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Politics: The USSR Supreme Soviet
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Elections to the “eleventh convocation” of the USSR Supreme Sovict ook place on
4 March 1984, The process by which the elections took place is examined in
detail, from the calling of the election on 16 December 1983, through the
nomination, approval and registration of the candidates. o the pre-election
meenngs with constituents and the poll itself. The level of trnout (99.99 per
cent) and the vote in favour of the single list of candidates (99.94 and 99.95 per
cent respectively fur the two chambers) were in cach case the highest in Soviet
history; they must, however, be adjusted for the use of “absentee certificates’ and
an apparent imcrease in the number of citizens not recorded on the elecroral
register. Elections withour choice, as in the USSR, are nor necessarily elecrions
without palitical significance. Soviet elections appear in fact 10 perform at least
three important functions: legitimation; political communication between regime
and citizenry; and political mobilization and socialization. Given the increasing
economic difficulties they are likely to face in the later 1980s and beyond, the
Soviet authorities may be expected to make even more use of such mechanisms in
the future in order o secure acceprance of thetr decisions without resort to overtly
COercive means.

Unlike, for instance, the major fascist dictatorships, the USSR and the other communist
countries have always based their legitimacy upon the doctrine of popular sovereignty and,
by extension, upon the electoral process as a means by which that sovereignty may at least
notionally be expressed.! *All power in the USSR belongs to the people’, as the Soviet
Constitution declares in article 2; this power is exercised by the soviets of people’s depuries,
which constitute the ‘political foundation of the USSR’, and to which all other state bodies
are subordinate and accountable. The doctrine of democratic centralism, upon which the
Soviet state is organized, includes not only the obligation of lower bodies to ohserve the
decisions of higher ones but also the “electiveness of all bodies of state authority from the
lowest to the highest’ and their ‘accountability to the people’ (article 3). Elections, the
Constitution also makes clear, shall be universal, equal, direct and secrer: all citizens over
the age of 18 (except the ‘legally certified insane') enjoy the right to vote; and any restriction
upen the exercise of those electoral rights from whatever quarter is prohibited (articles
95-99).2 The same provisions are repeated in the Law on Elections to the USSR Supreme
Soviet, adopted in 1978, which also specifies that men and women shall have equal electoral
rights, that military servicemen shall have the same electoral rights as other citizens, and



that any attemnpr to restrict the exercise of electoral rights for reasons of social or property
status. religious or national affiliation, language or any other cause is inadmissible.’

Soviet democracy, for reasons such as these, is tvpically described in Soviet sources as not
simply different from, but on a qualitatively higher level than the limired and formalistic
class democracy practised in capitalist and other non-socialist countries. In a class society,
explains a recently published Shor: Political Dictionary, democracy is inevitably an
expression of the dictatorship of the ruling class. In such societies. whether they are slave-
owning. feudal or bourgeois (the most advanced). democracy serves the interests of the class
in whose hands the means of production and political power are concentrated, respectively
the slave-owners, feudalists and bourgeoisie. In a socialist society. by contrast, political
dermocracy is based upon the social ownership of the means of production, which is the only
reliable basis for the elimination of inequality between citizens and the establishmen: of
genuine freedom. Socialist democracy, the Dictiorary suggests, is in fact the highest form of
political demacracy, and provides irs citizens, for the first rime in the hisrory of civilizarion,
with the ability to participate universally and effectively not only in elections to state bodies,
but also in the direction of their affairs. Socialist democracy ‘guarantees all citizens real
equality before the law, and genuinely direct and equal elecioral rights (wich a secret ballog)”;
more generally an electoral system of the Soviet type is held to provide all citizens with
‘complete freedom to express their wishes’, unlike the electoral systems of bourgeois
countries which apply a whole series of qualifications (property, residence and so forth) that
limit or altogether deprive millions of citizens of the franchise. An electoral system of the
Soviet type is in fact held to be the only tvpe of svstem which not simply abstractly
proclaims. but actually guarantees a genuine democracy to the mass of its citizens.”

Perhaps not surprisingly, affirmations of this kind have not always been taken seriously
by scholars or mass publics in the West. It is pointed out, for instance, that although Soviet
electoral law in fact prescribes no limitation, these are “elections without choice’.” in which
the number of candidates is invariably the same as the number of seats available. Nor is this
accidental. The right to nominate candidates, in the first place, is reserved for the
Communist Party of the Soviet Union, for its vouth organization. the Komsomol {Young
Commumist League), and for other public badies such as the trade unions or co-operatives
over which the party exercises effective control (Constitution, art. 100}, Although the
electoral law provides for the possibility of voting against the single candidate by crossing out
his or her namc, moreover (an unmarked ballot paper is counted as a vote in favour), thisin
practice requires voters to make use of the screened-off booth at the side of the polling
station, where the usual facilities are available. This is hardly likely to encourage citizens to
cast a vote against the candidates as often as they might otherwise wish.® Although there is
again no formal requirement to this effect, a large majority of the candidates (usually about
three-quarters at the national level) are members of the CPSU, and the party keeps a firm
grip upon the whole process through its control of the electoral commissions, which
supervise electoral arrangements at all levels. The Constitution even provides a facility for
the retrospective correction of injudicious choices through the mechanism of recall, by
which any deputy who has not *justified the confidence of his electors’ (in other words the
party) may have his mandate revoked and another deputy elected in his place if a majonity of
electors in his constituency decide accordingly (art. 107).

Soviet elections, then, can scarcely be said to provide any opportunity for challenging the
government or regime, still less any opportunity of replacing it; and yet this is not to suggest
that they are of negligible importance to the functioning of the political system. They
represent, in the first place, a formal assertion of the doctrine of popular sovereignty, upon
whose basis all Soviet elected bodies are constituted and which remains central to the Soviet



conceprion of “socialist democracy” and to the legitimation of the system more generaily. In
the second place. they provide a means of idenuifying the relative standing of members of the
leadership, which is evident in the number of nominations and general prominence they
receive during the electoral process, as well as a means of identifying the politically
influential, whose standing is usually evident in their repeated election to legislative bodies
and to important positions within them. Thirdly. and perhaps more important, they perform
a significant communication and feedback function through the variety of means they make
available, not simply for the leadership to mobilize the population towards the goals they
have set forward, but also for the population to inform the leadership of their own particular
priorities. The 1984 elections to the USSR Supreme Soviet provide a demonstration of the
importance of both the authoritarian and the consulwative features of an exercise of this kind
in modern Soviet politics; in this paper [ shall deal first with the electoral process itself, from
the declaration of the date up to the election itself on 4 March 1984, and then go on o
suggest some more general observations upon the role of elections within a political system
of the Soviet type.

The 1984 Election: From Declaration to Nomination

Under Soviet electoral law responsibility for calling elections belongs to the Presidium of the
USSR Supreme Soviet, a body which serves as a standing committee of the legislature and
collective presidency. Elections must be called not later than two months before the expiry of
the powers of the outgning Supreme Soviet: the Presidium is also responsible for the
formation of electoral districts, a list of which must be published at the same time as the
election itself is called (arts. 12 and 13). The previous Supreme Soviet, the “Tenth
Convocation’, had been elected on 4 March 1979 for a five-year term of office (see Table 1).
On 16 December 1983, accordingly, well in advance of the last permitted date, the
Presidium adopted a decree calling elections for Sunday 4 March 1984, and simultaneously
adopted a list of electoral constituencies for the 1,500 seats that were to be contested.” More
detailed arrangements for elections in the USSR are the responsibility of electoral

Taste 1. Elections to the USSR Supreme Soviet, 1937-84

Percentage vore for

Diare of MNo. of of which  Percentage candidares

Convocation election deputies CU  ON poll cu CN

First 12 Dec. 1937 1143 69 574 9679 9861 9793
Second 10 Feb. 1946 1339 682 637 99.74 9918 99.16
Third L2 Mar. [950 1316 G678 638 99.98 99.73  99.72
Fourth 14 Mar. 1954 1547 708 639 99.98 99.79  99.84
Filth 16 Mar. 1958 1378 738 640 09.97 09,57 9973
Sixth 18 Mar. 1962 1443 791 632 99.95 99,47 9960
3eventh 12 Jun. 1966 1317 T a0 bR G976 YYW.ED
Eighth 14 Jun. 1970 1517 767 73 99.96 9974  99.79
MNinth 16 Jun. 1974 1517 767 750 §9.98 99.79 99.85
Tenth 4 Mar. 1979 1500 750 750 9999 99.89 99.91
Eleventh 4 Mar. 1984 1500 750 730 9999 9994 9993

Mate: CLI: Couneil of the Union: CN- Counctl of Macionalities

Saurces: Verdbovmyi Soved SSSR devyaiogo sosyva (slatisticheidl shornik), (Moscow. 1974), pp. 46-T:
Vedomoxii Verkbovnoge Sovets 553K, no. 10, 7 March 1979, p. 162, and ibid., no. 11, 14 March [984,
pp. 199201,



commissions and ultimately of a Central Electoral Commussion. consisung of a chairman,
deputy chairman. secretary and 26 members, which must be set up not more than five days
after the election itself has been called.® The formation of the CEC was approved on 22
December 1983, in fact a day later than the law provides: it was headed by Georgii Markov,
first secretary of the Union of Sovier Writers, with Yegor Ligachev. head of the
organizational-party work department of the CPSU Central Committee. in the strategic post
of Secretary. Republican electoral commissions were also formed at about the same time.
and local electoral commissions in each of the constituencies.”

Soviet elections. like all other manifestations of political life in the USSR, take place under
the close scrutiny of the CPSU. and in parucular of its leading organs. The Politburo had
already discussed arrangements for the forthcoming elections at its weekly meeting on 16
December 1983, and had adopred a resolution on *The tasks of party organisations in
connection with the preparation and conduct of elections to the USSR Supreme Soviet of the
eleventh convocation” which appeared in the natnonal press on 20 December.!" The
resolution described the forthcoming elections as a “major event in the socio-political life of
the Soviet state” and urged party committees at all levels to ensure that they took placeona
‘high organisarional and ideo-political level”, and in strict conformity with the Constitution
and electoral law. Particular attention was to be paid to the mobilization of workers for the
fullitment of plan targets. to the economic and other achievements of the party. and to the
‘peace-loving foreign policy” of the USSR, So far as the candidates themselves were
concerned, *genuinelv authoritative people” were to be found, “real popular representatives’
whn possessed rthe necessary political and practical qualities. enjoved the respect of working
people and were able to work with others. As before. workers and collective farmers were to
be accorded the leading place among the candidates nominated. together with an
“appropriate representation’ of other social groups and professions. women. youth.
veterans. intermediate technical personnel, service workers, and members of minority
national groups within each republic or other area. The evidence suggests that levels of
representation of each of these groups are determined centrally, leaving the party and other
organizations within each constituency with the task of finding individuals who conform to
the appropriate requirements.!!

Elections to the various levels of povernment occur fairly trequently in the USSR, and
elaborate arrangements are made in each case for a vigorous ‘campaign’ to take place over
the preceding two or three months under the overall guidance of party committees.'” The
Central Committee resolution of 20 December drew particular attention to the need for
worker-activists and others to be enlisted in these activities. with the particular responsi-
bility of explaining Soviet foreign and domestic policy and conducting “individual work with
voters' {or in other words canvassing them at their place of residence). Libraries, clubs.
cinemas, sporting establishments and other instwnons were also required to-play their part,
together with the mass media—newspapers, journals. radio and television—which were
called upon to engage in the systematic publication of appropriate articles. books, posters
and other material. The Central Commitiee resolution at the same time urged party and
other organizations to ensure that a considerate and attentive attitude was taken towards the
proposals, critical observations, complaints and statements of citizens that were received in
the course of the electoral campaign: all should be properly recorded and considered. those
that were constructive and realistic should be acted upon. and citizens should be informed in
good time of the measures that had been taken.!3 In recent years increasing emphasis has
been placed upon the participatory mechanisms that the Sovier system at least ostensibly
provides, and the opportunities that elections make available. if not for a choice of candidate
then at least for the expression of popular preferences and for a degree of apparent response



to them by deputies and officials, form part of this larger picture. The conduct of prepaganda
work is a rather more obvious feature of Soviet elections, at least to the outside observer, and
here again clear guidelines were laid down at an early stage for the benefit of lecturers, propa-
gandists and ideological officials ar all levels. |

Following the setting of the date and the formation of electoral commissions, Soviet
elections proceed through four main stages. First of all, the candidates must be nominated, a
process which the electoral law specifies must begin ten davs after the elections are called and
must be completed thirty davs before the election takes place (art. 38). The right to
nominate is, as stated above. reserved for the Communist Party itself and for its vouth
organization, the Komsomol, tor trade unions, co-operatives and other social organizations.
for meetings of workers, and for meetings of servicemen in their military units. The nomina-
tion process duly began, within the limits prescribed by law, on 28 December 1983, and
lasted for about two weeks, until 11 January 1984 (although there were as always some late
neminations). This was followed bv a series of district pre-election meetings attended by
representatives of the nominating organizations, at which agreement was reached upon
which of the candidates duly nominated should go forward for election. These began on 12
January and lasted until 28 January 1984. Reports have occasionally suggested that
disagreements may occur at this stage, and that particularly unpopular candidates may be
forced to withdraw. No reports of any pre-election meeting for elections to the 1984 USSR
Supreme Soviet, however, suggested any disagreements of this kind; the emphasis in press
commentaries was rather upon the ‘monolithic unity’ and ‘unanimous support” that were
suppased to have characterized this stage of the proceedings. 1

Soviet electoral law in fact prescribes no limit to the number of candidates that may be
nominated, and although no more than a single candidate has ever stood for election since
the immediate pre-revolutionary period 1t has become customary for members of the
political leadership to receive nominations for a large number of seats in addition to the con-
stituency in which they eventually seek election. These additional, purely symbolic nomina-
tions serve to indicate the relative political standing of the members of the leadership who
have been honoured in this way. The General Secretary. at this time Yuri Andropov.
traditionally receives the largest number of nominations, followed by the ather leaders in
descending order of importance. For the 1984 elections Andropov received a tortal of 39
nominations, 38 of which were in addition to another candidate and one of which. for the
Proletarsky district of Moscow, was a single nomination and evidendy intended 1o be that
for the constituency he would eventually represent. The then Central Committee Secretary
and later party leader. Konstantin Chernenko, was in second place with a toral of 13
nominations; the Soviet prime minister, Nikolai Tikhonov, came third with 12 nomina-
tions; Mikhail Gorbachev, another CC (and later General) Secretary, was nominated for 8
constituencies; his apparent rival and fellow Central Committee Secretarv. Grigory
Roamanov, received 7 nominations; and defence minister Dmitri Ustinov registered the
same total. Other full members of the Politburo received 3 or & nominations: candidate
(non-voting) members of the Politburo received 3 or 4 nominations; and the remaining
Central Committee Secretaries received 2, 3, or 4 nominations each. These figures for
nominations were considerably lower than those recorded in earlier years; in 1970, for
instance, the then General Secretary, Leonud Brezhnev. was nominated for no less than 138
different constituencies.!® The relative number of nominations, none the less, stll serves to
indicate the political standing of the individual members of the party leadership. and in this
connection it was notable that che relatively jumior Gorbachev, 52 at this ume. received a
‘ranking’ immediately after the established party and state leaders and ahead of his most
obwvious rival, Romanov



Despite these gratifving totals, members of the Politburo, like other citizens. are
permitted by the electoral law to stand for election in one constituency only (art. 42). On 28
January 1984, accordingly. the leadership circulated an 'Open Letter” to the district
electoral commussions, expressing their “heart-felt thanks™ for the nominations they had
received, but withdrawing in each case except for the single seat in which it had evidently
been decided beforehand that they would stand. and in which they had been nominated as
the single candidate.!” Most Politburo members stood for the Council of the Union. the
USSR's ‘federal’ chamber which represents the whole population on the basis of con-
stituencies of equal population members, and most Central Committee Secrewaries stood for
the slightly less prestigious Council of Nauonaliues, the chamber which represents the
population upon the basis of national-territorial units. Gorbachev, rogether with Andropov,
Chernenko and others, was nominated for the Council of the Union; Remanov, however.
once again suffered a minor slight in protocol terms by being the most prominent member of
the leadership nominated tor a constituency in the Council of Mationalities. All of this wasin
accordance with previous and well established practice. One earlier innovation. however.
was not repeated in 1984: the attempt by two independent candidates, Roy Medvedev and
Lyudmilla Agapova, to place their names upon the ballot paper on behalf of *Election "797,
an ad hoc group for the most part composed of dissident trade unionists. In the event the
nominations were held to be invalid under the electoral law and in 1984 the experiment was
not repeated.'®

Nominations having been made and agreed at pre-election meetings, the third stage in the
electoral process then begins: the registration of candidates. which according to the electoral
law must take place between 25 and 35 days before the election itself (art. 42). This involves
the lodging of documents with the district electoral commission which testify to the validity
of the deputy’'s nomination, together with a statement by the depury himself thac he is willing
to stand for election in the constituency for which he has been nominated (see above). The
registration of candidates duly began on 28 January and concluded. in accordance with the
law, on 7 February 1984.'? The General Secretary is by convention the first to be registered
for election in this wav. and Andropov was duly endorsed as a deputy for the Proletarsky
district of Moscow on 28 Januarv, followed by other members of the leadership in
descending order of importance and by the remaining candidates throughour the country,
Under the electoral law social organizations and groups of workers, as well as individual
citizens, are granted the right to conduct agitaton on behalf of the candidates they have
nominated, as well as the use of appropriate premises free of charge and access to the means
of mass communications (art. 46). On 4 February 1984 the Central Committee of the CPSU
led the wayv with an " Appeal” to all electors to cast their votes for the bloc of communist and
non-party candidates “in order vet again to demonstrate their belief in the partyv’s policy of
communist creation and peace’.=" Similar appeals were made by the Central Committee of
the Komsomol to all young voters.”! and by the Central Committee of the All-Union
Cenrral Council of Trade Unions to all trade union voters (over 133 million in woral, about
98 per cent of the workforce or over 72 per cent of the electorate).2* The electaral law does
not provide for agitation against the candidates who have been nominated and in practice no
organized opposition is permitted.

The 1984 Election: From Pre-election Meetings to the Ballot

The fourth and final stage of the election began shortly afterwards: the pre-election meetings
of candidates with voters, at which all candidates for election engage in a somewhat
formalistic interchange with the electors in the constituencies for which they have been



nominared. Perhaps the most important funcrion performed at such meetings is the
submission and adoption of ‘mandates’ (rakzzy). individual policy commitments which are
proposed at the pre-election meeting. adopted or otherwise by simple majority in an open
vote, and upon whose fulfilment the deputy must subsequently report back w0 his
constituents. Soviet sources make it clear that officials from local soviets and social organiza-
ticns take part in these meetings and “assist the electors to evaluate correctly’ the various
proposals that have been made; this is supposedlv to ensure that the mandates that are
adopted are of social significance and are realistic in character.?* Mandates, accordingly, are
not an entirely unconstrained expression of popular preferences: bur neither are they
completely dissociated from popular sentiment. nor could they be if the whole exercise is to
retain even a mimimum of credibility in the eves of the Soviet population, as the party
evidently intends. An article on mandates was in fact the only new article to be included in
the 1977 Soviet Constitution, following a nation-wide discussion over the preceding four
months, and they were dealt with in more detail in a special decree of the Supreme Soviet
Presidium of September 1980, whose preamble makes clear the importance that the
leadership artaches to mandares as a means of providing for the expression of popular wishes
and of strengthening the links between the soviets. their deputies and the population more
generally.* More than 16.000 mandates were adopted by deputies to the previous Supreme
Soviet, the *majority’ of which were reported to have been fulfilled.

Pre-election meetings by convention involve a further demonstration of the relative
standing of the members of the leadership, with less prominent members addressing their
constituents much earbier than more senior members of the leadership, culminaong in the
General Secretary himself whose address to his electors normally takes place on the evening
immediately betore polling day. The first such meeting in 1984 was addressed by Yepgor
Ligachev, a Central Committee Secretary (and. as we have noted. Secretary of the Central
Electoral Commission), whose pre-election meeting took place in the regional drama theatre
in Tomsk on 9 February 1984.-" Under normal circumstances the other members of the
leadership would have followed in ascending order of importance, with Andropov speaking
last of all on 3 March. The General Secretary. however, had been experiencing poor health
for some time; he had last been seen in public the previous August, and on 9 February 1984
he died, his death being reported in the national press the following dav. Konstantin
Rusakov, another Central Committee Secretarv. was meeting his consttuents in
Leninakhan, Armenia, on the same date (10 February); he began his speech by paying
tribute to the memory of the dead leader,?” and no further pre-election meetings took place
for more than a week, by which ume Konstantin Chernenko had been elected the new
General Secretary. The other members of the leadership gave their addresses. from 18
February onwards, in ascending order of importance: first of all the other Central Committee
Secretaries. then candidate members of the Politburo. and finally full members of the Polit-
buro, concluding with Gromyko, Gorbachev. Tikhonov and then Chernenko himself over
the four days immediatelv preceding the election."

Andropov was not in fact the only validlv nominated candidate who had died before the
election could take place. On 19 February it was announced that Marshal Batinsky. former
head of the Soviet anti-aircraft forces. had died. leaving a vacancy in the Bukhara con-
stituency. Uzbekistan. in the Council of the Union: on 22 February it was announced thar
the veteran writer Mikhail Sholokhov, another long-serving deputy who had been
nominated for the Rostov constituency, RSFSR, in the Council of Nationalities. had died at
the age of 79; and on 24 February came the news that 5. N. Imashev. chairman of the
presidium of the Kazakh republic, had died. although he had been validly nominated for the
Petropaviovsk constituency, North Kazakhstan. in the Council of the Union.”? All the



vorresponding vacancies were filled under the terms of the electoral law, which provides for
the nomination of alternative candidates by the social organizations in the constituencies in
such cases (art. 43). Andropov himself was replaced by Nina Motova. a grinder at the
Moscow Ballbearing Works. and suitable replacements were found in the other con-
stituencies as well. One candidate, however, who had been nominated for the Dzhambul
district of Kazakhstan in the Council of Nationalities, died so shortly before the election that
ne alternative nomination could be made, and here (for the first time ever) no election took
place on 4 March. The electoral law provides that vacancies arising in this manner shall be
filled within the following month (art. 43): not uniil 10 June, however, did the necessary by-
election take place, together with another by-election to replace a candidate who had died
over the intervening period. ™

Soviet elections always take place on a Sunday, which 15 a non-working dav, and since
1979 they have by convention taken place in early March. Polling day itself is a time of
meetings and demonstrations. of dance and celebration, and of the reporting of record-
breaking feats in industry, agriculture and science. The 1984 election was no exception in
this as in most other respects.’! Voting begins at 6 a.m., according to the electoral law, and
lasts uneil 10 p.m. local tme (art. 51). In fact, the later hours are hardly necessary:
according to the Central Electoral Commission in a report issued the following day. no fewer
than 89.4 per cent of electors had cast their vote by 12 noon, and 99.6 per cent had done so
bv & p.m. {in 1979 one over-enthusiastic local paper went so far as o inform its readers that
bv midday some B0 per cent of electors in the constituency had already cast their votes for
the single list of candidates. although formally no votes can be counted until the polling
stations have closed).’? As these figures might suggest, every effort 1s made 1o secure the
maximum possible turnout.

Polling stations are set up, according to the electoral law, on Soviet ships ar sea. in
hospitals and sanatoriums, in long-distance trains and in large railway stations and river
ports. All the votes so cast are added w those of the constituency within which the
imnstitution is located or in which the ship is registered.”* A further five elecroral precincts
were set up on polar stations., one on the North Pole and four on the South Pole. all of which
were attached to Leningrad constituencies.™ Nor were Soviet voters in outer space
forgotten. On 4 March a ‘radiogram from cosmos’ arrived at the Central Electoral
Commission offices in Moscow, asking that the votes of the members of the Salvur 7/Sovuz
10/ Progress 19 orbiting scientific complex be added to those of the Soviet people generally
for the ‘Leninist domestic and foreign policy of the Communist Party and the Soviet state,
for the Central Committee of the CPSU [and)] its Politburo headed by the General Secretary
of the CC CPSU comrade Konstantin Ustinavich Chernenko’.** o particular constituency
was indicated, however, and the vote can hardly be regarded as a secret one as the electoral
law requires (art. 3).

Soviet electoral procedures, on the face of it, are unexceptionable. Ballot papers must be
filled out by the elector in person, making use if necessary of the screened-off booth that is
provided. The presence of anyone other than the elector himself in the booth 15 nor allowed,
other than someone who has been specially nominated to assist the voter by deleting all
names on the ballot paper other than that of the candidate for whom the elector wishes to
vote. The paper is then dropped into the ballot box (art. 53). Procedures are also laid down
for the conduct of business in the polling station, for the scrutiny of ballots and for the
presence of representatives of social organizations and of the press, radio and television
during the count (art. 34). The candidate who has received the votes of more than half of the
electors within a constituency is declared elected, provided that at least half of the electors
within the constituency have recorded their votes (art. 36). The ballot paper itself provides



ample space for the inclusion of a large number of candidares, together with derails of the
bodies by which they have been nominated.’" In fact, however, there is invariably a single
name upon the ballot paper, and a vote in favour is therefore recorded by dropping the paper,
unmarked, into the ballot box; a vote against, as we have noted, requires the single name to
be deleted, and this normally means that voters must draw attention to themselves by
entering the screened-off booth at the side of the polling station. Recognizing the
unsatisfactory character of present procedures, some Soviet constitutional lawyers have
suggested that all electors, whatever their voting intentions, should be required to enter the
booth, and that all should be required w mark che ballot paper in sume positive fashion, even
if they wish to record a vote in favour.?” Up to the present, however, there has been no
change in these well established but now somewhat formalistic procedures.

The outcome of the voting on 4 March 1984, perhaps not surprisingly, was an all but
unanimous endorsement of the single-slate *bloc of communists and non-party people’. The
turnout, announced on 6 March by the Central Electoral Commission, was a massive 99.99
per cent; the vote in favour of the single list of candidates for the Council of the Union was
scarcely less, at 99,94 per cent, and for the Council of Nationalities it was 99.95 per cent,*®
The level of turnout was the same as that recorded in 1979, which was the highest figure
that had until then been recorded, but the percentage vote in favour of the single bloc of
candidates increased slightly for both chambers. and is in both cases the highest that has ever
been recorded in Soviet history (see Table 1). Soviet data, of course, are never to be taken
entirely at face value, and although outright cases of falsification are nowadays uncommon
(and severely sanctioned under the electoral law) the published figures overstate the ‘real’
turnout and favourable vote in at least one important respect. This is the use of *absentee
certificates’ (udostoverenie na pravo golosovaniya), which electors may request if they are
likely 1o be absent from their place of residence on polling day. The names of such people are
duly deleted from the electoral roll and added to a supplementary list at the polling station to
which they subsequently report on election day (art. 23 of the electoral law). In fact many
electors are believed to use the “absentee certificate” as a means of avoiding an unwelcome
affirmation of support for the regime and have no intention of making use of their right to
vote elsewhere.?? Taking such factors into account, it has been estimated that the ‘real’
turnout in Soviet elections is more like 75-80 per cent, which is as it happens not very
different from the turnout normally recorded in the major liberal democracies.”

There are also some doubts as to whether the electoral roll is entirely accurate. Just as, in
some western countries, evidence has emerged which suggests that geographical mobility
and other factors have made the electoral roll an increasingly imperfect guide to the
population who might be eligible to be placed upon it,*! so too in the Soviet case the number
of those unrecorded in the electoral register appears to have been increasing considerably in
recent years. The electoral law, as already noted, provides that all Soviet citizens who have
attained the age of 18 shall have the vote, except the legally certified insane (art. 2); this
means that stateless persons and citizens of other countries have no right to take part in
elections, as they did until 1936, and in addition prisoners are by convention excluded from
the franchise (there was a formal constitutional provision to this effect unul 1958).42
Beyond this again, citizens of the USSR who are entitled to vote but who for whatever reason
are not included on local lists of residents are likely 1o be excluded; this will include all those
who have not formally registered themselves as temporary residents of a given locality,
normally because they have not received the legal right to reside there (for instance in one of
the larger cities, where the demand to receive the right of residence always exceeds the
number who are granted it). The evidence suggests that the number of those excluded from
the franchise for such reasons remained relatively constant throughout the 1950s and early



1960s, at berween 3 and 4 million or 2—3 per cent of the electorate. but it appears to have
increased sharply in the later 19605 and early 1970s. reaching an estimated 942 million in
1975, or 5.4 per cent of the electorate. Of this total. between 1 and 1'% million are believed
to be inmates of mental homes and abour 2 million are believed to be prisoners: the
remaining 4 or 3 million are Soviet citizens who would be eligible to vote but who for
whatever reason do not figure on the electoral register.* This would also suggest that the
officially-reported figures for turnout and votes in favour may be exaggerated, or at least
misleading.

The group of deputies elected by these procedures on 4 March 1984 is known as the
‘Eleventh Convocation’. The composition of the USSR Supreme Soviet varies only very
slightly from elecrion to election, and the 1.499 deputies elected in March 1984 do not
differ very greatly from their predecessors of earlier convocations (see Table 2). As before. a

TABLE 2. Deputies to the USSE Supreme Sovier, 1937 -84

Characteristics of deputies (percentages)

Convocarion and CPsU Collective

date of electon members Woarkers farmers Women Under 30
Firse (1947} 5.1 41.99 28.44 15.5 24.9
Second (1946) B1.0 38.2 6.1 0.7 1401
Third (1930} 839 31.8 2004 21.3 5.3
Fourth (1934 78.0 24.3 25.8 25.8 8.2
Fifth {19%8) 70,1 232 21.4 26.6 7.7
Sixth (1962 75.8 235 21.3 270 145
Seventh (1966) 75.2 2606 194 280 12.0
Eighth (1970 722 3.7 18.0 3.5 I8.%
Minth (1974 722 328 17.9 31.3 18.4
Tenth (1979 71.7 34.8 16.3 32.5 2.1
Eleventh {1984 71.4 35.0 1.1 328 20

* Incamplete data

Jources: Verbliorsw Sevet S55R devyatogo tozyra (rdateticbe skl sharmek ), (Moscow, 1974), pp, 406-51;
D Lo Zlawopol'sky, Verklbormyd Sover SSSR- eyrazitel’ voli sovelskope maroda. {Moscow, [982),
pp. 6= Vedomosed Verkboraags Seveta 855K, no. UL, 14 March 1984, p. 203,

majority of deputies are either workers or collective farmers; these two groups accounted for
31.3 per cent of the wotal in 1984, as compared with 31.1 per cent in 197Y and 50.7
per cent in 1974. The proportion of party members continues to drop slowlv, and the
proportion of women continues to increase, as also does that of voung people aped vp o 30,
The propartion of party members in the Supreme Soviet none the less remains much higher
than the proportion of party members within the adult population as a whole, while the
proportion of women and yvoung people is by contrast rather less than their respective share
of total population. as also is the share of workers and (particularly) of collective farmers.
The reported proportion of workers and collective farmers tends also to include supervisory
and other personnel who would not be regarded as ‘genuine’ workers or collective farmers
by most western standards,** and they are also more likely than (for instance) party officials
to be replaced at each subsequent election.®® During his last menths in power Andropov is
believed to have proposed to the Politburo that the number of party and state officials in the
Supreme Soviet be reduced, and that the proportion of workers, farmers, engineers and other
specialists be increased: this did resule in a shight decrease in the numbers of ministers and



regional party secretaries who were nominated to the new Supreme Soviet, but his political
authority (and perhaps will) were insufficient to secure anv more far reaching changes, and
the deputies who were elected in March 1984 were in other respects very similar to their
predecessors. "

Conclusion: Non-competitive Elections and Soviet Politics

It would clearly be inappropriate to regard a Sovier election, or indeed an election in any
communist-ruled country, as an exercise comparable in kind with those in the liberal
democracies. These are indeed *elections without choice’, in which there is no possibility of
the government being defeated. or even seriously challenged. Soviet elections, as compared
with those of other communist countries, are in fact even more limited in the scope they
provide for the expression of popular preferences through the medium of the ballot box.
Among the European communist states. for instance. Hungary, Romania, Poland and (at
the initial stages) Yugoslavia provide for some degree of choice of candidate at their
elections, and several of these states permit more than one political party to function,
although not 1o compete for power with the communist party itself."” The opportunities for
electoral choice have, in fact, generally become greater through Eastern Europe since the
1960s; in Hungary. for instance, where multiple candidacies have been permitted since
1967, it was decided in 1983 that double or triple selections for seats in the National
Assembly should be made compulsory in future vears. and in Poland it was decided in early
1985 that double selections would be required for all seats in the Sejm elections which were
due to take place later the same year.’® [n the USSR, however, apart from a tentative
discussion of this possibility during the 1960s,%% there has been no variation from the
orthodox pattern first established in the late 1930s when the present system came into
existence: no choice of candidate, no choice of party, and little real opportunity to reject or
even challenge the single centrally-supported list of candidates. Some have even doubted if
the term "election’ is an appropriate one to describe such exercises.”

Elections without choice. however, are not necessarily the same as elections without
palitical significance. In the Soviet case at least, the electoral process appears to perform at
least three important functions. The first of these is legitimation. Sovier political theory, as
we noted at the outset, rests upon the notion of popular sovereignty, and socialist democracy
is held to represent not a repudiation of democracy as such but rather the only genuinc
expression of that doctrine, embracing both its content as well as its procedural forms. The
1984 elections, as Pravda pur it, served in this connection as new evidence of the
unbreakable unity of the Communist Farty and the pecple, and a new demonstration of the
triumph of socialist democracy, which was a ‘real, functioning democracy’. Casting their
votes for the bloc of Communist and non-party candidates, the paper claimed, the Soviet
people by their (all but) unanimous support had *once again demonstrated their belief in the
party's policy of communist creation and peace, their belief in the cause of Great October”.*!
The elections, according to Chernenko himself in his eve-of-poll address, were a “report of
Saviet power to the workers’, a “form of popular control over the work of those who have
been entrusted with the direction of the socialist state’. The role of soviets at all levels of the
systern had become greater, Chernenko went on, but further improvements were required,
particularly in informing citizens of the real state of public affairs and of the work of party and
state bodies. The broadening and improvement of all state activities, he promised, would be
a major element in the further development of Soviet society, and the party itself would be
the ‘motor, the driving force’ of that development.??

[egitimation, of course, is nat simply a marter of constitutional form and of assertion on



the party of politcal leaderships; more imporant, for most scholars. 15 the extent w which
such claims in fact find support in public perceptions, allowing elections and representative
institutions to play a significant role in the process by which a regime atternpts to persuade
the population over which it rules that its decisions should be accepted without at least overt
and systematic coercion. Evidence on this subject in Soviet sources is unfortunarely very
limited and imperfect. An unpublished opinion poll conducted at the Likhachev auto works
in Moscow in the early 1970s is reported to have found that 18 per cent of those polled were
prepared to express outright dissatisfaction with the existing Soviet electoral system:*? and
interviews with recent Soviet émigrés, admittedly a problemaric source, have found sll
lower levels of support for the electoral system, with responses ‘ranging from scepticism to
contemnpt . ** Some western investigations, however, have also found mixed evidence on this
score.” and it would certainly be going too far to assume that elections were of no signifi-
cance at all in conveving at least a limited impression of popular invelvement in the choice of
deputies and through them in the determination of public policy. The Soviet authorities
themselves, at any rate, appear to take this view, devoting as they do a great deal of time and
expense to elaborate election campaigns which take place, at all levels of government, for up
to two months in three out of every four years: and it seems reasonable to assume thar they
themselves believe that elections play a part of some importance in attempting to ensure, as
Brezhnev put it in his electoral address in 1979, that “every, | repeat, every Soviet person
should feel his involvement in state affairs, should be sure that his opinion, his voice will be
listened 1o and taken account of in the making of major and minor decisions™.®"

The significance of elections in terms of legitimation may be the greater because of the
related role they play in terms of political communication between regime and citizenry.
The role of mandates in this connection has already been considered. Additionallv, there isa
continuous process of interaction between individual voters and the canvassers wha visit all
households in the pre-election period, hearing complaints and grievances. and then
attempting to ensure that all the individuals concerned exercise their democratic rights on
polling day. According to the testimony of émigrés who have been involved in this [_;mcess.
canvassers report back upon the complaints and grievances they encounter, which are then
passed on to the appropriate quarter. In exceptional cases electors may threaten not to vote
unless a particular local grievance, such as a leaky roof in an apartment building. is attended
to. a tactic which appears to produce results.® Comments may also be written upon the
ballot paper, all of which are carefully examined after the election, sorted into categories, and
then referred to the appropriate authorities {for instance the departments of a local soviet
concerned with transport, the environment or housing).** The party Politburo, atits weekly
meeting in early February. drew particular attention to the need for party and siate officials
to draw the appropriate conclusions from these communications and to ensure that they
were dealt with, both by party and state and by other social organizations, with promptness
and consideration.? The Supreme Soviet Presidium itself adopted a special decree on 2
April 1984, after the elections had taken place, calling upon republican and local soviets to
rake ‘concrete measures’ to implement the prapasale and ahservations of citirens that had
been expressed during the election campaign in pre-election meetings. letters and in other
forms; the Presidium, and citizens themselves, were to be informed of the measures that had
been taken.®

Thirdly and finally, Soviet elections provide a means of political mobilization and
socialization which the authorities appear to find of value. Apart from the electoral turnout
itselt, which (as we have seen) involves nearly the whole of the adult population. a Soviet
election engages many other sections of the population in a wide varietv of centrally
prescribed forms of political activity, The electoral commissions, for instance, involved more



than two million citizens in their activities during the 1984 election period.®! Groups of
agitators, political instructors and propagandists, of whom there were more than 9 million in
the early 1980s, were given the task of providing series of lectures on electorally-related
themes such as ‘The Soviet state—a state of real democracy’ and ‘Elections in our
country--a convincing proof of genuine people’s power’.%* A particularly important role, as
always, devolved upon local party organizations throughout the country, which were given
the task of supervising agitational, organizational and all other preparations for the election,
and which normally play a leading part in the work of each local electoral commission.®
Taking into account canvassers, unpaid activists attached o the electoral commissions and
others associated with the campaign, one estimate is that at least 15 per cent of the adult
citizenry typically participate to some degree in the organization of a Soviet election.®® The
number of deputies actually elected to the US5K Supreme Soviet is a fairly limited one, but
the soviets at all levels embrace more than 2 million deputies and more than 30 million
activists, and at national as well as local level there is a deliberate attempt to ensure that there
is a reasonably high level of turnover from one election to the next in order that the soviets
themselves can serve as ‘schools of government' for the population generally (the 1961
Party Programmie, still in foree, suggested that at least a third of deputies should be replaced
at each election in order to extend the experience of governing more widely).*

It is easy both to exaggerate and to minimize the importance of 2 Soviet election. They
certainly represent no threat to the Soviet government or to the dominant position of the
CPSU. which emerged from the 1984 elections as it had entered them, the longest-ruling
single party anywhere in the world. The party, as in all previous Soviet elections, maintained
a close grip upon proceedings at every stage, from the nomination of candidates to the
counting of the ballot and the announcement of the result. If the essence of an election is
some sort of choice, then this must be accounted no election at all or perhaps whar a Polish
source has termed a “kind of referendum’,*® by which the population passes judgement in a
highly constrained fashion upon the regime, deputies and policies in an undifferentiated
whole. At the same time, simply by engaging in exercises of this kind, the Sovier authorities
continue to demonstrate their attachment to the principles of popular sovereignty and
socialist democracy, and continue to provide, perhaps to a greater extent than in earlier
years, a mechanism for communication and interaction between the regime itself and the
population over which it rules which may not be very different in kind from that of elections
in other countries, particularly outside the liberal democracies. As the Soviet authorities
confront the increasing economic difficulties of the later 1980s and beyond, it would be
surprising if they did not attempt to make at least as much use of elections as they have done
in the recent past as @ means of explaining the policies they are trying o promote, oblaining
*feedback’ from the population upon their operation and acceptability, and perhaps to some
extent strengthening their ability to secure the implementation of those policies without
resort to overly coercive means.
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