhaps for fear of jeopardizing national ballot access by losing 

representation in regional assemblies, appeared to signal that Yabloko had shifted to 

systemic opposition status. However, even White admits that its quiescent role in the 

regime’s party system had shifted by the time of publication in 2012. Yabloko’s leader 

Grigory Yavlinsky had prominently participated in post-election protests, then the regime 

disqualified his candidacy for the following year’s Presidential race—a sign that it had 

begun to repress Yabloko as it had PARNAS (White, 2012). Therefore, for the purposes 

of analyzing the 2016 election, it is sensible to categorize Yabloko as an anti-system 

opposition party, even after a period of apparent dormancy. 

The rationale for selecting the Ecological Green Party as an intermediate systemic 

party is a bit different. Instead of being rooted in (inconsistently) signaling opposition to 

the regime, the selection is based on the assumption the issue space defining the Greens 

as a party uniquely pits their agenda against the regime. Though like other intermediate 
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systemic parties, the Greens have signaled support for the regime, their basis for 

existence in ecology pits their advocacy in a confrontational position with the regime’s 

lack of accountability and mechanisms to provide an ecologically-informed veto point in 

regulatory processes. The absence of consideration for ecological concerns due to 

unaccountability implicitly constitutes an implicit criticism of authoritarianism given the 

source of the problem, whereas actual pro-regime systemic parties don’t confront the 

nature of the regime itself, only how rents are distributed by it. 
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Summary Statistics 

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

     

Total SEs 2068.747 2726.034 27 18557 

Total Employed by SEs 64499.83 70979.15 1163 459803 

Total Invested in SE 

Assets 

4934567 5587120 1025.6 2.57e 

Yabloko Votes 12594.65 30499.15 154 250110 

PARNAS Votes 4576.361 8450.785 32 68743 

Greens Votes 4737.819 6430.143 155 46475 

Rodina 9380.807 12771.75 231 92583 

A Just Russia 39184.99 40170.9 599 208971 

United Russia Votes 336286.6 353797.2 6993 1941068 

LDPR Votes 82077.29 71374.54 68 343876 

KPRF Votes 83862.22 75637.9 134 394730 

Corrected Turnout .4468241 .0963804 .3159576 .7172242 

Registered Voters 1304220 1221008 29725 7452834 

Log GRP Per Capita 12.8295 .6822147 11.57831 15.57708 

Region Democracy 

Score 

30.14458 5.862515 16 43 

Urbanization .2978415 .132151 0 .7078421 
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Results 

There is a statistically significant, positive relationship between the number of 

small businesses in a region and the number of votes cast for each of the 2 non-systemic 

opposition parties, while the relationship is statistically significant and negative for each 

of the 3 systemic parties. An increase in a state’s total number of small business by 1 

correlates with an increase of 9 votes for Yabloko and 2 for PARNAS; meanwhile, it 

correlates with a decrease in vote totals by 40 for United Russia, 11 for the LDPR, and 10 

for the KPRF (see Appendix for regression tables). The size of the negative effect on 

United Russia votes relative to the other 2 systemic parties is noteworthy, since in the 

overall results United Russia gained seats at the expense of the LDPR and KPRF. Yet the 

effect of small business concentration punishes United Russia more than any other 

systemic party. 

 The effect of the number of workers employed by small businesses is also 

positive and statistically-significant for non-systemic parties. An increase of roughly 4 

employees in small businesses gives Yabloko a vote, while it takes about 16-17 more 

employees to give PARNAS a vote. The number of small business employees yields a 

statistically significant negative effect for the LDPR and the KPRF, for which every 3 

additional small business employees decrease their totals by one vote. Effects on United 

Russia are also negative, but not statistically significant. 

 Lastly, the effects of investment in assets show a statistically significant negative 

effect for all 3 non-systemic opposition party votes, with statistically insignificant 

positive results for United Russia, but statistically positive effects for the systemic 

opposition parties. For little over every increase of 5,000 rubles spent on fixed assets, 
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Yabloko loses a vote; whereas PARNAS loses a vote for every 2.5 million rubles spent. 

Meanwhile, the LDPR gains a vote for every increase of 7,140 rubles spent, the KPRF for 

every half a million rubles spent, and United Russia for every 125,000 rubles spent. 

These results are striking, because they are completely opposite from results when using 

the overall number of small businesses or the number of employees. 

 Of the intermediate systemic parties, all results are statistically insignificant 

except for the Greens and for Rodina, which both see a statistically significant positive 

effect from the number of small businesses (for each increase of 1 in number of small 

businesses, Rodina +1.392 votes; Greens +0.6 votes). The effect of investment in assets is 

also negative and statistically significant for the Greens, who lose a vote for every 44,000 

rubles invested by small businesses. 

 The following confidence interval plots utilize standardized coefficients. Original 

coefficients can be found in the regression tables in the Appendix: 
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Figure 5.1 – Effect on State-Level Votes for Yabloko 

 
 

 

Figure 5.2 – Effect on State-Level Votes for PARNAS 
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Figure 5.3 – Effect on State-Level Votes for Green Party 

 
Figure 5.4 – Effect on State-Level Votes for Rodina 
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Figure 5.5 – Effect on State-Level Votes for A Just Russia 

 
Figure 5.6 – Effect on State Level Votes for Civic Platform 
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Figure 5.7 – Effect on State-Level Votes for United Russia 

 
Figure 5.8 – Effect on State-Level Votes for LDPR 
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Figure 5.9 – Effect on State-Level Votes for KPRF 

 
 

Conclusion 

 The fact that small business data are only recorded at the regional level creates 

less than ideal circumstances for data analysis: because it is not possible to leverage the 

richness of electoral data at the precinct level, the analysis has an N<100. Nonetheless, 

results show patterns very consistent with my expectation that ownership of 

entrepreneurial assets on a smaller scale facilitates support for non-systemic opposition 

parties, manifesting itself with more votes for non-systemic parties and fewer votes for 

systemic parties. This pattern is clearest when using the most intuitive measure of small 

business concentration, the number of small businesses in a region.  

The pattern remains when utilizing the number of small business employees as a 

measure, with caveat that there are statistically insignificant results for support of United 

Russia. It is possible that the correlation between the number of small businesses and the 

number of workers employed by small businesses is too weak across regions to make the 
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measures roughly interchangeable. It also seems more intuitive that non-systemic parties 

would benefit more under a scenario where there are a higher number of small 

businesses, but with fewer total employees, than vice versa, since 1) in the former 

scenario there are more owners of entrepreneurial assets, 2) smaller businesses (in terms 

of total employees) are less likely to be monitored effectively, and 3) because the 

business itself is a focal point that may coordinate employees to contribute, the more 

businesses there are means a larger number are likely to coordinate in this fashion. 

Assuming a specific percentage of small businesses in a given region promote 

contributions to non-systemic opposition parties and a specific percentage of employees 

contribute (or that any given small business has the same probability of contributing), it is 

more likely that non-systemic parties will receive more contributions from more 

employees in a scenario where there are more firms, but fewer employees per firm, than 

under the scenario where there are fewer, but larger, firms.  

Utilizing investment in assets as a measure does not yield supportive results. In 

some cases, it even yields the opposite result (statistically significant negative results for 

Yabloko and PARNAS; positive results for the KPRF). It is possible that because this 

measure represents fixed assets, as these sunk costs increase, owners of businesses may 

become less risk acceptant because they are more vulnerable to regime pressures (Frye et 

al., 2014b). It is possible that higher spending capabilities correlate with less support for 

non-systemic parties. In other words, there could be a resource threshold even within the 

category of small businesses, where they begin to behave more like large businesses that 

in that they increasingly fear detection by regime monitors and repression. My results do 

not unambiguously suggest that this benefits pro-regime systemic parties, since only 
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systemic opposition parties had statistically significant positive results, while Unite 

Russia’s results were positive but statistically insignificant. Nonetheless, it may be the 

case that there exists a “middle category” of business income that only draws “the stick” 

(repression), while more wealthy businesses above this category also may draw “the 

carrot” (cooptation). However, it must be recalled that as a measure of small business 

concentration at the regional level, it is also the least precise because it gives neither a 

direct measure of how many individuals are under small businesses’ influence, nor can it 

isolate small businesses’ spending in the regional economy. If anything, it seems to be a 

measure of vulnerability to regime pressure. 

Altogether, my analysis of the 2016 State Duma elections in Russia affirms my 

theory. Namely, small business concentration on the subnational level strongly correlates 

with support for nonsystemic parties, and lack of support for pro-regime systemic parties. 

Results also suggest it is the business itself as a conduit that matters for these patterns of 

support, rather than the size of the business’ network. Therefore, a higher number of 

small businesses yields conditions more amendable to nonsystemic opposition support 

than the number of people in the small business sector. At the same time the result of no 

consistent effect of small business concentration on intermediate systemic parties 

suggests the importance of how (un)clearly the party aligns with the regime or opposes it. 

In other words, small business concentration will impact the most “monochromatic” 

parties colored by their posture toward the regime. 

The process by which small businesses and support for non-systemic opposition 

parties go hand-in-hand may be a product of reverse causality. Specifically, both “wider 

orientations toward the political sphere” compatible with non-systemic opposition party 
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support and “occupational choices that help sustain a modicum of independence from 

state pressures” could be the legacy of small entrepreneurial networks in the pre-

Communist era (Lankina, 2022; Lankina & Libman, 2021). If both the prevalence of 

private sector small business and propensity to support non-systemic opposition trace to 

the inter-generational transmission of entrepreneurial values, my results still serve to 

demonstrate its effects in the subversive behavior in the private sector—which is 

radically distinct from the pro-regime behavior of “middle class” Russians in the public 

sector (Rosenfeld, 2017, 2021). Nonetheless, I would not have provided evidence here for 

a direct cause of non-systemic opposition support, but merely demonstrated strength of 

association between support and small business through an analysis of electoral results. 

Anecdotal evidence is consistent with a link between non-systemic opposition support 

and small business in Russia. In the 2019 regional elections, the Smart Voting platform 

that directed voters to candidates that were least Kremlin-friendly was developed and 

bankrolled by tech startups.71 Credible estimates suggest Smart Voting swayed 300,000 

votes, and 20 out of 45 seats in the Moscow City Duma were won by Smart Voting-

endorsed candidates (Waller, 2019). But involvement of individuals in the entrepreneurial 

sector in non-systemic opposition appears to go back further—a Levada survey of 791 

demonstrators at a Moscow protest following the 2011 elections found 8% were 

entrepreneurs. Another 17% were in management, with another 8% described as office 

workers.72     

 
71 “Pressure from Below: What Local Elections Can Tell Us about the Future of Political 

Competition in Putin’s Russia.” Presentation by Dr. Yana Gorokhovskaya at the Institute 

for European, Russian, and Eurasian Studies on September 26th, 2019 in Washington, 

D.C. 
72 https://www.levada.ru/2011/12/26/opros-na-prospekte-saharova-24-dekabrya/ 
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Chapter VI — Conclusion 

 This dissertation set out to contribute to the literature linking private property and 

opposition in electoral authoritarian regimes. I identified a support base for non-systemic 

opposition that I hypothesized could sustain it through extended periods of apparent 

regime impenetrability: small businesses that can “walk the line,” having enough capacity 

to offer meaningful (if modest) support while evading crippling blows from state 

repression. In other words, I theorized that small businesses generate enough political 

autonomy to support non-systemic opposition and would explain its success on the sub-

national level. In this chapter I will briefly evaluate the extent to my mixed-method 

analysis supported this logic, proffer future improvements for analyses in this 

dissertation, reflect on the theoretical implications of my analysis, and point to other 

cases of opposition that invite examination through the lens of my theory. 

Reflection 

Through contrast cases of post-Ottoman Bulgaria and Rumania in Chapter 3, I 

highlighted profound differences in land regimes, political rights, and patterns of 

collective action. Rumanian peasants lacked economic autonomy and did not organize a 

national organization like their smallholding counterparts in Bulgaria, but through revolts 

they established the credibility of revolutionary threat. Large landholding elites 

acquiesced to calls for land reform and suffrage expansion, fusing this agenda with 

nation-building goals and maintaining their parties’ political viability. Bulgarian 

peasants, meanwhile, were able to sustain organized opposition under intense repression 

until the collapse of the Bulgarian irridentist project provided the opportunity arose to 

win control of the government. The contingent nature of the Rumanian peasant’s right to 
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the land appears to have undermined the desire to engage in risky behavior until pressed 

to the limit, when peasants engaged local elites with contentious politics strategies. 

Indeed, it hardly appears the conflict might result in peasants directly seizing the state 

until the First World War, when peasants mobilized in the army were stationed all around 

the provisional capital. Meanwhile, Bulgarian peasants generally felt secure enough to 

attend party conferences, set up local chapters, pay dues, openly distribute party 

propaganda, and support the party in elections to fight against the encroachments of the 

state. However, though post-Ottoman Bulgaria and Rumania are remarkably similar cases 

across the board, it cannot be said that the land regime is the only critical variable 

distinguishing them. On either side of the Danube, the difference in suffrage rights 

agrarians enjoy is massive, and therefore so is their ability to impact politics through 

voting. Therefore, it is impossible to fully disentangle the impact of voting rights from 

the impact of land regimes. Nonetheless, the distinction in the pathways of peasant 

mobilization are profoundly clear, and the land regime is clearly of primary importance 

since it directly moderates the amount of risk peasants face engaging in what is necessary 

to sustain opposition through organizations, beyond just voting. While equal suffrage 

would have forced elite parties to make more concessions, and made the organization of a 

peasant party more viable and attractive, capacity to support it would have been lower in 

Rumania than in Bulgaria due to privation under predatory leases. And again, Rumanian 

peasants were in a more tenuous economic position, lacking autonomy compared to their 

Bulgarian counterparts. Once again, the patterns in this national-level comparison was 

consistent my contention that higher concentration of small businesses (in the form of 

smallholdings) contributes to improved electoral performance of non-systemic opposition 
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parties. 

The takeaway from statistical analysis in Chapter 4 was less clear. Results 

suggested it was the presence of large landholdings that positively impacted BZNS vote 

share, while the effect of smallholders was either statistically insignificant or (when all 

elections were pooled together) even negative. There are a couple explanations why this 

might be the case, even if my theory is correct. First, the positive result from large 

landholdings could support my theory, since large landholdings correlate strongly with 

smallholding cultivation that is the focus of my theory. The literature suggests large 

landholdings in Bulgaria were concentrated in the most fertile areas in lower elevations 

on the north and south sides of the Balkan range—the same places the BZNS enjoyed the 

most support among smallholders. Second, the absence of a positive result on BZNS vote 

share from smallholding concentrations could be due to a confounding variable. 

Smallholdings in less fertile parts of Bulgaria were not always used for cultivation, but 

rather pasture. Peasants owning such tracts in southern Bulgaria, for example, had ample 

reason to prefer a tithe-based tax regime, contrary to the explicit preferences of the BZNS 

(Bell, 1977). Therefore, the nationwide distribution of smallholdings does not cleanly 

correlate with smallholding cultivation in the way large landholdings do, because 

smallholdings include peasants whose region-specific focus on animal husbandry 

generates interests that clash with the BZNS’ agrarian agenda. Therefore, my model 

could not isolate the effect of smallholding on peasants who cultivate their land, the 

BZNS’ target base. A future model specification that controls for soil fertility or even a 

percentage of agricultural land used for pasture might yield different results, by excluding 

peasants whose political interests align with systemic parties. 
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Statistical analysis of the Russian 2016 State Duma election in Chapter 5 gave 

relatively straightforward support for the positive impact of small businesses on non-

systemic opposition support, and also showed declines in support for systemic parties. 

The potential impact of reverse causality due to historical legacies of pre-Communist 

middle class presence in areas that support non-systemic opposition (Lankina, 2022) 

offers a potentially compelling alternative explanation to my own. Adjudicating these 

competing accounts could be a valuable contribution for future researchers. Examining 

the individual/micro-level of analysis, where the (untested) mechanisms of my theory lie 

would go a long way to demonstrating my theory’s plausibility, both on its own terms 

and in light of alternative explanations (though these are not necessarily mutually 

exclusive with my own). Specifically, examining what drives self-selection into 

economic pursuits that grant the individual more autonomy would shed light on whether 

business owners are motivated by family transmission of values or if their higher risk 

tolerances are orthogonal to historical social background. By shifting from studying the 

business as a unit of analysis to studying the entrepreneur, such research could also 

demonstrate causal mechanisms on the micro-level of analysis stated in my theory. 

Another interesting finding was that a higher amount invested by small businesses in 

fixed assets correlated negatively with support for non-systemic opposition, affirming 

past research that identifies fixed assets as a vulnerability that makes repression threats 

felt more strongly (Frye et al., 2014b). However, the fact that a higher number of small 

businesses overall yield a positive effect on non-systemic opposition vote share suggests 

there might exist a specific threshold of value of fixed assets past which small businesses 

become more risk-averse. Finding “firm-level” evidence of small businesses that support 
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non-systemic opposition through resources and signals to employees and comparing them 

to those that do not may provide insight, though such research might be exceedingly 

difficult to begin with (and even harder to do ethically, given the sensitivity of 

information about opposition support). 

Of course, what this project did not do is provide definitive causal evidence for 

small businesses increasing electoral support for non-systemic opposition parties, or 

sustaining them. Nor did it provide consistent correlational evidence across space and 

time; statistical analyses only dealt with two cases in different temporal contexts, and in 

only one of these did results support the theory proposed (and even in this one, I could 

not rule out reverse causation). 

The theoretical relevance of a link between small business and non-systemic 

opposition success and sustainability in electoral authoritarian regimes appears, prima 

facie, to be broad. Arguments in the regimes’ literature are frequently relevant to the 

democratization literature, and this is no exception. Though my project’s reliance on 

cases where peasants are the focus creates sharp divergences in interpretation of historical 

cases (as mentioned in the Introduction), an argument centered on small business is 

generally consistent with arguments centered on the middle class (Fish & Choudhry, 

2007). My argument fits, however, among the sort of “restricted” middle class theories 

where only a subset of the middle class is likely to be a liberalizing force—though for 

different, not necessarily contradictory, reasons than those offered by Lankina (2022) and 

Rosenfeld (2021). Explanations of political behavior toward authoritarian regimes based 

on inter-generational transmission of class identity and values, market-enabled versus 

state-developed (and state-dependent) middle class status can coexist with my 
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explanation based on business size. In this sense, I hope to have contributed by 

identifying yet another restriction on middle class agency in repressive regimes—which 

from a different angle, is not defined negatively at all: I am specifying size conditions 

under which individuals connected to a business are enabled with sufficient autonomy to 

engage in risky political behavior. If this is a real insight, it adds desperately-needed 

texture to the relationship between economic inequality and elite preferences that are 

staples of “distributive” democratization theories (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2006; Ansell 

& Samuels, 2014; Boix, 2003). These theories lack explanations for how mass protest 

and other visible manifestations of democratizing pressures come about beyond shared 

redistributive interests, and offer no account of how opposition can overcome Olsonian 

(1965) collective action problems (Haggard & Kaufman, 2012). Insofar as small 

businesses facilitate collective action, however, their presence or absence structures 

opposition in ways that ultimately contribute to whether democratization happens. 

Therefore, a small business theory can be added to prominent past approaches. 

In terms of my contribution to the agrarian politics literature, my political 

economy approach appears to decisively favor the Popkin’s “Rational Peasant” over the 

Moral Economy approach espoused by Scott (1976). Popkin’s (1979) account of how 

organizations are critical in overcoming collective action problems, especially incentives 

to free-ride and high coordination costs across spatially dispersed actors in an agrarian 

context, is compelling. He concludes that for rational actors, a moral outrage-triggering 

subsistence crisis is not required before they can mobilize against the state. However, 

organizations are required, because self-interested actors have incentives to free-ride 

(Olson, 1965) and coordination costs are higher among spatially dispersed actors in rural 
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areas (unlike urban areas, where coordination costs are lower due to population 

concentration). Therefore, actors are political entrepreneurs who rely on organizations as 

a solution to both problems caused by state policy and problems of collective action 

(p.245). 

Still, the fundamental insights of both approaches to peasant mobilization are not 

completely mutually exclusive. In the years since Scott and Popkin’s debate, researchers 

have reconciled rational choice and cultural methodologies through a “bounded 

rationality” approach, which recognizes that culture frames the choices decisions of 

rational actors by setting their menu of choices. The behavior of Rumanian peasants in 

1887 and 1907 seems to track with this: at least initially, they articulate their grievances 

through the procedures of negotiating leases with arendaşi rather than seeking to 

completely overthrow the system. Even where they appear to forcibly assert squatter’s 

rights, it is with the aim of gaining access to the land to sow seed in time for planting 

season, under terms of a lease—and while the details these terms were dictated by the 

peasants, in some cases they were simply repeating proposals originally made by the 

arendaş, as the peasants did in 1907 at during the initial conflagration over contracts at 

the Fischer-brokered Flămânzi estate. To a lesser extent, Bulgarian peasants protesting 

the tithe in 1900 also articulate their demands in the language of the status quo. From the 

outset, the nascent BZNS organization constructs a more robust list of demands from the 

outset that includes access to credit and increased spending on rural education, however 

more radical demands for land reform do not appear until after the BZNS decisively 

commits to electoral contestation as a strategy. 

Though this dissertation does not provide an exhaustive survey of small business’ 
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impact on electoral contestation by non-systemic parties around the world, I proceed to 

offer brief consideration of a few cases that invite further, more thorough investigation. 

Exploring the Scope of Relevance: Paths for Future Research 

 At a glance, the cases of opposition in Mexico under the PRI, the American 

“Solid South” under the Democratic Party in the late 19th Century, Taiwan under the 

Kuomintang, and South Korea under the “Democratic Justice Party” offer promising 

opportunities for examining the impact of small businesses in enabling opposition. The 

Mexican case provides highly suggestive qualitative evidence of owners of small 

businesses being essential organizers and candidates for opposition on the local level. 

The American South during the Gilded Age offers an intriguing opportunity to re-

examine historical opposition breakthroughs in authoritarian enclaves controlled by party 

elites. The Taiwanese case provides potential evidence that small businesses create 

significant political autonomy even under intensely repressive conditions of strict 

authoritarianism with high state capacity. Finally, the South Korean case is a useful 

contemporary contrast to the Taiwanese case, with a similar development model and 

level of state capacity, but without a large base of small businesses. The contrast is 

highlighted by Korean democratization being driven principally by protest movements 

rather than building electoral pressure from the local level, as in Taiwan. In all cases, 

opposition parties must take on incumbents on an unfair playing field, typical of 

authoritarian regimes. 

Mexico, 1968-2000 

 Given the sheer strength of its incumbent regime (though it was not particularly 

repressive), and the fact the non-systemic opposition ultimately prevailed through 
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electoral means, Mexico is an intriguing case for my theory. For 71 years, the 

Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI, Partido Revolucionario Institucional) controlled 

Mexico’s Federal government. Until 1989, it also controlled all the state governorships. 

In the decades preceding the PRI’s defeat in the 2000 Presidential Election, opposition 

parties made inroads at the local level. The PRI’s regime had expanded the public sector, 

effectively using patronage to coopt labor (through public sector labor unions) and 

bureaucrats in state-owned firms and administration (Magaloni, 2006). State sector 

expansion in the 1960s particularly had created tensions with big businesses in the private 

sector, but following the Mexican Debt Crisis in 1982, the PRI government’s policy of 

retrenchment spurred a new coalitional alliance with big business, at the expense of the 

old labor-bureaucracy coalition (Teichman, 1995). The unsurprising result was elite 

defection, manifested most severely by longtime PRI official Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas, who 

founded the Party of the Democratic Revolution (PRD, Partido de la Revolución 

Democrática) and whose candidacy in the 1988 Presidential campaign was defeated 

through electoral fraud (Cantú, 2019).  

However, the electoral gains of the opposition at the local level were principally 

won by owners of small and medium-sized businesses: “This was true all five of the first 

opposition administrations in Zamora, Michoacán, as well as most of those in 

Aguascalientes, Baja California, Chihuahua, Coahuila, Colima, Durango, Jalisco, León, 

Mérida, Nuevo León, San Luis Potosí, and Sonora” (Olney, 2018, p. 213, see chapter 

endnote 12). Drawing from extensive interviews with former opposition candidates, 

Olney (2018) attributes the electoral success of small and medium businesses owner 

candidates to their organizational advantages and independence from regime structures, 



128 

 

which left them better equipped to take advantage of political openings after the debt 

crisis: “those who ran small and medium-sized businesses made up the most organized 

sector in local societies and were among the first to seek membership in independent 

chambers of commerce, instead of relying exclusively on the corporative regime-linked” 

chambers where they were already required to be members (p. 213). Therefore, the size 

of business appears to strongly correlate with autonomy needed to oppose the ruling PRI. 

The expanded role of businessmen in the (admittedly, sometimes systemic) opposition 

National Action Party (PAN, Partido Acción Nacional) during the 1970s is already 

documented (Shirk, 2005); therefore, the role of business in the opposition from the late 

1960s through 2000 appears to be a fruitful subject to revisit in light of my theory. 

Agrarian Movements in the United States, 1876-1900 

 The post-bellum United States provides a fascinating variety of political and 

economic regimes at the state level—from party boss-dominated politics from the 

agrarian “Solid South” (consolidated Democratic Party rule after Reconstruction) and 

industrial New York’s Tammany Hall, to relatively open polities of the agrarian Great 

Plains and mining Mountain West. Against this variety, the mixed success of agrarian 

movements provides an excellent opportunity for comparative study. Before the People’s 

Party launched 3rd party bids in national elections in the 1890s, groups like the Farmer’s 

Alliances, The Agricultural Wheel, and The Grange effectively lobbied lawmakers and 

elected candidates on the state level. This not only occurred in open polities like Kansas 

and Nebraska (where Farmer’s Alliance conventions put forth a slate of “Populist” 

candidates that swept control of the state legislatures in 1890), but more restrictive ones 

in the South. These included Populist Congressional victories in Alabama in 1894, and a 



129 

 

Farmer’s Alliance-Agricultural Wheel merger that propelled James P. Buchanan to the 

governorship in Tennessee in 1890 (after seizing the Democratic Party label).  

Though Southern states lacked effective partisan competition until the 1960s, by 

the 1930s there was enough competition within the Democratic Party for incumbent 

defeat and responsiveness to median voter preferences (Caughey, 2014). Electoral 

breakthroughs by agrarian candidates suggest Democratic party boss control in the South 

was not impregnable in the late 19th Century, either. However, explaining why agrarians 

broke through in the South where they did invites scrutiny. Did electoral bids fare better 

in areas with more smallholders than they did where almost all agrarians were 

sharecroppers on large estates? How did the effect of size of landholdings interact with 

the racial composition of the agrarian population? My political economy explanation of 

non-systemic opposition success could shed new light on the politics of electoral 

authoritarian enclaves in this period of American history. 

South Korea and Taiwan, 1960-2000 

As “stretch cases” plumbing the outer reaches of my approach’s applicability, 

democratization in South Korea and Taiwan are appealing candidates because of their 

“hard authoritarian” regimes and state-centric export model of capitalistic development. 

In these “Capitalist Developmental States (CDS)”, private business was effectively 

integrated through the authoritarian state bureaucracy’s networks and oversight as part of 

the regime’s strategy to coordinate economic activity through control of positive and 

negative incentives (Johnson, 1987). Therefore, private business appears more like a 

captive (or at least thoroughly coopted), stabilizing component of the regime’s support 

base rather than an autonomous, liberalizing force. Nonetheless, the proliferation of small 
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and medium sized businesses in Taiwan particularly provides opportunity to examine 

whether business size provided any degree of political autonomy leading to the first open 

Presidential elections in 1996 and first opposition victory in a Presidential contest in 

2000.  

Small and medium businesses were a cornerstone of Taiwan’s economy: between 

1961-1997, they accounted for 98-99% of “all companies and businesses” in Taiwan, 

their share of workers employed growing from 61% in 1976 to 78% in 1997, with share 

of exports declining from 68% in 1981 to “a still high proportion of 49% in 1997” (Clark 

and Tan 2012). These figures of course do not include large state-owned businesses. A 

protest movement in 1977 set off a period of gradual political liberalization and growth of 

opposition activity (and increased regime tolerance of it). Accounts of opposition 

participation suggest middle class individuals were the key constituency of opposition 

organizations, propelling their candidates to victory in local elections before the regime 

also allowed full contestation in national parliamentary elections (Kuo, 1997; Tien & 

Shiau, 1992). A prominent interpretation of regime elite acquiescence to democratization 

in Taiwan is that it stems from recognition that “the success of its economic development 

program has produced many medium and smaller businesses that are beyond its control,” 

and belief in “the moderation of bourgeois forces” on electoral outcomes under 

democracy (Johnson, 1989). Re-examining this case through the lens of business size 

specifically, rather than the “middle class” more generally (as other authors have done), 

would allow for a robust exploration of economic and political autonomy across a variety 

of firm types. If there is evidence that small businesses were able to provide individuals 

some degree of autonomy even under the strict authoritarian regime of the Kuomintang 
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(which kept martial law in place until 1987), my theory would have benefitted from 

demonstrated plausibility in a “hard case” in which the state has an extremely high 

repressive and monitoring capacity, more than is typical even in the post-Soviet sphere. 

In South Korea, the first liberalized legislative elections took place in 1985, the 

first open Presidential elections in 1987, and the first opposition Presidential victory in 

1997. At first glance, South Korean democratization appears to contrast from the 

Taiwanese case. Rather than the “middle class” successfully lobbying regime elites to 

democratize in piecemeal fashion, South Korean democratization appears to be driven by 

mass protest leveraging regime elites’ desire for legitimation in the liberal international 

order. Unlike Taiwan, South Korea’s economic development did not create a large 

entrepreneurial class and small business sector, but rather relied on “large, state-

supported conglomerates” called chaebol, in a similar manner to the zaibatsu in Japan—

therefore, whatever middle class appeared in Korea was not a democratizing force 

(Johnson, 1989).  

South Korean democratization in 1960 and 1987 follow a similar pattern: it begins 

with student protests against dictatorship; these are repressed with overbearing force—

individual students killed in police custody are seen as martyrs (Kim Chu-Yol in 1960, 

Park Jong-Chul in 1987); and mass outrage explodes the scope of the protest movement. 

In 1987, President Chun Doo-Hwan further inflamed mass outrage by effectively 

attempting to appoint a successor and suspending negotiations with the opposition on 

constitutional reforms. It is at this point of re-igniting the protest movement, on campuses 

and streets around the country, that prominent middle class participation appears, despite 

being primary beneficiaries of the regime (Saxer, 2002). In other words, rather than being 
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the foundation of opposition prior to the protest movement, the middle class engages in 

band-wagoning after protests gain momentum. The path to opposition success therefore 

seems to be a useful contrast case to Taiwanese democratization. Rather than a bedrock 

of electoral opposition, the middle class is dependent on the state, and opposition parties 

take a back seat to student and mass protest movements in forcing the regime to back 

down and accept demands. 

Final Thoughts 

   My contribution of mixed results in testing my theory leaves any conclusion 

tentative, wanting more. Despite being unable to provide (at least, the appearance of) a 

definitive resolution to the reflections in this dissertation, I have pointed the reader to a 

broad range of cases underscoring the relevance of my theory to the regimes and 

democratization literatures. It is difficult to predict how and when multidisciplinary 

scholarly (if not public) interest in the political dynamics of historical polities emerges; 

yet as has been the case with the sudden contemporary relevance of the post-bellum 

American South, “imperial” histories of the Russian Czarist and Soviet states, what was 

old will become new, again. Therefore, I maintain that making an extra effort to ground 

analysis of general theories in the relatively distant past—including engagement with 

relevant (and at times, apparently dormant) scholarly debates—is prudent, despite its 

limitations and potential pitfalls. But in a general sense, regardless of its empirical 

contribution, the relevance of this dissertation’s exploration of opposition and sources of 

its resilience goes beyond a specific literature. Though trite, it is no less true to say that 

questions of regime stability and access to power have been among the principal 

preoccupations in the study of politics since at least Plato’s Republic. 
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In just the same way as I would read published scholarship when I began the academic 

journey culminating in this dissertation—hopeful that even peer-reviewed scholarship did 

not have the final word, but that there was room for more reflection, from someone like 

me—so too I conclude writing, here. Admitting that mine is a humble offering, and 

inviting the mind of the reader to dare to complete a line of inquiry that was begun long 

before the author made his attempt; if the history of political letters is any indication, it 

will not conclude anytime soon. 
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Appendix: Chapter V — OLS Regression Output Tables 

 

Yabloko 

 (1) (2) (3) 

VARIABLES

  

State-level 

votes for 

Yabloko 

State-level 

votes for 

Yabloko 

State-level votes 

for Yabloko 

    

Number of Small Businesses, by 

State 

9.738***   

  (1.117)   

    

    

Total Employed by Small 

Business, by State 

 0.279***  

  (0.0684)  

Total Asset Investments by Small 

Business, by State 

  -0.196*** 

   (0.0387) 

Number of voters on voter rolls 

on election day by State 

0.00186 

 

0.00517 0.0249*** 

 

 (0.00237) (0.00383) (0.00188) 

Mebane Est. True Turnout, by 

State 

-42,156** -48,529** -44,580* 

 (18,752) (23,990) (22,927) 

Log Gross Regional Product 2,362 2,729 1,576 

 (2,563) (3,285) (3,153) 

Level of Democracy -764.8** -891.0** -883.8** 

 (328.7) (420.7) (401.1) 

Urbanization 12,453 -5,194 -15,525 

 (16,167) (20,574) (19,113) 

    

Constant -2,091 2,913 20,790 

 (38,568) (49,392) (47,239) 

    

Observations 83 83 83 

R-squared 0.839 0.736 0.759 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Parnas 

 (1) (2) (3) 

VARIABLES State-level 

votes for 

PARNAS 

State-level 

votes for 

PARNAS 

State-level 

votes for 

PARNAS 

    

entnum 2.069***   

 (0.269)   

totalemploy  0.0634***  

  (0.0155)  

investasset   -

0.000426*** 

   (.00089) 

Mebane Estimate True Turnout by 

State 

-11,571** -12,863** -12,048** 

 (4,512) (5,445) (5,279) 

Number of voters on voter rolls on 

election day by State 

0.00214*** 0.00263*** 0.00705*** 

 (0.000569) (0.000869) (0.000432) 

Log Gross Regional Product 699.7 765.3 523.6 

 (616.7) (745.5) (725.9) 

reg_democracy -194.1** -218.6** -218.6** 

 (79.09) (95.48) (92.35) 

urbanization 2,310 -1,128 -3,584 

 (3,890) (4,669) (4,401) 

    

Constant -1,137 -96.04 3,801 

 (9,280) (11,210) (10,876) 

    

Observations 83 83 83 

R-squared 0.879 0.823 0.834 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Green Party 

 (1) (2) (3) 

VARIABLES State-level votes for 

Ecological Green Party 

of Russia 

State-level votes for 

Ecological Green Party 

of Russia 

State-level votes 

for Ecological 

Green Party of 

Russia 

    

entnum 0.587***   

 (0.193)   

totalemploy  0.00607  

  (0.00976)  

investasset   -0.0226*** 

   (.000518) 

Mebane 

Estimate True 

Turnout by 

State 

-6,992** -7,539** -6,691** 

 (3,244) (3,423) (3,074) 

Number of 

voters on 

voter rolls on 

election day 

by State 

0.00382*** 0.00456*** 0.00551*** 

 (0.000409) (0.000546) (0.000251) 

log_grp_pc1 431.4 486.0 274.8 

 (443.4) (468.6) (422.8) 

reg_democrac

y 

-118.4** -132.0** -116.7** 

 (56.87) (60.02) (53.78) 

urbanization 431.2 -1,452 -656.0 

 (2,797) (2,935) (2,563) 

    

Constant -424.6 -62.80 1,849 

 (6,672) (7,047) (6,334) 

    

Observations 83 83 83 

R-squared 0.892 0.879 0.903 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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LDPR 

 (1) (2) (3) 

 LN LT LI 

VARIABLES State-level votes for 

Liberal-Democratic 

Party of Russia 

State-level votes for 

Liberal-Democratic 

Party of Russia 

State-level 

votes for 

Liberal-

Democratic 

Party of Russia 

    

entnum -11.58***   

 (2.242)   

totalemploy  -0.376***  

  (0.117)  

investasset   0.148** 

   (0.0718) 

Mebane Estimate 

True Turnout by 

State 

-10,463 -3,543 -4,052 

 (37,643) (41,006) (42,587) 

Number of voters 

on voter rolls on 

election day by 

State 

0.0718*** 0.0701*** 0.0468*** 

 (0.00475) (0.00655) (0.00348) 

log_grp_pc1 1,885 1,580 1,956 

 (5,145) (5,615) (5,856) 

reg_democracy 826.2 952.1 1,038 

 (659.9) (719.1) (745.0) 

urbanization -60,900* -43,240 -22,899 

 (32,454) (35,166) (35,503) 

    

Constant -13,938 -19,645 -34,092 

 (77,423) (84,424) (87,746) 

    

Observations 83 83 83 

R-squared 0.881 0.859 0.848 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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United Russia 

 (1) (2) (3) 

 URN URT URI 

VARIABLES State-level votes 

for United Russia 

State-level votes 

for United Russia 

State-level votes 

for United Russia 

    

entnum -40.23**   

 (17.45)   

totalemploy  -0.295  

  (0.863)  

investasset   0.00851* 

   (0.00502) 

Mebane Estimate True 

Turnout, by State 

1.572e+06*** 1.611e+06*** 1.580e+06*** 

 (292,985) (302,467) (297,577) 

Number of voters on voter 

rolls on election day by 

State 

0.299*** 0.242*** 0.203*** 

 (0.0370) (0.0483) (0.0243) 

log_grp_pc1 -19,011 -23,121 -15,349 

 (40,048) (41,414) (40,921) 

reg_democracy -1,890 -893.3 -1,433 

 (5,136) (5,304) (5,206) 

urbanization -122,988 15,366 -9,697 

 (252,596) (259,389) (248,074) 

    

    

    

    

Constant -335,316 -360,789 -433,258 

 (602,597) (622,730) (613,124) 

    

Observations 83 83 83 

R-squared 0.708 0.688 0.699 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Communist Party of the Russian Federation 

 (1) (2) (3) 

 KN KT KI 

VARIABLES State-level votes for 

Communists (KPRF) 

State-level votes for 

Communists 

(KPRF) 

State-level votes 

for Communists 

(KPRF) 

    

entnum -10.27***   

 (2.688)   

totalemploy  -0.372***  

  (0.134)  

investasset   0.00220*** 

   (0.000792) 

Mebane 

Estimate True 

Turnout by 

State 

130,071*** 135,633*** 132,091*** 

 (45,123) (46,887) (46,962) 

Number of 

voters on voter 

rolls on election 

day by State 

0.0750*** 0.0754*** 0.0503*** 

 (0.00570) (0.00749) (0.00384) 

log_grp_pc1 -5,096 -5,250 -4,136 

 (6,168) (6,420) (6,458) 

reg_democracy 398.9 489.4 513.8 

 (791.0) (822.2) (821.6) 

urbanization -39,466 -26,716 -10,667 

 (38,903) (40,210) (39,150) 

    

    

    

    

Constant 14,316 9,466 -10,901 

 (92,807) (96,533) (96,761) 

    

Observations 83 83 83 

R-squared 0.848 0.836 0.836 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 
 

 

 


