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ABSTRACT

For democracy in ethnically divided societies, political moderation is crucial. The
centripetalist school recommends that countries should introduce institutions which
offer parties and candidates incentives to rally for votes across ethnic lines. This article
discusses the conditions of the centripetal effect of institutions, and actors’ strategies
to dismantle this effect. Political elites might try to escape the pressure to seek inter-
ethnic votes by building strategic electoral alliances that circumvent the centripetal
effect, by engineering the composition of voters in electoral districts, engineering
group identities, or mobilizing new voters. Empirically, this article analyses mayoral
elections under the two-round majority vote, in a context where they display quasi-
centripetal features: five South-Eastern European towns with ethnically heterogeneous
populations, split evenly between two groups. Results show that political elites only
exceptionally resort to centripetal strategies as expected by theory. Instead, alternative
strategies, circumventing the centripetal effect, are predominant.

ARTICLE HISTORY Received 30 January 2020; Accepted 7 July 2020

KEYWORDS Ethnic politics; institutional engineering; local politics; South-East Europe

1. Introduction

The question of whether political institutions can provide for political moderation and
conciliation in divided societies remains salient. Multiparty elections can fuel mobiliz-
ation along ethnic lines, leading to radicalization, political violence and ethnic conflict.
Concerned with this spiral of radicalization, a lively debate has been sparked as to
whether ethnic polarization can be avoided through institutions with a centripetal
momentum.' Relying on a special version of spatial models of politics, tailored to multi-
ethnic societies, centripetal institutions incentivize political elites to widen their basis of
supporters across ethnic lines. The centripetal model is believed to bring to power can-
didates and parties with a broad multi-ethnic appeal, and with moderate platforms on
ethnic issues. However, the analysis of the effect of centripetal institutions on strategic
behaviour has so far remained limited to assessing the type of reaction along the lines of
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the main centripetal hypothesis and focusing on a single dimension of politics (the lit-
erature is reviewed in section 2.1).

This article investigates the political strategies that political parties and candidates
opt for in elections under centripetal electoral systems. It identifies alternative reactions
to centripetal institutions. Some of these lead to the desired centripetal effect and to the
election of candidates with a moderate programme, but the article also identifies four
alternative types of strategies, which allow candidates to be elected without a centripetal
effect. As a result, the article intersects alternative models of ethnic politics. This
includes, inter alia, secondary dimensions of politics, or ethnic engineering, with the
model of centripetal institutions.

The theoretical argument is based on a formalized model of the centripetal effect,
and its scope conditions: the article shows that some of the scope conditions can be
subject to political strategies. Empirically, this article investigates mayoral elections in
five ethnically divided towns of South-East Europe, which are all composed of two
roughly equally sized ethnic groups. In similar contests — all countries have experienced
ethnic tensions and violence in their recent history of democratization -, (two-round)
majoritarian electoral rules for the mayoral elections offer incentives to political com-
petitors to moderate, largely in line with the centripetal model.”

The cases presented in this article shed light on a surprisingly large variety of strategies
played in the field. In some cases, cross-ethnic vote pooling for moderate candidates, i.e. the
expected “centripetal effect” was identified. In most other municipalities, however, alterna-
tive strategies are used. Political elites build alternative strategic alliances in order to escape
the need for moderation. They also attempt to change the composition of the voters in elec-
toral districts, mobilize voters of their own group, or they try to re-shape the political sal-
iency of ethnic markers, i.e. they engage in the re-construction of (salient) ethnic identities.
Thus, this article offers new insights into the effect of institutions in divided societies,” elec-
toral coalitions,” and on the endogeneity of the political alignment of cultural identities.”

The remainder of this article proceeds as follows: the next section discusses the lit-
erature on centripetal institutions. The third section discusses the underlying assump-
tions of the centripetal effect, and from this derives possible political strategies. Section
four introduces the towns, and in section five the elections and electoral strategies used
there are described.

2. Centripetalist effects in divided societies
2.1. Consociational and centripetal institutions

The effect of political institutions in heterogeneous societies has received major interest
in the literature interested in political cooperation and democracy: Are ethnically het-
erogeneous societies governed best through all-party coalitions, where politics and pol-
itical parties are segmented along identity lines, and negotiate over compromises, in
systems addressed as “Consociational Democracies”?® Critiques of the consociational
model highlight its propensity to segment the electoral competition, the risk of radica-
lization,” and political blockages.® Instead, they advocate a model that would incentivize
parties to seek votes across ethnic boundaries.”

Scholars use spatial models of voting with one or several dimensions of politics in
order to understand election behaviour, or the formation of coalitions.'® Research inter-
ested in institutional engineering for divided societies relies on single-dimensional
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spatial models in order to understand party positioning and voter behaviour. They
investigate centrifugal and centripetal dynamics on the ethnopolitical issue axis, the
dominant political dimension in divided societies.''

“Because ethnicity is a largely ascriptive affiliation”, the Downsian model of party
politics not applicable: “The boundaries of party support stop at boundaries of ethnic
groups. [...] The near-impossibility of party competition for clientele across ethnic
lines means an absence of countervailing electoral incentives encouraging party mod-
eration on ethnic issues”.'* In brief, elections by first-past-the-post will not lead to mod-
eration, but to polarization and permanent exclusion.

In order to overcome this dilemma, the centripetal school advocates an alternative
model that is aimed at reducing polarization in divided societies by making “politicians
reciprocally dependent on the votes of groups other than their own”."> They aim to
facilitate cross-ethnic voting through ethnically heterogeneous districts and ballots
that allows voters to express multiple candidate or party preferences, facilitating the
expression of second choices across ethnic lines. Such a system, the Alternative Vote
(AV) with mixed-ethnic districts, was practiced for short time periods in Fiji and
Papua New Guinea.'* In light of the relatively rare applications of the Alternative
Vote in multiethnic societies,'”> primarily limited to the Asian-Pacific region,' there
is little empirical evidence about actors’ behaviour under the AV. Fraenkel and
Grofman that the assumptions of the centripetal model might not always apply.'”

The study of quasi-centripetal electoral systems, with similar or equal features, might
provide new insights. Majoritarian elections with two-candidate runofts are a frequent
occurring sibling of the AV: both require an absolute majority of votes for a candidate to
be elected in the first round of counting, and in both, voters have the option to express a
second preference.'® The “mechanical” seat allocation principle is almost equivalent:
candidates with few votes drop out from the race, and their votes are re-allocated to pre-
ferences further down the ballot (AV), or as voters in two-round elections shift their
preferences (runoff).

3. Actors’ strategies under centripetal institutions

In societies where exceptionally stable ties between voters and parties are formed along
ethniclines'”, inter-ethnic voting is hard to achieve. In the centripetal model, inter-ethnic
vote pooling for moderate candidates depends on a number of conditions. This section
develops a formal model, explaining the centripetal effect, closely following the centripe-
tal model of electoral engineering.”’ Apart from some more common assumptions about
rational and informed voters with exogenous preferences, there are three particular scope
conditions of the centripetal model. First, electoral districts are heterogeneous with
regards to group identities. Second, it is easier to gain these votes across ethnic lines
than winning additional co-ethnic votes. And third, a moderate position on ethnic
issues allows candidates to pool votes across ethnic lines. However, all three conditions
are subject to strategic actors’” behaviour, and hence not purely structural conditions.

3.1. Formal discussion and conditions

The centripetal effect materializes under a number of conditions, related to the identity
distribution of the electoral districts, electoral thresholds, equal suffrage across ethnic
groups, and the structure of voter preferences.
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In an electoral district with two ethnic groups, the model distinguishes between four
groups of voters and candidates, Radicals R and Moderates M of groups A and B,
ordered along the ethnopolitical axis Ry, M, Mg, Rp, and with single-peaked prefer-
ences along this axis.”!

Under the Alternative Vote, assuming the previously defined preference orders,
moderate candidates inevitably win the election

(a) if none of the two radical blocs holds an absolute majority of the vote, i.e. the
overall share of voters of type Ry <0.5 and Ry < 0.5 (under any different voting
system, with the effective threshold #: Ry <t and Rp < t);

(b) if at least one of the moderate candidates will enter the last round of counting,
which is the case if My + Mg >R, or My + Mg > Rg;

(c) moderate voters have what Fraenkel and Grofman describe as “mild” preferences,
i.e. they prefer moderate candidates rather than co-ethnics.*?

The three conditions may be fulfilled in electoral districts, where none of the two
groups (A and B) dominates, and where the degree of radicalization (rs, rg), as
defined by the three conditions (a) —(c), is not excessive.”

3.2. Strategies derived

In this institutional context, candidates and parties can chose between different strat-
egies. A centrist position on the ethnopolitical conflict is the most straightforward,
but not the sole strategy that might lead to an election.** I elaborate on further options.

3.2.1. Political alliances and positioning — vote-pooling beyond one’s own
constituency

A first set of strategies considers that voter preferences may be endogenous,” and elec-
toral campaigns are aimed at altering the voters’ choice. Research has shown that the
space for this is more limited in ethnically divided societies. Ethnic cleavages are
much more stable than other political divides (but see “Ethnic engineering”). As a
result, voter preferences within an ethnic segment represent a realistic (and preferred)
target for campaign strategies. Strategies aiming for cross-ethnic voting instead target
voters” secondary preferences.*

Radicalization: this first strategy aims at altering voter preferences on the ethnopo-
litical dimension of electoral competition, which are considered to be stable in the cen-
tripetal model. Polarizing campaigns on ethno-nationalist issues might raise the
salience of this dimension and radicalize the voter first preferences.

Further alternative strategies build on alliance strategies between parties, or cam-
paign elements that are oriented at gaining the secondary votes. Each of these strategies
might be facilitated if such party alliances are in place at the national level of politics.

Ethnic blocs: Ethnic parties and candidates of one of the groups may agree of all
parties of one ethnic group to form an alliance, and to call to their voters to support
only the candidates of their own group.”” The formation of ethnic blocs undermines
the third assumption of the centripetal model, according to which moderate voters
prime moderation over co-ethnicity. If group A forms an ethnic bloc, the chances of
Mg to get elected become much lower, to the benefit of candidate R,.** Moderates
cannot profit from the formation of ethnic blocs.
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Second dimension: Instead of positioning on ethnic issues, candidates or parties can
emphasize other dimensions, such as economic (left-right) conflict.*> As Fraenkel and
Grofman demonstrate, strong secondary issues may interfere with voter ranking of pol-
itical parties or candidates on the ethnonationalist issue dimension. As a result, the elec-
tion outcome may deviate from the expectations of the centripetal model.”® A secondary
issue may motivate some to vote for a moderate candidate across ethnic lines. This
would reinforce or coincide with the centripetal effect. To distinguish the effect of
such a secondary dimension from the centripetal effect, we would need to have direct
or indirect information about individual voters’ motives. Other voters, for whom sec-
ondary issues trump the ethnic dimension, may even decide to vote cross-ethnically
for a radical nationalist. However, the latter scenario is probably less widespread, as
it requires voters to vote for the least preferred option on the ethnic dimension.

Alliance of Radicals: In order to deter the centripetal effect, which threatens to erase
radicals from political representation, radicals of all groups can forge electoral alliances.
Usually, ethnic radicals of all sides will share conservative values and identity politics,
and they can point to liberal and civic values as their common enemy. If successful, this
alters the single-peaked preference order along the ethnopolitical axis.>" This will lead
to the election of a radical in all situations where A-rp + Brg > t.>

3.2.2. Ethnic engineering

The centripetal model is based on the assumption that ethnic identities and ethnopoli-
tical cleavages are fixed, and voters cast their first-preference vote for a co-ethnic.
However, the assumption of the existence of exogenous identities and voting prefer-
ences, which define ethnic cleavages, is contested. Political competitors may have an
active role in shaping conflicts and political alliances among ethnic groups.” Some
of these strategies may have consequences for the centripetal model.

Changing the electorate: New citizens can be gained through migration, de jure or de
facto enfranchisement, the latter addressing measures that facilitate the access of groups
of voters to the polls who previously had not been able to exercise their voting rights. In
the context of countries with out-migration, an expansion of the citizenry happens
through the mobilization of voters from the diaspora.”* Parts of the opposite group
can be de-facto disenfranchized, i.e. decreasing B.

Altering the political salience of cultural identities: In a constructivist model of ethnic
identities, elite politics can affect which cultural identities become politically salient, and
thereby shift the balance of power.”” Thus, political elites can aim to incorporate citizens
who previously identified with the minority into the ruling group, so that it becomes
numerically dominant. Thus, they substitute group A with a newly delimited group
A, so that A> A, while B=B— (A — A), i.e. B< B.

4. Case selection

This analysis covers mayoral elections in five towns of South-East Europe in the 2000s
and 2010s (in Romania, Serbia, Macedonia). The regional focus allows me to focus on
countries with a recent history of transitions towards democracy, ethnopolitical ten-
sions and violence (see next paragraph). Each of the five towns is segmented along
ethno-religious lines. I selected the five towns in the region that are almost evenly
split between two ethnic groups along a salient ethnic divide (according to census
data), so that no group is the demographic majority in any of the towns.’® However,
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mayoral elections occur by majority rule with a runoff, so that candidates are elected if
they gain a majority of votes. Seeking votes across ethnic boundaries seems an almost
inevitable condition for election success. The Serbian towns have in the course of the
analysed period moved to indirect elections in the assembly, with very similar incentive
structures. Different from direct elections, parties might have better control over the
elections in indirect elections in the assembly.

The empirical study relies on multiple sources of evidence, including documentary
evidence (systematic analysis of articles in the press; election statistics, partly at the
level of polling stations’’; policy reports and secondary literature’®), and on interviews,
which I conducted for all five cases, with experts and local political elites (see appendix
Q).

I analyse the mayoral elections over a period of 10 years after 2000 (Macedonian
towns: 2005-2013). I include local elections once the countries qualify as democratic,
and once violent conflicts (which have affected the three countries to different
degrees) have stopped. While a generally democratic environment at the country-
level is a condition for the inclusion of cases, I do not exclude that in such a strongly
contested context, some of the local actors might resort to non-democratic practices.

4.1. The five towns

The two Macedonian towns, Struga and Kicevo, are divided between Albanians and
Macedonians. Kic¢evo counts small Turk and Roma minorities, whereas the ethno-pol-
itical boundary lines in Struga are fluid and regularly redrawn, featuring a small rural
community with a transient identity: they are sometimes perceived as Macedonian,
sometimes as Albanian, and sometimes as an own group, the Torbesi. Both towns
used to be ruled by Macedonians, but in the course of the Ohrid peace agreement,
which concluded a short violent conflict, the municipal landscape was changed: The
merger of the Macedonian-dominated towns with Albanian-dominated rural villages
lead to a roughly equal population share of both groups, and was intended to increase
the political leverage of the ethnic Albanians.

Bujanovac is one of the three Serbian municipalities with a considerable Albanian
population and was the centre of a violent uprising in 2000-2001.>° Prijepolje is a
Serbian-Bosniak split town in Southern Serbia. The town was in the midst of the hot-
spots of the violent conflicts of the 1990s, located in the Muslim-dominated Sandzak
region between Bosnia and Kosovo. However, in Prijepolje, tensions have remained
low.*

The Transylvanian town Té4rgu Mures was the centre of ethnic riots between Roma-
nians and ethnic Hungarians in 1990, but since then the situation has calmed. The town
is evenly split between the two groups. The 1992 census counted 46.1% ethnic Roma-
nians and 51.3% ethnic Hungarians with most remaining inhabitants declared as
Roma.*' By 2000, the figures were inversed, and ethnic Romanians were a narrow
majority of 50.3%.

4.2. The institutions

In all the five towns investigated here, mayor elections are conducted by the two-round
majority vote with runoff rule. While this electoral system is slightly different from the
Alternative Vote (AV), on which the centripetal model of electoral engineering in
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divided societies builds, it is very similar: 50% election threshold, two voter preferences,
and two rounds of counting (AV: several preferences, several rounds).** While the two-
round majority vote has some properties, such as the fragmentation of the vote, which
might potentially undermine the centripetal effect,” these critiques would equally apply
to the AV. Appendix C scrutinizes the differences between the two electoral systems,
theoretically and empirically. The analysis suggests that for all the elections under
study, and the present vote distributions, there is no reason to expect differences in
the effect of the AV and two-round majority voting systems.

In all analysed towns, elections to the local assemblies and national parliamentary
elections are conducted under proportional rules, which on the one hand provide for
similar multiparty systems in all cases, and on the other hand allow the comparison
of the outcomes of the mayoral elections to the party landscape in PR elections, and
possible radicalization effects (appendix B2).

5. Strategies and results

This section discusses the different strategies which the political elites chose in the
mayoral elections under investigation.

First, I assess the political scope conditions for the centripetal effect, or the existence
of a sufficiently large pool of voters with moderate ethnonational preferences in order to
allow for a moderate candidate to enter the second round of the vote count. A successful
radicalization strategy, i.e. an election campaign that polarizes the contest, or a second-
ary dimension which leads to cross-ethnic votes for an ethnic radical, could undermine
this scope condition. A comprehensive investigation of campaign effects on the voter
first preferences would be beyond the scope of this article. However, aggregate election
results show whether such a strategy might have been successful enough to reduce the
support for moderate parties or candidates to such a degree that the centripetal strategy
is no longer viable.

Table 1 identifies, for all elections, the distribution of votes between moderates and
radicals, relying on the results of the simultaneously held elections to the municipal
council by proportional rules. For this and the subsequent analyses, parties and candi-
dates are distinguished between ethnic moderates (M) and an ethnic radicals (R),
relying on comparative data on the party’s ethnopolitical positioning,** but also on
additional information about their campaign and positioning (mentioned in the analy-
sis in this section), where available. None of the municipalities is polarized to the extent
that the scope conditions of the model would be violated: in none of the elections ana-
lysed are radical nationalists strong enough to dominate the first round of the elections.
Also, in all five municipalities, the moderates win (much) more than one third of the
votes. This is also reflected by the fact that in every single contest for the mayor
office, at the second round was fought between a moderate (M) and a radical (R), or
two moderates.

Hence, while I cannot exclude that polarization strategies were part of the parties’
campaigns, in none of the elections were these parties consequential enough to
prevent moderate candidates from advancing to the second round of voting. This
first scope condition for the centripetal model, related to the distribution of first vote
preferences, holds for all elections under scrutiny.

The further steps of the analysis rely on information on either informal or official
alliances, cross-ethnic and centripetal voting, and on efforts to mobilize the diaspora.
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Table 1. Max. vote shares of Radicals (for the group, where Radicals are stronger), and joint vote share of the
Moderates of the two groups, in elections to the Local Council.

Municipality Year max. Radical vote % Moderate vote % (both groups)
Struga 2005 45.2 437
(Macedonia) 2009 35.5 39.7
2013 322 66.7
Kicevo 2005 413 555
(Macedonia) 2009 40.6 473
2013 458 51.7
Bujanovac 2002 179 62.4
(Serbia) 2006° 293 48.8
2008 245 56.2
2010 245 56.2
Prijepolje 2004° 38.6 421
(Serbia) 2009 293 64.6
Targu Mures 2000 199 66.3
(Romania) 2004 194 65.7
2008 1.5 829

?Local Council seat %.

With no voter surveys available, I use indirect evidence on cross-ethnic and centripetal
voting. It is either based on interviews, newspaper articles and aggregate election results
(which give some basic information about possible scenarios), and - for the Macedo-
nian towns - on aggregate results at the polling station level, which allow me to
conduct ecological analyses (see appendix A). Where relevant, the qualitative discussion
refers explicitly to statistical inferences and sources. Table 2 offers a summary overview
of the cases and their main characteristics.

5.1. Alliances and positioning

In the further parts of the empirical analysis, I summarize cases based on the strategies
that candidates employed. This subsection discusses strategies related to the positioning
of candidates and alliances.

5.1.1. Centripetal strategy
The centripetal effect might come into play either in the first or in the second round of
mayoral elections. There is sparse evidence for of centripetal voting in the first round.
Instead, in most of the first-round elections, several candidates for each group compete
against each other, with little reasons for cross-ethnic voting, and there are few indi-
cations for strategic effects (see appendix B). Important exceptions include cases
where the elites strategically support a moderate candidate who might win inter-
ethnic votes with a centripetal effect in the second round, occurred in the Macedonian
town of Struga (in 2009 and 2013). In Kicevo, cross-ethnic votes were cast for a radical
candidate. Further, the Romanian voters in Targu Mures voted in some elections rather
cohesively in favour of a moderate, but while there is no evidence that this was the result
of a centripetal voting strategy, the further analysis highlights alternative explanations.
In the second round, a centripetal effect might either occur in the case of a runoft of
moderates versus radicals from different groups, or between moderates and radicals
from the same group. Among the cases analysed, elections of the latter type more
often lead to centripetal voting.



Table 2. Mayoral elections in five evenly split towns, overview of variables.

Voting patterns

Electoral alliances

Ethnic engineering

Candidates qualifying for runoff Elected
(Groups A/B; Election centripetal inter-ethnic changing the pol. salience of
Municipality ~ Year R =Radical; M = Moderate) type effect vote of Radicals ethnic bloc electorate cult. identities
Struga 2005 RA MA? direct no no no no (yes) no RA
(Macedonia) 2009 RA MB direct yes yes (MBC) yes (secret  no no yes RA
deal)
2013 MARB direct yes yes (Torbesi) no yes (both sides) yes (MA) no MA
Kicevo 2005 RA MA direct no yes no no no no RA
(Macedonia) 2009 MA elected in 1st round direct no yes yes no no no RA
(Radicals)
2013 MA elected in 1st round direct no no no yes (both sides) yes (MA) no MA
Bujanovac 2002 MA MB direct N.A. N.A. no yes (Albanians) no no MA
(Serbia) 2006 MA RB direct no no no yes (Albanians)  no no MA
2008 assembly no no no yes (Albanians) no no MA
2010 assembly  yes yes no yes (Albanians) no no MA
Prijepolje 2004 MB RB direct yes yes no no no no MB
(Serbia) 2009 assembly no yes no yes (Serbs) no no RA
Targu Mures 2000 MA RB direct no no no yes yes (RB) (yes®) MA
(Hungarians)
(Romania) 2004 MA elected in first round direct no no no yes yes (RB) no MA
(Hungarians)
2008 MA elected in first round direct no no no yes no no MA
(Hungarians)

°In the Struga elections of 2005, the candidate MA withdrew from the runoff, due to fears of violence.
PMA targeting Roma votes.

¥3ISHO08'a (=) 991
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A pattern of moderates versus radicals from different groups occurs in four munici-
palities, namely in Targu Mures (2000), in Bujanovac (2002, 2006), Ki¢evo (2013) and
in Struga (2009, 2013). With Serbs and Albanians deeply split in Bujanovac, and no
attempts to gain votes cross-ethnically, we can rule out a centripetal effect. In the
2000 elections in Tédrgu Mures, there is no apparent evidence for a centripetal effect
involving cross-ethnic voting (see section ethnic blocs).*> Inter-ethnic vote pooling
was involved in the 2009 and 2013 elections in Struga however, and it is documented
by the ecological analysis of the polling station results (appendix A). For Kicevo
(2013), the same analysis does not show any inter-ethnic voting patterns.

Hence, in five out of six cases, the more moderate candidate was elected. However,
the elections in Struga remain the only case with evidence for inter-ethnic votes. In four
other elections, it appears that voters were strictly aligned behind their ethnic candi-
dates (see subsection on ethnic blocs), with no centripetal effect at work.

A second type of constellation is present when two candidates, a moderate and a
radical, from the same group enter the runoff. This occurred three times; in Struga
(2005) between two Albanian candidates, in Ki¢evo (2005) between two Macedonians,
and in Prijepolje (2004) between two Bosniaks. However, a centripetal effect only
occurred once, in Prijepolje in 2004. Despite separate ethnic parties, polarization is con-
sidered to be low in Prijepolje. In the first round of the 2004 mayoral elections, the
Serbian vote was fractionalized among several candidates in the first round, so that
unexpectedly, two Bosniak candidates entered the runoff, on behalf of the radical
Bosniak SDA and the more moderate SDP, which has a record of cooperation with
Serbian parties in national politics. None of the Serbian parties issued an official rec-
ommendation for either of the Bosniak candidates, and turnout dropped considerably
from 47.9% to 31.6%, most likely due to de-mobilization of Serbian voters. Still, the
moderate SDP candidate, Nenad Turkovi¢, who entered the second round as the
second-ranked candidate, won with a massive lead over his more radical competitor.
Apparently, he benefitted from votes across ethnic lines. This corresponds to the expec-
tations about centripetal effects. Local interlocutors also point to his local popularity as
a school director. After the elections, he formed a centripetal coalition in the local gov-
ernment, including the “Democratic” Serbian party bloc.

In Ki¢evo and in Struga (both 2005), the centripetal effect did not materialize. In
Struga, the moderate Albanian party DPA withdrew its candidate in the second
round, under the accusation that its opponent, the radical Albanian DUI party, was
buying votes and perpetrating violence.*® In Kicevo, an influential local economic
leader, Vladimir Toleski, entered the runoff on behalf of one of the two Macedonian
nationalist parties (VMRO-NP), and won narrowly (50.9%). He was supported by
the other Macedonian nationalist party, VMRO-DPMNE in the runoff, against the
Social Democratic candidate.*’

Thus, despite a number of occurrences of a configuration of candidates prone to a
centripetal effect, only in two such cases — Prijepolje in 2004 and Struga in 2013 - a
moderate candidate is elected with cross-ethnic votes.

5.1.2. Second dimension

Secondary dimensions matter for the present analysis if they explain patterns of cross-
ethnic voting.*® While there is no systematic data on local party positions on secondary
dimensions, appendix D displays two dimensions for all countries under study based on
expert data (at the national level).** I complement this with information obtained from
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fieldwork for those elections where cross-ethnic voting mattered. In two cases where
some centripetal moments occurred in Serbia (Prijepolje 2004, Bujanovac 2010),
there were some programmatic affinities between the elected candidate and his
(cross-ethnic) voters along the democracy-authoritarian dimension. However, in the
Serbian structure of cleavages, a democratic orientation also implies ethnopolitically
moderate positions, so that both explanations coincide.

Cross-ethnic voting patterns were also observed in other cases. In Prijepolje (2009)
and in Kicevo (2009), cross-ethnic votes were cast for ethnopolitical Radicals. In the
case of Prijepolje, secondary dimensions may, at best offer a very weak explanation
for the unusual coalition. In Ki¢evo, the successful Macedonian nationalist candidate,
Toleski, campaigned on good governance and economic issues, and had TV campaign
adverts in Albanian, but local interlocutors primarily point to an informal alliance of the
nationalist elites in order to explain cross-ethnic voting (see next subsection).

Also, the discussion of the respective cases highlights the importance of inter-ethnic
national governing coalitions facilitating the creation of local coalitions (Ki¢evo, Struga,
Prijepolje).

5.1.3. Alliance of Radicals

A special case of a secondary dimension are ties between radical parties across ethnic
lines. Radicals might also agree in such alliances, oriented at exchanging second-prefer-
ence votes, strategically, under threat of losing political ground under centripetal
institutions

This scenario applies to the 2009 elections in Ki¢evo and Prijepolje, and I found evi-
dence, which might point to such an agreement in 2009 in Struga. In the 2009 elections
in Kicevo, there were three electorally significant parties, on the Macedonian side the
moderate Social Democrats, and the nationalist VMRO-DPMNE, and on the Albanian
side the radical DUI The Albanian DUI did not present an own candidate, probably
based on an election agreement between radical Albanians and Macedonians, which
was not made public.”® The analysis of polling station results (appendix A) shows
that many DUI voters abstained in the mayoral elections, and a minority voted for
the Macedonian radical candidate (see appendix A), securing his election in the first
round. Local interlocutors and foreign experts described elections in Kic¢evo as primar-
ily clientelist.

In indirect elections, alliances of Radicals were more frequent. Party elites might find
it easier to secure voter discipline for a pragmatic deal than in direct elections. After the
2009 local elections in Prijepolje, the first elections with an indirect mayor election, a
coalition was formed between the largest party, the moderate Bosniak SDP, with two
Serbian parties/alliances: the Serbian nationalist SNS and a moderate Serbian alliance
around DS. This allowed the election of a Serbian radical candidate, instead of the mod-
erate Bosniak incumbent. This alliance was brokered by the national party offices in Bel-
grade, and some of the leaders of the involved parties reported to me that they would
have preferred a different alliance.”"

The alliances follow the consociational model, where in the election period, the
parties address their own segment, and in the post-election period, they engage in
elite accommodation, and split the offices among themselves.”® This is best expressed
by the mayor of Prijepolje, Dragoljub Zindovi¢, who governs in a coalition of radicals:

“Those parties which profit from most voter support shall form the government.”**
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5.1.4. Ethnic blocs

Closing ranks behind a single candidate can allow an ethnic group to secure the election
of this candidate. Such alliances, also addressed as “seat-sharing arrangements”, can be
agreed for the first round of elections, with a joint candidate for the parties of one group
(Bujanovac, all years, Targu Mures 2004, Struga 2013 [Macedonians]), or for the second
round (T4rgu Mures 2000, Struga 2013 [Albanians]). Ethnic blocs confined to a single
group will lead to a victory of this group; if the other group follows suit (e.g. Struga
2013), ethnic mobilization will be decisive for securing an election victory.

In the Téargu Mures, the ethnic Hungarians had been united behind the Hungarian
Democratic Alliance UDMR as the only Hungarian organization throughout the 1990s,
and consistently won the mayoral office. In 2000, the Romanian parties closed their
ranks in the second round of the mayoral elections, after intense quarrels about the can-
didatures. The re-nomination of the incumbent Hungarian mayor, Imre Fodor
(UDMR) was challenged both internally and from the ethnic Romanian side. His
internal rival was the ethnic Hungarian MP Laszlé6 Borbély, perceived as the more
vital and conciliatory candidate of the two, who would potential reach out to Roma-
nians.>* Eventually, the incumbent Fodor ran again, on behalf of the Hungarian bloc.
He was perceived as an ethnic representative, with not very good conduct of Romanian
language, and affiliations to the more radical wing of the party, and therefore unpopular
with ethnic Romanians.”> Seconding this within-Hungarian conflict, the popular
incumbent district prefect, the Romanian Dorin Florea, announced that he would
run as a mayoral candidate. He avoided positioning himself on ethnopolitical issues.
This has led to a constellation of a conciliatory Romanian versus a polarizing Hungarian
candidate. Despite this constellation that seems lending to a centripetal effect, I could
not find any evidence for inter-ethnic voting from press reports, expert interviews or
election results (polling station election results are not available). Instead, the pattern
speaks of high mobilization efforts of both sides. While the Hungarian electorate was
united behind Fodor in both rounds of the election, the moderate Romanian Florea
was able to increase his number of votes in the runoff considerably, with turnout
rising from 57% to 67%.

Four years later, in the run-op of the 2004 elections, the ethnic blocs and mobiliz-
ation were reflected in the following call on the front page of one of the Romanian-
language local newspapers:

Now you know who you vote for. In Targu Mures there are 110.000 citizen with voting rights.
There are 55.000 Romanians and 50.000 Hungarians. Usually 38.500 Hungarians vote and the
number of Romanians does not exceed 33.000. Vote on 6 June 2004.°

The analysis of ethnic blocs shows that these often altered as a consequence of earlier
electoral failures. For instance, in the 2009 elections in Struga, the Macedonian
parties wanted alternation of office at all cost, and therefore cooperated, plus agreed
on a centripetal strategy. After renewed failure, they formed an ethnic bloc in the
2013 elections, with joint candidacies (with a VMRO-DPMNE mayor candidate, and
a joint list under the SDSM label for the council elections); a similar electoral pact
was agreed on in Ki¢evo.”” The ecological analysis of the election results (appendix
A) suggests that voters adhered to this bloc in a disciplined matter.

In the Serbian town of Bujanovac, the Albanian parties have agreed repeatedly on
alliances, and the principle of Albanian unity was upheld also throughout their
period in municipal government.*®
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5.2. Ethnic engineering

5.2.1. Altering the political salience of cultural identities: the mayoral elections in
Struga, 2009

The mayoral elections in Struga of 2009 include multiple strategies analysed in this
article, and they are the only instance of a strategy to alter the political alignment of
cultural identities.

The municipality of Struga is the product of the merger of a Macedonian-majority
town and Albanian-majority rural villages. In 2005, an ethnic Albanian, Ramiz
Merko (Democratic Union for Integration, DUI), was elected to the mayoral office.
Merko polarized on ethnic issues, so that the main target of both the relevant Macedo-
nian parties in place, the moderate Social Democrats and the nationalist VMRO-
DPMNE, and the moderate Albanian parties was to replace him. However, the
ethnic Macedonian parties considered it unlikely that any strategy might allow them
to win Albanian votes in substantial numbers.

Instead, the Macedonian parties targeted a small, politically and economically widely
marginalized local rural community, the Torbesi. Due to their Muslim faith, they used
to be politically mobilized by Albanian political parties. This alignment is reinforced by
numerous inter-marriages between Torbesi and ethnic Albanians. The most influential
member of the Torbe$i community, the local entrepreneur Fijat Canoski, is even
married to an Albanian. However, the Torbesi share their native language, Macedonian,
with the Macedonians.” Based on either of the two markers of identity, religion and
language, Macedonians and Albanians consider the Torbesi as co-ethnics.

To remove the Albanian hardliner Merko from the mayoral office, the Macedonian
parties needed to count on votes from the Torbesi community, and ideally from mod-
erate Albanians. To achieve the impossible - the political re-alignment of the Torbesi
with the Macedonians - the Macedonian parties de facto moved their support to a can-
didate of the Torbe$i community. According to this plan, Fijat Canoski, the local entre-
preneur with a Torbesi identity, was to enter the second round of the vote against the
Albanian Ramiz Merko. This would allow Macedonians and Torbesi to unite politically.
Moreover, Canoski would also be a candidate with the potential to reach out to parts of
the Albanian electorate who disapproved of the incumbent mayor (i.e. allow for an
inter-ethnic coalition between Macedonians and moderate Albanians).

The strategy went beyond an ordinary political alliance - in particular it implied a re-
engineering of ethnopolitical cleavages, causing social tensions within the Torbesi com-
munity, which had developed strong social and family ties to the Albanians.®® The pol-
itical strategies are also perceived as a struggle over the Torbesi identity.

In order to allow the Torbesi candidate Canoski to enter the runoff, the Macedonian
Social Democrats did not present an own candidate for the mayoral office, whereas the
more radical party (VMRO-DPMNE), ran with a weak candidate, who would not be
able to gather a large number of votes. Data from the 75 electoral wards allows me
to compare the mayoral elections to the local assembly elections on the same day.
Canoski by far outnumbered the votes of his party (PEI) in the assembly elections, as
he received most moderate Macedonian votes. In the second round, Canoski won
most of the Macedonian votes, the Torbesi votes, and a part of the moderate Albanian
party’s (DPA) vote (see appendix A). In exchange, Canoski offered support for the
VMRO-DPMNE candidate in the presidential elections.’! Nevertheless, he narrowly
failed to be elected. Several interlocutors refer to irregularities in the conduct of the
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elections, which allowed the incumbent Albanian to stay in power.®> The aggregated
election data suggest that many VMRO-DPMNE voters voted for Canoski, while in a
few strongholds of the same party, votes shifted to the Albanian hardliner candidate
in the second round of the elections. These very local vote shifts could indeed be the
fruit of a backroom concession of VMRO-DPMNE to DUI, its junior coalition
partner in the national government, to allow DUI to keep the mayoral office in Struga.

Four years later, in 2013, the political leaders of the Torbesi community switched
sides again and joined an alliance with the Albanian party DUI. However, the
Torbesi no longer presented an own mayoral candidate.

5.2.2. Changing the electorate

When ethnic blocs are formed, the electoral competition becomes a game of numbers.
Accordingly, jointly with the formation of ethnic blocs, attempts to increase the size of
parties’ and candidates’ own ethnic constituency occurred in several cases (Targu
Mures, 2000 and 2004; Struga 2013 and Kicevo 2013).

The most obvious cases regard the 2013 elections in the Macedonian towns of Struga
and Kicevo. Macedonia has a large diaspora, with a disproportional share of ethnic
Albanians, many of whom migrated to Switzerland. They can cast their votes only in
person in the municipalities where they are registered. In Kicevo, ethnic Albanian
organizations organized charter flights from Switzerland on election day, in order to
allow the diaspora to vote.”> The goal was expressed by the slogan “we are 55% Alba-
nians, but only including our diaspora”.®*,°> However, the issue is controversial, with
numerous competing narratives which cannot be verified. These range from pressure
on diaspora members to turn out on election day, up to an attempt by border police
to prevent the diaspora members from crossing the border, which in turn allegedly
was prevented by ethnic Albanian staff of the mixed-ethnic border guards. Similar accu-
sations surround the 2009 elections, including accusations of the inclusion of fictitious
names on voter lists in Ki¢evo, the omission of some ethnic Macedonians on the voting
lists in Struga, and the obstruction of the organization of two charter flights from Swit-
zerland for 350 Albanian voters.*,%”

In the Romanian town of Targu Mures, in the elections in 2000 and 2004, the Hungarian
community organized bus transport at subsidized rates, or even free of charge, for the local
diaspora in Hungary to return home for the elections.”® The Romanian parties, vice-versa,
involved a Roma leader in the campaign, in order to target Roma voters.””

6. Conclusion

This article investigates very similar mayoral elections in five towns in South-East
Europe, which are split between two equally sized ethnic groups. In these very
similar cases, where neither of the major groups has a clear majority of votes ex-ante,
centripetal theory would predict that candidates with a moderate position on ethnic
issues are at an advantage, as they can win votes across ethnic lines.”” And indeed, I
find examples of how this effect plays out, including an electoral manoeuvre in the
Macedonian town of Struga to bring a candidate from a small, marginalized community
with a mixed identity into the runoff, who can appeal to voters of both groups. Else-
where, even in very clear-cut centripetal onsets, where an ethnic Moderate from one
group enters the runoff against a Radical from the other group (e.g. in the Targu
Mures election of 2000), there is often no evidence for cross-ethnic voting.
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In contexts where these institutionally engineered pressures are significant, we
alternative ways of dealing with centripetal incentives are getting more important.
This study offers insights into a multi-faceted menu of alternative electoral strategies.
Some of these are not unknown in the election literature:”" political parties address
voter preferences and second issue dimensions, engage in clientelist alliances, or
radical parties join in alliances. In other cases, parties aim to re-construct the political
salience of identities, i.e. ethnic engineering (e.g. Struga), or they form ethnic blocs, and
engage in mobilization along ethnic lines. These strategies, if applied to the context of
centripetal institutions, may allow political elites to undermine the supposed centripetal
effect of electoral institutions.

If political parties close the ethnic ranks, in order to prevent their ethnic commu-
nities from voting across ethnic lines, elections become a horserace of ethnic mobiliz-
ation. Not only party strategies, even election slogans rely on the fragile balance of
demographic numbers, and call voters to turn out, in order to secure the office for
their own group. Defection from the ethnic bloc is labelled as “betrayal”. Instead of pro-
moting conciliation or running on a political platform, or even with a party label, can-
didates present themselves as representatives of their groups. Candidates and parties try
to shift the ethnic balance in favour of their own ethnic group. This includes activities to
bring the diaspora back on election day, either in special buses (Targu Mures), or even
with charter flights (Ki¢evo, Struga).

When cooperating across ethnic lines, radical parties occasionally reached out to
each other. Often, however, political alliances are clientelist or supported by coalitions
in the national government (Kicevo, Prijepolje).

There is a remarkable menu of diverse actor strategies observed across elections and
towns, though these occur in a very similar and particular context: all five cases are charac-
terized, among other factors, by a high degree of polarization. Further research should seek
to uncover whether the results can be generalized for a larger set of cases, including cases
with a lower degree of ethnic polarization, and whether the insights from two-round
majority ballots also apply for the Alternative Vote. Certainly, high salience of ethnicity
and a heterogeneous population are the context centripetal electoral institutions are
usually recommended for, and where they might be potentially be successful. The
present shows that the centripetal incentives mostly fail to reach their goals. And it high-
lights that the centripetal model does not sufficiently consider alternative actor strategies.
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