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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation focuses on the most recent changes that occurred in the Russian 

political regime and the instruments facilitating such adaptive changes. Based on 

the existing literature, this study relies on the premise that regional chief 

executives (also referred to as governors) are among the most important 

institutional pillars of the Russian political regime, and any significant changes 

in the regional politics and especially regarding the institution of the 

governorship in Russia may have political consequences for the national regime 

as well. In this respect, I consider the restoration of popular gubernatorial 

elections in Russia in 2012 as the beginning of the most recent stage of center-

regional relations, and thus, the starting point for new developments in the 

Russian regime from a regional standpoint. 

The dissertation builds on the comparative literature on electoral 

authoritarianism by focusing on Russia as an example of this type of regime and 

on three political prerequisites for how it maintains its authoritarian rule: 

manipulating the electoral processes, placing excessive power in the hands of the 

president to manage the elites, and finding new ways to use the structures of the 

dominant party to its advantage. I suggest that the most recent regime 

developments in Russia show the transformation of the main political strategy of 

Russia’s authoritarian leadership and the introduction of new authoritarian add-

ins to ensure the implementation of the new strategy, thus leading to regime 

consolidation and its gradual hegemonization. If previously the Kremlin had been 

mostly oriented towards maintaining the regional subordinates’ capacity to show 

high electoral support, the most recent trend, as this study shows, is the 

decreasing importance of electoral loyalty per se, the diminishing agency of 

governors, and a shift in the main Kremlin strategy towards minimizing the 

perceived political risks for further regime continuity. 

While contributing mainly to an understanding of contemporary Russian 

politics, these findings also add to a broader discussion on the trajectories, 

adaptation, and consolidation of electoral authoritarian regimes as well as the 

instruments of their political survival. The dissertation uses the empirical 
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example of Russia to demonstrate that even under the consolidated institutional 

and political arrangements for maintaining authoritarian rule, autocrats are not 

only introducing significant transformations to the institutional and legal 

environment to adjust to the ongoing challenges of preserving the political status-

quo, but also regularly developing hidden add-ins to the already well-established 

institutions and instruments to maintain authoritarian rule. Thus, this study 

gives a clearer picture of the dynamics of electoral authoritarian regimes and the 

trajectories of their possible transformations from competitive regimes into a 

more hegemonic type of regime and suggests avenues for developing both the 

theoretical apparatus and the empirical toolkit for further studies. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 

— Well, in our country, — said Alice, still panting a little, — you’d generally get to 
somewhere else — if you run very fast for a long time, as we’ve been doing. 

— A slow sort of country! — said the Queen. — Now, here, you see, it takes all the running 
you can do, to keep in the same place. 

Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking Glass, and What Alice Found There, 1872 

 

In the years 2011–2012, Russia experienced an unprecedented uprising, the 

largest protest movement since the end of the 1990s. Driven by distrust in the 

results of the parliamentary and presidential elections, and by the general 

discontent of the political leadership, thousands of people went out into the 

streets demanding a range of political changes, including cancellation of the 

results of the most recent parliamentary elections and the subsequent dissolution 

of the State Duma (the lower house of the Russian parliament), the resignation of 

Vladimir Putin, and the holding of new free and fair elections. By that time, 

Russia’s political situation perfectly mirrored features of what the existing 

literature has termed electoral authoritarianism (Schedler 2006; 2013; Morse 

2012), and this protest movement posed substantive challenges for the further 

successful maintenance of such an authoritarian regime. 

The government’s response to these challenges was ambiguous, however. On 

the one hand, it did not respond to most of the protesters’ demands. On the other 

hand, the political mobilization resulted in several important transformations, 

including the restitution of popular elections of the regional chief executives 

(hereinafter, governors), putting an end to de facto direct appointments by the 

president that had been in effect since 2005. While the design of the reinstated 

elections was far from democratic, with  substantive institutional restrictions on 

fair competition kept in place, the very fact that the transformations took place 

raised fragile hopes for Russia’s subsequent democratization both among the 

general public and among scholars (Teague 2014).  

Almost ten years have passed since then, but further regime developments 

have been far less democratic. The most recent mass protests in 2021 against the 

detention of the opposition politician Alexey Navalny, against the general 

political repression of opponents and against the persistence of the corrupt 
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political regime of Vladimir Putin, serve as a good illustration of these important 

changes. Thousands of people in almost 200 of Russia’s cities joined the protests, 

with the events widely acknowledged as the most populous unauthorized 

nationwide rallies in post-Soviet Russian history (Dergachev et al. 2021; “Shtaby 

Naval’nogo…” 2021), demonstrating the significant increase in mass discontent. 

At the same time, the protests also demonstrated the dramatic changes in the 

coercive responses adopted by the regime in the past decade. The total number of 

arrestees at the end of the series of protest events throughout the country was 

more than 10,000 people (Shubin 2021; “Spisok zaderzhannykh…” 2021), and 

overall more than 90 criminal investigations were launched, with the number 

continuing to grow even several months afterward (“Zhitelya Primorskogo 

kraya…” 2021).  

The regime has not only engaged in the severe repression of protest activity 

but also a tougher cleanup of the whole political landscape and opportunities for 

political participation in recent years. In June 2021, Moscow City Court labeled 

all pro-Navalny organizations extremist and banned their activities (“Moscow 

Court Outlaws Pro-Navalny Organizations” 2021), which resulted in prohibiting 

their members and supporters from participating in any elections for several 

years and also threatening them with criminal prosecution for any kind of 

involvement in any of their activities (including voluntary individual donations 

and/or participation in protests) (“Hundreds of Thousands of Extremists…” 

2021). In the lead-up to the Duma election of 2021, many other activists from the 

non-systemic opposition were prosecuted in criminal cases (“Delo o 

marikhuane…” 2021; “Former Open Russia Director…” 2021; “Politik Dmitriy 

Gudkov…” 2021) or sentenced to probation (“Moscow Lawmaker Yulia 

Galyamina…” 2020). Rather than reaffirming the timid optimism that had 

emerged among activists in early 2012, the Russian electoral authoritarian 

political regime has become even more repressive and adapted to neutralize any 

risks to its continuity. But how and why has this become the case? 

This dissertation reveals the sources and the instruments of consolidation of 

the electoral authoritarian regime in Russia, and it explains its most recent 

trajectories. In other words, elaborating on the metaphor derived from Lewis 

Carroll’s citation in the epigraph, here I show that autocrats must regularly invent 
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new add-ins to sustain authoritarian political institutions, finding political and 

institutional updates to adjust to the current challenges and the changing 

environment and preserve the political status-quo of the authoritarian regime. In 

this study, I analyze these new strategies for maintaining Russia’s authoritarian 

regime since the restoration of gubernatorial elections in 2012. In this respect, 

this work builds on the well-established framework of scholarly research on the 

political evolution of authoritarian regimes and their trajectories. The 

fundamental conceptual debates within this field of scholarship deal with the 

question of how to define political settings that fall within the so-called ‘gray zone’ 

(Carothers 2002) on the political regime spectrum. Since establishing proper 

terminology is crucial for any research of this type in terms of both valid empirical 

testing and deriving theoretical expectations, in the next section I briefly outline 

the major categories for the analysis of electoral authoritarian regimes and 

explain the choice of terms preferred in this research project.    

1.1 SHADES OF GRAY: TOWARDS A TERMINOLOGY FOR 
ANALYZING NON-DEMOCRATIC REGIMES 

The start of the conceptual debates revolving around the specifics of non-

democratic regimes was the result of numerous transformations of political 

systems throughout the world at the end of the 20th century, the last phase of a 

third wave of democratization on a global scale (Huntington 1991). The debates 

were driven by the fact that most of the existing literature, while successfully 

depicting variations in the degree of democracy in the newly transformed political 

institutions and the reasons for their democratization, proved to be overly 

optimistic and conceptually biased especially regarding political trajectories in 

the post-Soviet space (Carothers 2002). What had been lacking was the 

understanding that the regime’s hybridity may be of a different nature. The 

variety of hybrid institutional scenarios tending towards a form of authoritarian 

backslide made it necessary for scholars to reconsider these changes from a 

standpoint other than “democracy with adjectives” and to understand such 

developments from a different conceptual standpoint that better accounted for 

their peculiarities (Levitsky and Way 2002). This conceptual shift gave birth to 
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the notion of electoral authoritarianism as one of the points on the political 

regime spectrum. 

Basically, the concept of electoral authoritarianism characterizes a political 

regime where initially democratic institutions are put into place but then adapted 

to fit the needs of authoritarian regimes governance. Elections are not fair and/or 

are not free, political parties do not represent population interests, and 

legislatures do not serve as the stage for hearing competing viewpoints or 

implementing efficient policies. Instead, all these quasi-democratic institutions 

become rather instruments for preserving the authoritarian status quo (more on 

this point in chapter 2). Mainly, they help ensure elite control, serving as spaces 

where elites can demonstrate their competence and loyalty and as channels for 

sharing spoils among those most loyal to the regime and for punishing any 

defectors (Brownlee 2007; Lust 2009). Such institutions help expose the 

opposition and any alternative spaces seeking to potentially thwart existing rule 

(Geddes 2005; Malesky and Schuler 2011). They help enlarge the ranks of the 

regime’s supporters by coopting outside political forces (Magaloni 2006; Gandhi 

2008b; Boix and Svolik 2013) and ultimately help legitimize the regime both 

domestically and internationally (Geddes 2005; Magaloni 2010). While these 

functions are relevant for all political institutions in authoritarian regimes, 

elections comprise a vital component, justifying the mechanisms underpinning 

such institutions and the implementation of authoritarian measures. Hence, the 

name of this type of authoritarianism, which emphasizes the importance of 

electoral processes to consolidate the influence of the regime. 

Usually, the term “electoral authoritarian regime” is used as a synonym for 

“competitive authoritarianism” (Levitsky and Way 2002; 2010), although they 

differ slightly in the extent to which institutions play a decisive role in changing 

the political status quo. At the same time, an alternative approach to a theoretical 

understanding of electoral authoritarianism is to conceptualize it rather as an 

overarching term, encompassing all types of authoritarian regimes holding 

elections (see, e.g., Morse 2012). From this perspective, competitive 

authoritarianism designates a subtype of electoral authoritarianism and is more 

often contrasted with hegemonic electoral autocracy within the same types of 

regimes (Diamond 2002; Howard and Roessler 2006). Stated briefly, in 
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competitive authoritarian regimes formally democratic institutions not only are 

allowed to exist but are viewed as the primary means of potential gaining power 

by the opposition because they preserve a degree of political uncertainty in the 

electoral process despite the incumbent’s abuse of power (Levitsky and Way 

2010, 5). Whereas with competitive authoritarianism “the competition is real, but 

unfair” (Levitsky and Way 2010, 12), with hegemonic electoral autocracies 

elections lack competitiveness and the level of uncertainty is thus much lower 

since the capacity of the opposition to compete against the incumbent is almost 

entirely void. Although the distinction may not make a drastic and substantial 

difference in terms of the empirical implications, for the purpose of conceptual 

peculiarity I prefer to follow this tradition and use the concept of electoral 

authoritarianism as the main definitional framework, but I also emphasize 

particular subtypes of it where necessary to advance the dissertation’s overall 

argument. 

The main conceptual strategy of this research project involves considering the 

variety in global political regimes along a political continuum, where the category 

of electoral authoritarianism exists somewhere between liberal democracies (e.g., 

Sweden and the U.S.) and closed authoritarian regimes (e.g., China and Saudi 

Arabia). However, the variation in authoritarian institutional traits of regimes on 

this continuum is not comprehensively defined solely by this typology. Therefore, 

it is also necessary to consider non-democratic political regimes from a 

qualitative perspective, meaning a focus on the aspects of power distribution and 

regime maintenance. 

In this respect, three main perspectives provide the basis for answering the 

question of power configurations in autocracies and distinguishing between the 

types of authoritarian rule: 1) who rules, 2) what sources and instruments allow 

them to hold on to power, and 3) with whom do they share the power in the course 

of maintaining it. The first perspective provided foundations for the typology, 

initially introduced by Barbara Geddes (1999), since it emphasizes how 

authoritarian rule is exercised while differentiating between various political 

groups and actors. This typology implies that the distinction between various 

authoritarian types of political regimes is rather based on the differences in 

“control over access to power and influence than formal institutional 
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characteristics” (Geddes 1999, 123). Therefore, Geddes differentiates between the 

following categories of authoritarian rule: personalist, single-party, military 

regimes, and a mixture of these pure types. With military regimes, it is a group of 

officers who exercise political power and decide who rules; single-party regimes, 

for their part, are characterized by one political party having access to the office 

and its control over policies, although other political parties may legally exist and 

even compete in elections; finally, with personalist regimes access to office and 

policy decisions depend solely on the individual leader’s discretion (Geddes 1999, 

121). The leader may be an officer or establish a party to support herself/himself, 

but neither the military nor the party obtains ample decision-making power 

outside the individual ruler’s preferences. Later, this typology was also 

supplemented by monarchies as a separate category (Geddes, Wright, and Frantz 

2014), thus making it a more complete conceptualization of authoritarian power 

design. 

Another typology, developed by Hadenius and Teorell (2007), differentiates 

between authoritarian political regimes based on their sources of power and the 

instruments deployed to uphold such power. In this respect, Hadenius and 

Teorell reject the necessity to introduce personalist regimes as a separate category 

of authoritarian rule, adding that, to a certain degree personalism is a quality 

common to all dictatorships. Instead, they supplement monarchial and military 

non-democracies with electoral regimes. With monarchies, the power is 

hereditary, whereas military regimes use force or threaten to do it and electoral 

regimes retain power through the use of electoral instruments, though different 

subtypes of electoral regimes may be differentiated by the amount of party 

competition. The latter category can be subdivided into three broad types: no-

party regimes, one-party regimes, and limited multiparty regimes (Hadenius and 

Teorell 2007, 147). Like Geddes et al., Hadenius and Teorell argue that none of 

the three types are mutually exclusive, thus allowing for mixed categories. 

Finally, Cheibub et al. (2010) suggest focusing rather on how rulers share their 

power to mitigate the threats posed by elites and potential rivals. Since dictatorial 

regimes lack the institutional procedures that determine the rotation of political 

leadership, such as free and fair elections, they consequently face a loss of power 

due to internal disputes over succession. Quite often, this means that fellow 
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members of the authoritarian regime are responsible for the dictator’s fall. This, 

in turn, induces autocrats to develop a smaller inner circle to reduce information 

asymmetries and coordinate their actions to prevent potential coups. Based on 

the characteristics of these inner circles, Cheibub et al. (2010) have developed the 

following categories for non-democratic political regimes: royal, military, and 

civilian regimes. Monarchies rely on families and kin networks along with 

consultative councils; with military regimes, such a group of supporters and 

potential rivals is confined to the ruling the juntas; civilian dictatorships, in 

contrast, do not have such a ready-made organization on which to rely, so, 

authoritarian rulers create regime parties, within which they create an even 

smaller body—a political bureau—to coopt potential rivals (Cheibub, Gandhi, and 

Vreeland 2010, 84–87).   

All the typologies described above are conceptually advantageous in a certain 

way. The framework proposed by Cheibub et al. (2010) draws a sharp line 

between democracies and autocracies in terms of institutional configuration and 

avoids a political regimes’ hybridity. The typology introduced by Geddes et al. 

(1999; 2014) distinguishes between regime types on the authoritarian part of the 

political spectrum in a more subtle way. In turn, the conceptualization proposed 

by Hadenius and Teorell (2007) significantly contributes to understanding the 

variations in authoritarian rule, introducing the electoral component. In this 

respect, an effective research strategy for this manuscript may be found in 

following the combination of these typologies and in thus referring to Russia as a 

civilian personalist authoritarian regime of the electoral type. 

At the same time, such conceptual framing of the Russian case still does not 

sufficiently capture the institutional peculiarities of the regime. Most 

importantly, such a conceptualization fails to account for the partisan structures 

allowing the regime to function. The category of civilian dictatorships proposed 

by Cheibub et al. (2010) likewise does not fully explain the peculiarities of the 

Russian case since it encompasses quite heterogeneous political regimes, such as 

Botswana or Kenya, which have strong dominant parties, and Kazakhstan or 

Belarus, with the former having a revolving incumbent party and the latter no 

partisan politics at all. In turn, the typology proposed by Geddes et al. (1999; 

2014) also does not fully account for the Russian case due to the blurred lines 
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between different variations of the party-based regime settings. Indeed, in Russia 

though the pro-incumbent party—United Russia—does exist, it has no significant 

discretion over significant political decisions and does not appoint the 

government as such. In this case, Russia should be framed as a purely personalist 

regime based on Geddes et al.’s typology. However, the growing number of 

studies on dominant-party regimes has drawn attention to dominant parties that 

do not influence governmental configurations but do play an important role in 

regime development and maintenance. Quite in line with the role of political 

parties in authoritarian regimes, they organize political exchanges and distribute 

spoils among fellow elite members, they generate political support for the regime 

in society and coopt political opposition, but they also become an instrument in 

the hands of the ruler to ensure a legislative majority and facilitate legislative 

manipulations for further regime maintenance. This is what Hadenius and 

Teorell (2007) took as the basis for their reconsideration of Geddes et al.’s choice 

to differentiate between autocratic partisan regimes and include dominant party 

systems as a subcategory of electoral regimes with the limited multiparty 

competition. In this respect, their typology substantively supplements the 

previously formulated framing of Russia’s political settings, since United Russia 

follows the features of dominant parties and is considered as such in studies on 

Russian authoritarianism (Gel’man 2006; Ora John Reuter and Remington 

2009; Golosov 2014a; Ora John Reuter 2017). Therefore, this research project 

identifies and elaborates on the unclear categories in the above-mentioned 

political regimes typologies and accounts for all the necessary peculiarities of the 

Russian political regime by defining Russia as a civilian personalist authoritarian 

regime of an electoral type with a dominant party (see figure 1). 
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Figure 1 Typologies of authoritarian political regimes.1
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1.2 WHY NOT DEMOCRACY IN RUSSIA? 

Authoritarianism in Russia did not develop all at once. Some scholars are less 

optimistic and suggest that the non-democratic age of modern Russia started as 

early as 1993 (Geddes, Wright, and Frantz 2014). Others acknowledge that the 

Russian political regime exhibited democratic potential in the first decade of its 

modern political history, but by the late twentieth century had changed from what 

has been called “managed democracy” (Balzer 2003) to electoral 

authoritarianism (Schedler 2002; 2006; Morse 2012) by the late 2000s. In the 

context of this dissertation, it is necessary to underline that the regime took one 

of its major final steps on this path in 2005 by replacing popular gubernatorial 

elections with a system of de facto presidential appointments. However, there is 

no dominant view on how and why this regime transformation occurred at all. 

For example, one of the reasons can be found in the economic post-

transitional recovery in the first years of Vladimir Putin’s presidency (economic 

growth in 1999—2008 after the downturn of 1990–1998). Rapid economic 

growth led to increasing real incomes and more than halved unemployment and 

poverty rates during that period, leading to the formation of strong and long-

standing political trust in the authorities due to significantly increasing self-

assessed life satisfaction rates (Guriev and Tsyvinski 2010). At the same time, this 

growth was further strengthened by a tremendous increase in the price of oil and 

gas, which comprise most of Russia’s exports, prompting some scholars to argue 

that the reverse side of the coin took the form of diminishing democratic features, 

which the regime achieved through a series of political reforms.  

 
1 One could reasonably argue that the classification typology for Russia presented in this figure does not 

perfectly characterize its political regime, since it does not account for the security apparatus (siloviki) as an 

important and influential elite group. Indeed, the most recent tendencies in Russia show the growing 

involvement of coercive structures in the regime's operations. However, even though siloviki are an 

important group in contemporary Russia, the major political decisions are still made by civilian politicians, 

hence the need to question the feasibility of including siloviki in the chosen conceptualization. Moreover, 

even if accounting for the omissions, such omissions rather indicate the limitations of the typologies 

themselves and the need to make adjustments to them. That is why, here, I prefer to still employ this schema 

as the main framework of Russia’s regime without introducing any new corrections, though admitting to 

possible conceptual drawbacks. 
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More often, this connection between Russia’s resource abundance and 

subsequent political developments is explained by the notion of a “resource 

curse” (Ross 2001; 2015; Wright, Frantz, and Geddes 2015), which explains the 

development of authoritarianism through investing additional revenues derived 

from resource extraction in, for example, media control (Guriev, Egorov, and 

Sonin 2007), the coercive state apparatus (Shcherbak 2010), and/or the state’s 

military buildup (Al-Mawali 2015; Do 2021). Therefore, Russia is considered as a 

representative case of a resource-rich but ‘cursed’ country, and most scholarly 

works explain its backsliding into authoritarianism as the result of inefficient 

management of its resource wealth, with the Russian regime aiming rather at 

maintaining the top-down centralized governing system called “power vertical” 

(vertikal’ vlasti) and fulfilling the interests of the ruling elite.  

Blaming the ruling elites in Russia for the state’s authoritarian development 

is another common explanation adopted by scholars to account for Russia’s 

unique political situation. Though admittedly constrained by particular 

circumstances and having their own interests to pursue, the behavior of Putin and 

his allies cannot be explained away solely through a rational approach; such 

behavior is largely determined by the origins and previous experiences of the 

elites, which significantly guides their dominant beliefs, emotions, and ideas 

(Taylor 2018). Basically conservative, these beliefs stress the need for a strong 

state to protect the nation from all kinds of enemies, and they are reinforced by 

habits of control, order, and loyalty inherited from the Soviet past. 

Finally, certain political behavior and, as a result, the establishment of a 

certain political environment is the result of the personal traits and dispositions 

of the nation’s citizens. Different orientations and personality traits, informed by 

different personal experiences, structure how people perceive their social and 

political surroundings and lead them to interact differently with the political 

order (Mondak et al. 2010; Gerber et al. 2011; Bakker, Rooduijn, and Schumacher 

2016). In this respect, Russia is not an exception, although the personality traits 

and experiences of its citizens have had a slightly different impact of the country’s 

political trajectory. The agreeableness of a person, meaning his/her desire to 

maintain positive social relations with others, becomes the most important trait 

(instead of openness and conscientiousness) affecting attitudes, and thus, 
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explaining different attitudes towards the regime among persons from similar 

socioeconomic and demographic groups (Greene and Robertson 2017). The 

context of delegitimizing different political positions and disagreement, 

reinforced by political leaders, the media, and social institutions, has shaped the 

public’s perception that to disagree is to invite conflict. Therefore, opposition 

becomes the “domain of people willing to accept social marginalization” (Greene 

and Robertson 2017, 1804). Although this approach explains why the Russian 

regime continues to exist in its authoritarian form, it does not explain why it took 

such a configuration in the first place. 

Without disputing any of the above-mentioned positions, and while admitting 

the multifaceted nature of political developments in Russia, I argue that the 

mechanisms of electoral authoritarianism should be studied empirically and that 

they depend greatly on the role played by Russian subunits and their governors 

in national politics. Studying them will allow us to understand how and why these 

mechanisms have been established and how they continue to evolve. 

1.3 WHY A REGIONAL DIMENSION? 

It should be mentioned that studying national political trajectories at the 

subnational level is far from a new approach in political science. Indeed, the focal 

point of comparative politics always mainly resided in analyzing different 

countries since they were and still are the major political actors in international 

affairs. However, the development of adequate methods of analysis and the 

availability of data made it easier to investigate the lower-tier political dynamics 

of nations, and scholarly attention shifted to subnational politics. 

The reason for this increasing scholarly interest in the subnational dimension 

of political processes is twofold. First, the study of lower-level politics provides an 

essential opportunity to pursue comparative questions within a single country, 

which may be practical in terms of both empirical availability and conceptual 

correctness. Second, the shift from trying to pin down national values to focusing 

on subnational values is also valuable in terms of revealing possibly hidden 

political mechanisms and patterns. Regardless of the administrative divisions in 

a country, politics to a certain extent is shaped by subnational variations and 
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trends (see e.g. Dahl 1971; Key and Heard 1984; Putnam, Leonardi, and Nanetti 

1994). When analyzing the processes solely through the national lens, it is 

possible to overlook decisive information and important details, especially if 

aggregated from lower-level data (Snyder 2001). Therefore, the choice to study 

subnational politics is not essential solely for the added knowledge about the 

political trajectories of the regions per se, but also because it allows for a deeper 

understanding of the changes driving national developments.  

In democracies, it is often even necessary to consider national political 

tendencies in juxtaposition to subnational settings, especially when local interests 

fail to coincide with federal interests (Gibson 2013). Therefore, not surprisingly 

most of the studies on subnational politics in democratic states have concentrated 

entirely analyzing authoritarian regimes at the subnational level (see, e.g., 

Hagopian 1996; Cornelius 1999).  

Some of these works offer a good example of a thorough methodological 

approach and demonstrate the degree of variation in democratic features at the 

subnational level (Gervasoni 2010b). Other researchers have been more inclined 

to explain this variation in a more general sense. For example, scholars have 

demonstrated that in democratic states, subnational authoritarianism may be 

maintained even by stable formal institutions and practices (i.e., newspapers, 

elections, and judiciary) due to the political domination of a family or group of 

families in the province, which they achieve by controlling top government 

positions, the media, and business (Behrend 2011). Subnational authoritarian 

elites can make use of such institutional circumstances to survive not through 

electoral manipulations, but because of popular support, due largely to this 

control over all important sources of power and information. 

At the same time, when authoritarian subnational and democratic national 

polities clash with one another, the success of an authoritarian regional head at 

maintaining his power also depends on his ability to “protect” the given territory 

from the influence of the oppositional political forces (Gibson 2013). To dominate 

a given territory, a strong political actor will have an interest in keeping any 

potential conflict maximally isolated from national democratic interference. To 

strengthen this “boundary control,” regional authoritarian rulers create 

hegemonic local parties, since political parties are the main means of 
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accumulating and maintaining political power in democratic regimes. Thus, these 

parties become “the most important institutional manifestation of subnational 

authoritarianism in nationally democratic countries” (Gibson 2013, 27). This 

boundary control occurs in different countries and periods. However, the types of 

control and strategies for exerting it adopted by regional heads can vary 

depending on the institutional and legal settings of center-regional relations as 

well as on the availability of resources. The accumulation of resources may be 

achieved through acquiring intergovernmental financial aid within the system of 

fiscal relations (Gervasoni 2010a; Brollo et al. 2013) or simply by controlling the 

local economy, which becomes possible due to the regional chief executive’s 

enterprises and the assistance offered by supra-local state authorities and 

economic actors (Sidel 2014). 

Therefore, studies on subnational politics in democracies have not only 

highlighted the possible variation in political settings within a single country, but 

also the importance of knowing about the lower-level processes as a way to 

understand the national political dynamics in detail, finding the structural 

sources for it, and exploring the mutual effect of national and subnational 

policies. Yet, the increasing interest in the political dynamics of nondemocratic 

regimes consequentially has made it valuable to study the territorial subdivisions 

of the ruling agencies in non-democratic settings as well, with Russia being no 

exception. 

In the 1990s, the political trajectories of Russia’s subnational polities may 

have gone in a variety of possible directions, from electoral democracies (e.g., 

Nizhniy Novgorod) to overtly authoritarian regimes (Republic of Tatarstan). 

Therefore, quite in line with the existing scholarship on subnational politics in 

other countries, early research on Russia provided a deep and detailed historical 

analysis aimed at tracing regional political formations and identifying the most 

important actors and political processes (Gel’man and Senatova 1995; Matsuzato 

2001). In explaining the diverse nature of Russia’s early subnational politics, 

some works suggested that any difference in their political development is 

determined by the institutional heritage of previous political settings at the lower 

level (Gel’man, Ryzhenkov, and Brie 2003; Remington 2010), while others added 



29 
 

to this explanation the legacy of the Soviet economic system and ethnic politics 

(Hale 2003). 

Subsequently, the democratic features of Russia’s subnational polities have 

almost totally evaporated in line with the political transformations of the national 

regime. Political competition in regional elections became restricted for 

oppositional candidates and parties. This in part occurred due to strict changes 

in legislative regulations and in part due to a unique set of factors, including the 

membership of local political and economic elites in the regional offices of the 

dominant party (United Russia), the development of mechanisms to control how 

the electorate voted, and the presence of other electoral manipulations (Ross 

2011).  

Moreover, these authoritarian shifts in Russia’s subunits did not develop in 

isolation from the national regime. While being a result of national politics, they 

at the same time were one of the main factors affecting the national political 

trajectory. Through a series of reforms in the 2000s, subnational and local 

politics were integrated into the state apparatus, substantively contributing to the 

formation of a more authoritarian “power vertical” and becoming the stabilizing 

pillars of Russia’s authoritarian regime (Gel’man 2010; Golosov 2011b), and 

regional governors became the “transmission belts” of Russia’s authoritarian 

vehicle. 

1.4 WHY GOVERNORS? 

Most studies on center-regional relations and Russia’s political developments 

focus on regional chief executives. This is understandable considering the 

paramount role they always played in Russian politics. On the one hand, the 

amount of formal authority they wield demonstrates the exclusive institutional 

strength they have in the regions (Golosov and Konstantinova 2016). On the other 

hand, they also obtain effective informal instruments that help ensure the 

Kremlin’s strategy of authoritarian survival (Reisinger and Moraski 2017).  

Not all this became possible at once. In the 1990s, regional governors 

potentially had strong powers in their relations with federal authorities. The 

major role enjoyed by the gubernatorial political powers in bargaining with the 
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federal center had to do with their ability to consolidate regional elites and build 

effective political machines in the region. The most consolidated regional political 

regimes were so successful in using their power over the federal authorities that, 

for example, they received exclusive political rights and special conditions in 

budgetary relations. However, the recentralization policy of Vladimir Putin, 

initiated in 2000, considerably weakened subnational executives both in formal 

and informal respects (Söderlund 2005) and coopted the developed 

gubernatorial political structures, thus making them an instrument of 

authoritarian manipulation in the Kremlin’s hands.  

As a result, nowadays the tight political control by governors over regions is 

rather used to ensure desirable electoral outcomes for the national authorities 

(Myagkov and Ordeshook 2001). Although this tendency revealed itself already 

in the mid-1990s, with the main purpose of subnational politics being to serve as 

an instrument for bargaining with the federal center, the tendency towards tight 

gubernatorial political control at the local level survived into the 2000s (Sakwa 

2005; Reisinger and Moraski 2010), and it remained particularly apparent during 

the period of de facto presidential appointments in 2005–2012 (Reuter 2013). 

During this period, the governor’s capacity to deliver the vote for federal 

authorities served as a major precondition for her/his survival in office (Goode 

2007; Reuter and Robertson 2012; Reisinger and Moraski 2013), and this 

capacity, in turn, strongly depended on the governors’ ability to maintain and 

strengthen the intraregional machine politics. Thus, the transition from popular 

governor elections to appointments was the decisive step towards the 

establishment of electoral authoritarianism in Russia. 

While the system successfully worked for many years and, indeed, fulfilled the 

task to consolidate the national regime, it backfired in the 2010s. The appointed 

governors, although loyal to the Kremlin, for the most part lacked the resources 

and capacity to still control the regional elites, since the governors came from 

outside the region. As a result, the Duma elections of 2011 brought unexpectedly 

low electoral returns for the “party of power”2 in most regions. Coupled with the 

ensuing mass protests against electoral fraud, this situation called into question 

 
2 The term defines a political party that is closely politically connected to the executives and appears to 

function more as an extension of their agenda than an independent political organization. 
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the regime’s survival and required an immediate response. Such a response 

involved restoring popular gubernatorial elections in 2012. However, it is not 

clear why the restoration of popular gubernatorial elections not only aggravated 

the negative effects of electoral authoritarianism but also facilitated the regime’s 

strengthening and evolution. This doctoral study, in attempting to explain these 

trajectories, tracks the most recent authoritarian developments in the Russian 

political regime, focusing on its subnational dimension through an analysis of the 

Kremlin’s political decisions and instruments that it has implemented with 

respect to regional chief executives since 2012. From a more general perspective, 

I consider the political decisions and institutional mechanisms introduced by the 

federal center after 2012 as a tool for solving the principal-agent problem in 

relations between the Kremlin and the governors through the transformations of 

the goals and instruments of political control. 

1.5 PRINCIPAL-AGENT PROBLEM IN RUSSIAN POLITICS 

The principal-agent problem is a well-known concept that was initially developed 

to analyze contractual relations in economics but later has been used to explain 

political decision-making in different settings (Jensen and Meckling 1976). 

Mainly, this framework describes the problems that emerge in the relationships 

between a rational actor (principal) and his/her subordinate (agent) in 

accomplishing certain policies (Kiewiet and McCubbins 1991). The principal 

delegates to the agent the power to accomplish certain policies. However, the 

interests of the principal and the agent may diverge. Moreover, the agent, being 

the main actor responsible for implementing the policy and controlling the 

process, possesses more information than the principal. Given such a situation of 

uncertainty and asymmetry of information, the principal then faces the problem 

of ensuring that the agent is acting on behalf of the principal and implementing 

the intended political decisions in the way the principal expects. To avoid any 

problems, the principal must monitor the agent, but the costs of continually 

monitoring the agent are quite high. Therefore, the principal must find another 

way to solve the problem. Such a solution may be found in the use of different 

mechanisms and institutions to structure the agent’s incentives. Searching for the 
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most optimal combination of such incentives becomes the main task of the 

principal, one that very often interferes with other tasks and thus hinders the 

principal’s efforts at governance.  

The general logic behind the described model can also be applied to the 

relationships between the Kremlin and the regional chief executives in Russia. 

Indeed, from a legal perspective the regional governors in Russia represent the 

subnational level of government, hierarchically located right under the national 

government. Moreover, they possess more information about most of aspects of 

regional governance and the political situation and, being in charge of substantial 

political, economic, and administrative resources, they also possess the potential 

capacity to affect national politics. In this respect, it seems plausible to consider 

the relationships between the regional and federal authorities as involving the 

proper delegation of power within the principal-agent framework, in particular 

assigning the role of the principal to the president and his administration and the 

role of agents to regional governors. Then, the president and his apparatus face 

the main challenge of ensuring that the governors fulfil their part of the 

“contract.” However, within the Russian context the nature of this “contract” is 

twofold: it is designed to ensure both efficient regional governance and 

gubernatorial loyalty in effectively supporting the current regime and the national 

incumbent. The twofold requirement gives rise to an important question: How 

can the state ensure the proper selection of those candidates who perfectly 

conform with both criteria? The answer to this question can be given in a stepwise 

manner by following the gradual transformations of federal relations and the 

governorship, as processed by the Kremlin. 

In the 1990s, the main obstacle to solving the principal-agent problem was 

that the governor received the office through the mechanism of popular elections. 

One of the main consequences of implementing the electoral mechanism of 

governor appointments was growing regional autonomy. Since elections were the 

main way governors came to power, the newly elected regional leaders were 

rather beholden to those who were responsible for the outcome. In the complex 

nature of Russia’s regional politics during that period, this quite often resulted in 

a situation known as “common agency,” where the governors served as agents to 

many actors and groups. With the regional electorate constituting the main 
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source of electoral support for the governor, and with the presidency being the 

highest executive position in the state hierarchy, the economic actors then 

provided sufficient financial resources for the campaign and the powerful 

criminal groups obtained enough coercive means and informal leverage to 

influence regional politics (Konitzer 2005). Thus, the role of the principal was 

taken by those to whom the governor owed his rise to power. This in turn provided 

the governors with considerable political discretion, since they were the ones who 

prioritized the interests of the principals and sometimes even obtained enough 

capacity to effectively juxtapose one principal against another when bargaining 

for important political and economic rights (as was the case, for example, with 

several ethnic republics). Although most regional governors were still dependent 

on the federal authorities (especially for the allocation of financial resources), 

they could nevertheless exercise their freedom of action by not complying with 

the federal legislation and policies (Stoner-Weiss 2006), thus influencing 

regional branches of the federal bureaucracy and controlling local institutions as 

well as local businesses through the process of privatization (Hale 2006). 

Overall, the specifics of Russia’s politics in the 1990s endowed regional 

governors with huge political capacity, which sometimes inverted the principal-

agent structure in their favor and made them powerful actors in their attempts to 

push their claims in relations with the Kremlin. Quite obviously, such a situation 

was problematic for the latter for several reasons. First, such a disposition created 

serious problems for the stability of the national regime, since the re-election of 

the president depended on how governors performed in the region and also 

whom they considered as the main actor to be accountable to and deliver electoral 

support. Moreover, the political shift of 1999, when regional governors created a 

political party with the aim of playing more a role in national politics (see chapter 

2 for more details), has shown that regional elites may do far more than engage 

in bilateral negotiations with the Kremlin and instead create a powerful coalition 

to disrupt the status quo. Second, it became obvious that gubernatorial political 

ambitions may pose a serious threat to the country’s territorial integrity and 

safety. As troubles in Chechnya have shown, the legitimacy endowed to regional 

leaders via the popular vote may induce some radical elements to emerge. 

Therefore, the national leadership had to find a more efficient strategy for dealing 
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with the powerful regional governors but at the same time avoid any possible 

confrontation caused by such a step. 

Such a strategy was adopted in the early 2000s and has since been 

implemented as part of the re-centralization reforms initiated by the Kremlin (see 

chapter 2 for more details). First, the creation of the federal districts (federal’nyi 

okrug) as an additional level of federal bureaucracy intensified the presence of 

the federal representatives in the regions and allowed for better monitoring of the 

regional authorities. Second, the creation of the United Russia party became an 

important institutional channel that allowed the Kremlin to have a say in regional 

politics and exert control over their political environment (Konitzer and Wegren 

2006). Third, the reform of the Federation Council, the body that was mainly used 

by the regional elites as a platform for lobbying their interests, deprived the 

governors of the right to participate in collective decision-making at the federal 

level and of the opportunity to coordinate horizontally and obstruct federal 

initiatives. Finally, the cancelling of popular gubernatorial elections and replacing 

them with de facto presidential appointments in 2004 restructured the existing 

system of incentives for governors in such a way that non-compliance became 

costly and good performance and loyalty were rewarded. The new system of 

gubernatorial selection, making regional chief executives fully dependent for 

their political career on the president rather than on other political and economic 

actors, not only helped minimize the principal-agent problem but also resolved 

the problem of “common agency,” thus integrating regional governors into the 

“power vertical”. 

At the same time, the system of appointments lacked a clear analogy to the 

Soviet nomenklatura, the mechanism for establishing a pool of potential 

candidates for key party and state-controlled positions, which at the same time 

would make it possible to evaluate their professional skills and loyalty to the 

regime as they moved up through the ranks (Sharafutdinova 2010b). In contrast, 

the appointments of governors in the years 2005–2012 were rather idiosyncratic 

and depended largely on the political considerations of the Kremlin and personal 

relations. Not surprisingly, many of the appointees did not wield enough capacity 

to be politically effective and could not handle the destabilizing balance of power 

in the region, since they were new outside actors without prior links to the region. 
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Moreover, in most cases Russia’s regional chief executives did not have any 

chance for upward career trajectories, which may also have resulted in bias with 

respect to their incentives and thus contributed to their political inefficacy. Over 

time, the combination of these problems has led to a certain re-emergence of the 

principal-agent problem, resulting in the Kremlin’s total inability to ensure the 

appointment of agents able to manage the given tasks, a problem that was 

ultimately revealed in the results of the 2011–2012 elections and the subsequent 

events. As a result, in understanding the necessity to maintain the mechanisms 

of political control over regional politics on the one hand and resume the political 

efficacy of the regional agents on the other, the Kremlin returned to the system of 

popular gubernatorial elections in 2012. Taking this reform as a vantage point 

from which to assess the new stage in the Kremlin’s regional politics, this 

dissertation analyzes the consequences of this decision for the regime and 

assesses how it helped Russia avoid a revival or aggravation of the principal-agent 

problem (if any). 

1.6 RESEARCH QUESTION AND THE MAIN ARGUMENT 

To a certain extent, the question of political control under the new rules of the 

game was solved by the institutional mechanisms of the restored system, making 

it still impossible for the opposition to subvert the status quo and leaving the 

Kremlin’s controlling mechanisms over the regional “transmission belts” in force. 

Still, the question remained of how to ensure the political efficacy of the governors 

in terms of maintaining the national political status quo (be it high pro-Kremlin 

electoral returns or simply the capacity to handle possible political and social 

crises in the regions) without endowing them with a great degree of autonomy 

and without repeating other possible risky scenarios linked with the electoral 

processes. Even controlled elections may leave space for reviving the instruments 

of intraregional politics and building strong networks of support, making them 

important for decreasing the chances of the incumbent’s loss, of which there are 

five cases thus far. Then, the question arises: Why did the restoration of popular 

gubernatorial elections in Russia in 2012 not challenge the currently established 

political status quo, only instead inducing its further consolidation and 
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development towards a hegemonic type of authoritarianism? In a more general 

perspective, this dissertation identifies the sources of stability in electoral 

authoritarianism and explains the reasons for its durability or fragility. I assume 

that the federal autocratic leadership discovered new political and institutional 

add-ins for already well-functioning institutions that significantly have eased the 

potential dangers inherent in principal-agent relationships and ultimately 

allowed the Kremlin to adjust the political situation in a manner most favorable 

to its continued power. To test this assumption, and to answer the main question, 

the following secondary questions are introduced: 1) What new institutional and 

political instruments ensure the regime’s survival and strengthening (if any)? 2) 

How do these instruments transform the previous strategies of authoritarian 

maintenance? 3) What are the new strategies for retaining power, and how are 

they connected to authoritarian development in Russia? The answers to these 

three crucial questions will contribute to discussions on the institutional and 

political developments of electoral autocracies and the variety of instruments they 

employ for authoritarian survival. 

To answer the questions, I focused my analysis on the Kremlin’s politics 

towards regional governors in the post-2012 period as the main source of Russia’s 

political regime maintenance. The analysis is built on three storylines, revealing 

the most recent mechanisms of authoritarian development in Russia: 1) 

premature gubernatorial elections of the incumbents at the early stage of restored 

elections as a strategic mechanism of long-term risk aversion, 2) early dismissals 

of governors by the president as an additional instrument to avoid the potential 

risks provoked by the loss of the incumbents and/or political inefficacy of the 

governors, and 3) party primaries as the instrument of control over the political 

strength of governors. I demonstrate that these political and institutional add-ins 

became the important instruments of political correction, rectifying the mistakes 

made during both the pre-2005 period of gubernatorial elections (when the 

federal center was politically dependent on the regional chief executives) and the 

system of presidential appointments (when the governors consistently 

demonstrated diminishing political capacities and means to deliver the vote). 

Overall, the results of the analysis vividly demonstrate that these mechanisms 

have been successfully developed as new course offerings within the previously 
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developed “menu of authoritarian manipulation” (Schedler 2002), and they 

facilitate Russia’s move from competitive authoritarianism towards a more 

hegemonic type of authoritarian regime (Howard and Roessler 2006). 

Hence, the main argument of the study may be formulated as follows. The 

restoration of popular gubernatorial elections in Russia in 2012, while mainly 

provoked by the political unrest caused by the fraudulent elections of 2011–2012 

and designed to appease the public mood, were not conducive to substantial 

changes in Russia’s political order. On the contrary, the new institutional 

environment has facilitated the transformation of the previously successful, but 

outmoded strategies of autocratic leadership and has resulted in other forms of 

authoritarian manipulation. If previously the Kremlin was mainly oriented 

towards maintaining the regional subordinates’ capacity to show high electoral 

support, the most recent tendency, as this research project shows, demonstrates 

the dwindling importance of the electoral component per se, the diminishing 

agency of governors, and a shift in the Kremlin’s principal strategy towards long-

term risk aversion. Gubernatorial elections are losing their legitimizing function 

and serve mainly now only as an instrument of approval for the cadre decisions 

previously made in the Kremlin, while the risk-aversion strategy allows the 

Kremlin to make ad hoc corrections, affording it a way to preventively do away 

with any governors who are not able to handle the electioneering process and/or 

manage the given region without problems. 

Therefore, this work contributes to existing scholarship in several important 

ways. The results of the analysis, largely determined by the empirical focus of the 

study on the Russian case, first contribute to studies of Russian politics, 

addressing especially the political transformations that occurred in Russia after 

the restoration of popular gubernatorial elections. Previously, the main strategy 

defining the Kremlin’s policies towards the regions was ensuring high electoral 

returns with the help of the regional governors, with the electoral component 

greatly determining the political survival of the governors. Since 2012, however, 

as this study shows, this trend has shifted rather towards an aversion towards the 

perceived risks of trying to maintain the status quo. 

While contributing to Russian studies, this dissertation also adds to the 

broader body of literature on electoral authoritarianism. First, it contributes to 
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an understanding of the role played by subnational actors and institutions in the 

trajectories of authoritarian regimes and distinguishes between the effects they 

have in different types of authoritarian institutional settings. Second, this study 

provides a possible explanation of why Russia, as an example of electoral 

authoritarianism, has not only survived the average duration of this type of 

regime but also continues to consolidate its power, with alternatives to the status 

quo increasingly becoming impossible. Finally, this dissertation builds on the 

overall discussions regarding the menu of authoritarian manipulation to suggest 

avenues for further regime maintenance and the various possible trajectories, 

ranging from competitive to hegemonic types of authoritarianism, thus 

potentially developing the bases for further empirical comparisons and 

clarification of the existing concepts.  

1.7 STRUCTURE OF THE DISSERTATION 

Before going into detail on the empirical storylines, it is important to be clear 

about the general context of the analysis from both conceptual and historical 

standpoints. As such, chapter 2 provides more detail on the theoretical 

peculiarities of the notion of electoral authoritarianism, describes the main 

mechanisms by which it functions in a comparative perspective, and explains the 

specifics of Russia as a case of this type of political regime. In addition to 

describing the other pillars of Russian electoral authoritarianism, it also focuses 

in detail on how regional governors became its “transmission belts” from the 

perspective of political and institutional transformations throughout the entire 

post-Soviet period.  

Chapter 3 presents the first piece of empirical evidence on the political 

consequences of the electoral reform of 2012. Once the law had been enacted, it 

raised the question of just when the first elections should be held. From a strictly 

legal perspective, gubernatorial races should have been held by the calendar date 

where the governor’s term was coming to an end in a particular region. However, 

the vast number of regional executives decided to run prematurely, justifying this 

decision by their will to legitimately confirm their right to stay in office, while in 

other regions the governors continued their term without making any attempts 
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to run prematurely. Yet, the very act of running prematurely would not have been 

possible without the affirmation of the Russian president, which then raises the 

question, why did the Kremlin only allow the political and institutional system to 

operate in such a manner in some regions? In other words, what factors 

determined the Kremlin’s strategy of allowing some gubernatorial election races 

to be held prematurely or on a set schedule? Chapter 3 provides empirical 

evidence of the changes in the Kremlin’s political strategies and shows that when 

the gubernatorial elections were restored, the date for the first round of voting in 

each region did not fully depend on the governor’s term of office, but was rather 

a strategic instrument in the Kremlin’s hands that was determined by the political 

capacity of the governor to easily manage the electioneering process and handle 

any potential challenges to the political status quo. Thus, this part of the 

dissertation reveals that manipulating the calendar dates during the first post-

restoration gubernatorial elections served as one of the new instruments of 

manipulation resulting from the newly emerged institutional context. This 

chapter is a revised version of a co-authored paper published in the journal 

Problems of Post-Communism (Golosov and Tkacheva 2018). When working on 

this research paper, I contributed mainly by collecting and processing the data, 

conducting statistical analysis, and preparing a draft of the literature review. 

At the same time, even given the controlled electoral space and the Kremlin’s 

confidence regarding the possible results of the governor elections, failures may 

still occur in both the federal and regional political strategies, leading to the 

victory of alternative candidates. In this case, it is necessary to have in place an 

additional mechanism to avoid such political risks and handle any potential 

political imbalance. Chapter 4 is based on the argument that the president does 

have such an instrument, which is expressed in his right to dismiss the governor 

at any plausible moment. While this rule was in force throughout the entire post-

Soviet period in Russia, in recent years he has done so on a more frequent basis. 

Known in the public discourse as guberopad (“goverfall”3), the practice of 

 
3 This is an informal term, which once appeared in the mass media and later became popular among the 

general public. It is a noun that emerged at a confluence of the words gubernator (governor) and padeniye 

(falling) as an analogy of either snegopad (snowfall) or vodopad (waterfall), perfectly capturing the 

impulsive and widespread nature of the process. 
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widespread gubernatorial dismissals is justified as a tool for replacing ineffective 

managers in the regions. Yet, such a justification seems dubious. If effectiveness 

implies the ability of the governor to manage socio-economic matters in a way 

that benefits the region, then the restored elections could solve this problem 

easily: “bad governors”4 would be punished by low electoral support and thus 

replaced by any other, more promising candidate. Then, the notion of 

effectiveness implies political performance rather than the policy performance of 

the governor (see, e.g.., Reuter and Robertson’s (2012) discussion of the prior 

period of gubernatorial appointments in Russia as a striking point of contrast). 

In considering the early dismissal of governors as another instrument of manual 

control in Russia’s contemporary personalist regime, chapter 4 tackles this 

inquiry and reveals that, indeed, early gubernatorial dismissals in post-2012 

Russia are mainly politically determined, similar to what occurred previously. 

However, the revealed effects differ from earlier periods and confirm the 

Kremlin’s shift towards a risk-aversion strategy. While at the previous stage of 

cadre rotations, the governor’s political survival was highly dependent on her/his 

ability to mobilize large electoral returns for the party of power and the 

incumbent president, from 2012 onwards such survival is more strongly affected 

by his/her political capacity to overcome potential risks to the regime. 

Finally, the Kremlin needs a source of information about the governor’s 

political capacity and potential efficacy to foresee the potential of political 

turbulence in a given region and implement the chosen strategies and 

mechanisms at the right moment. Historically, a good indicator of a governor’s 

political strength was his/her regional political machines. The strength of 

regional political machines became one of the reasons that the 2012 reform was 

initiated and remains a point of focus shaping the current strategies of the 

Kremlin towards the governors. At the same time, the Kremlin’s goal of 

authoritarian maintenance coupled with the need to subvert any growing political 

autonomy among governors calls for reasonable, but limited, regional 

mechanisms of gubernatorial strength. Therefore, an instrument is needed that 

 
4 Here, used as a noun formed from the term “bad governance,” which refers to an intentionally built 

politico-economic order, which involves the poor quality of state governance, far below expectations based 

on the degree of the country’s socio-economic development (Gel’man 2017). 
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allows the Kremlin to regularly control the gubernatorial political machines, to 

notice any unsatisfactory situations and avoid them in advance, whether in terms 

of the weakness or excessiveness of gubernatorial political power. Such an 

instrument, I argue, was introduced with transformations in United Russia’s 

system of primary elections. The stated reason behind this initiative was not 

much different from the common justification for the primaries: they were being 

held to select those party candidates most popular among the electorate. But the 

actual reason for implementing United Russia’s primary elections, especially in 

the 2010s, was to test the governor’s capacity to mobilize electoral support in 

favor of the party in power. Chapter 5 provides statistical evidence for this 

argument, advancing an innovative strategy of using voter turnout in United 

Russia’s primaries as a proxy measurement of the strength of regional political 

machines in contemporary Russia. In this sense, it makes a methodological 

contribution to the notion of political machines in general and a specific empirical 

contribution by revealing another regionally focused instrument of Russia’s 

electoral authoritarianism. This part of the text is also based on a co-authored 

article published in the journal Europe-Asia Studies (Tkacheva and Golosov 

2019). Here, I contributed to the process by writing the first draft, collecting and 

structuring the contextual information using media sources, and interpreting the 

results of the analysis. 

The final chapter of the manuscript summarizes the main foundations of the 

dissertation and its central argument, while briefly highlighting again the major 

findings of the empirical chapters and their interpretations and discussing 

possible implications for future research on electoral authoritarianism in Russia 

and elsewhere. 
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2 REGIONAL PILLARS OF RUSSIA’S 
ELECTORAL AUTHORITARIANISM: 
THEORETICAL AND HISTORICAL 
CONTEXT  

 

In August 1991, Russia was celebrating the failure of the coup organized by a 

group of conservative communists and the victory of the new political actors, who 

had come to power under the banners of freedom and democracy, led by the 

popularly elected president Boris Yeltsin. The coup organizers were imprisoned, 

the Communist Party was disbanded, and the established authoritarian political 

order was eliminated after 70 years of monopolizing the political arena. The new 

political actors had seemingly paved a promising new road to political freedom 

and democratic rule. 

Thirty years later, Russia has not only failed to approach the democratic 

standards but also moved far away from the ideals promoted three decades ago. 

In 2021, the country celebrates the anniversary of its democratic victory by 

oppressing the political opposition, holding unfair and fraudulent elections, 

engaging in heavy media censorship, and safeguarding the domination of a major 

pro-government political party at almost all levels of authority, controlled and 

loyal legislatures, politically subordinate courts, widespread corruption, and the 

extensive use of the coercive apparatus of the state to further oppress political 

rivals and quash social unrest. Thus, having emerged from the turbulent politics 

of the 1990s before entering a period of relative stabilization in the 2000s, Russia 

then pivoted towards becoming a type of political regime commonly referred to 

as electoral authoritarianism (see, e.g., Diamond 2002; Schedler 2006, 2013; 

Golosov 2011b; Gel’man 2015). 

Based on the above political trajectories of the Russian state, it might be easy 

to conclude that many have become disillusioned with the country’s political 

present and have serious doubts about its political future. At the same time, it 

may be rather hasty to rush to such a judgment. While electoral authoritarian 

regimes in different countries are similar in their main troubling features, they 

still vary in their origins, sources of authoritarian power, logic of political survival, 

and instruments of regime maintenance, which in turn may lead to different 
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trajectories marking the end of authoritarian rule. In this respect, the Russian 

case provides a brilliant opportunity to broaden scholarly knowledge about this 

part of the political spectrum, analyzing potentially different mechanisms of 

authoritarian survival and further developments in this type of regime. This 

chapter provides the basis for such a research agenda, following the history of 

Russia’s return to authoritarianism with special emphasis on the regional 

governorships and most recent developments in consolidating their support. 

What logic has underpinned Russia’s political regime since consolidating 

authoritarian rule? Why did Russia adopt this type of regime configuration? What 

was the role of regional governors in this process, and how has this role changed 

as the regime has evolved? Finally, what are the current trends in Russia’s 

political trajectory? 

Since the Russian political regime is considered an example of electoral 

authoritarianism, it is necessary before going into detail on its background and 

context to first identify the general specifics of this type of regime. 

2.1 WHAT IS ELECTORAL AUTHORITARIANISM? 

Although the current typology of political regimes is much more complicated than 

a linear scale ranging from (liberal) democracy to closed authoritarianism, for the 

sake of simplicity I will leave such complexities aside. From this perspective, 

electoral authoritarianism then becomes one of the points in the so-called “foggy 

zone” (Schedler 2002) on the political regime axis, a zone implying a wide variety 

of ambiguous political settings that combine certain institutional features of the 

two political extremes. Another type of hybrid regime considered equivalent to 

that of electoral authoritarianism, but located closer to liberal democracy, is 

defective or electoral democracy (Bogaards 2009). In contrast to full democracy, 

where holding elections is an essential but not a sufficient requirement for being 

democratic, electoral democracy does not go beyond this minimum (see table 1). 

While still efficient at “getting elections right,” electoral democracies fail in the 

institutionalization of other vital components of a democratic regime, such as the 

rule of law, bureaucratic integrity, political accountability, and public 

deliberation (Schedler 2002, 37). In turn, the distinction between electoral 
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democracy and electoral authoritarianism derives from the fact that, while still 

holding elections, the latter type of system fails to meet even the minimal 

standards of freedom and fairness. Unlike electoral democracy (and certainly 

liberal democracy), electoral authoritarianism is characterized by the formal and 

informal rules constraining political participation and the access by rivals to 

sufficient financial and media resources and maximization of the incumbent’s 

vote via the abuse of power or even direct fraud (Elklit and Svensson 1997; 

Gel’man 2014). At the same time, electoral authoritarianism also differs from 

closed authoritarianism in the sense that elections still have real political value 

and allow for the participation of several political parties and candidates in 

contrast to closed authoritarian “elections without choice” (Hermet, Rouque, and 

Rose 1978). 

Table 1. Major types of political regimes and their differences 

Closed autocracy Electoral autocracy Electoral democracy Liberal democracy 

 no political 
competition 

 no political 
accountability 

 individual liberties 
and the rule of 
law are not even 
minimally fulfilled 

 only de jure 
political 
competition 

 only de jure free 
and fair elections 

 violations of 
individual liberties 
and the rule of 
law 

 free and fair 
elections 

 multiparty 
elections 

 violations of 
individual liberties 
and the rule of 
law 

 political 
accountability 

 free and fair 
multiparty 
elections 

 individual liberties 

 the rule of law 

Source: compiled by the author based on Dahl 1971; Schedler 2002; Merkel 2004; Howard and 
Roessler 2006; Levitsky and Way 2010). 

 

The political value of elections in electoral authoritarian regimes is, perhaps 

somewhat counterintuitively, defined by the main goal of the autocrats—political 

survival in the long run. Indeed, it is a commonplace of political science that the 

key rationale behind the actions of any politician is his/her will to remain in 

office. Autocratic rulers absolutize this maxim, striving to power for as long as 

possible. With the closed type of authoritarianism, this purpose is usually quite 

successfully accomplished through a closed clique monopolizing the political 

arena, the appeal to traditions or religion, and sometimes even through relying 

on a direct repressive state apparatus due to the overwhelming monopoly of force 

(e.g., the USSR under Stalin and China under Mao may serve as the most 



45 
 

outstanding examples). However, some autocracies of the closed type are still less 

durable than those with elections (Geddes 1999). One of the main problems faced 

by any autocrat is the necessity to facilitate the regime’s legitimacy, both 

internationally and domestically (Magaloni 2010). Authoritarian regimes of the 

closed type as general a rule are not credible in the eyes of the international 

(democratic) community, which in turn hinders their prospects for creating 

different connections (whether economic, political, diplomatic, social, or 

organizational) with foreign countries, thus restricting both the financial and 

political sustainability of the regime (Levitsky and Way 2010), or else leading to 

regime change through direct foreign intervention (e.g., Saddam Hussein’s 

regime in Iraq) or indirect intervention (e.g., the end of Joseph Mobutu’s reign in 

Zaire, today’s Democratic Republic of Congo). 

Yet not every autocratic state has close connections with international actors, 

which makes them almost uncaring of their external image, though the threat of 

the regime change stemming from internal unrest may still be apparent. By not 

engaging with the popular will of the people (meaning not seeking legitimacy), 

the answer to the question “who is to blame?” for economic and/or social 

instability in the case of closed authoritarianism is quite obvious: the nonelected 

ruler. In contrast to regimes with an elected national leader, for whom this 

problem of blaming is also relevant, closed authoritarianism does not allow a way 

to replace the failed politician through established institutional mechanisms 

(such as elections). Consequently, the only available opportunity to influence 

ineffective governance is through public protest activities. The very closedness of 

the system does not provide the leader with enough of a broad-based mechanism 

to control mass discontent, thus leading to the possibility of a bottom-up 

overthrow of the regime, which can be illustrated, for example, by the case of Iran 

in 1979. Although the regime had the loyalty of the military, the unity and sheer 

size of the civilian revolutionaries raised little doubt as to their victory, forcing 

key officers in the Iranian military to cede power. Even those security forces 

unwilling to put their arms down were still not able to fight the movement in its 

entirety, and Shah Mohammed Reza and his family ultimately fled the country 

and went into exile. 
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At the same time, even when the risk of massive uprisings is low or absent, the 

closed type of authoritarianism is still potentially damaging to the autocrat due 

to threats coming from within the elite ranks and from outsiders within the 

society (Gandhi and Przeworski 2007, 1280). For example, Nikita Khrushchev in 

the USSR was forced out of power by fellow members of the party elite, while King 

Said bin Taimur of Oman was ousted by his son and the communist regime of 

Wojciech Jaruzelski in Poland ultimately could not combat the Solidarity 

movement headed by Lech Walesa, which united various social groups 

representing more than one-third of the country’s working-age population. In 

other words, the closed political system, with all its advantages in terms of 

controlling access to power, often cannot retain enough broad-based instruments 

to continually evaluate the loyalty of the attendant state apparatus at all levels of 

power and monitor all sources of potential opposition.  

The presence of multi-candidate elections and other seemingly democratic 

institutions (parties and legislatures) becomes a solution to all the above-

mentioned problems. First, they ensure the regime’s legitimacy, both 

internationally and domestically (Geddes 2005; Magaloni 2010). The stabilizing 

effect underlying the principle of legitimation in authoritarian elections is quite 

simple: the power is still in the hands of an autocrat, but its source is thought to 

be the people’s will, hence there are fewer incentives for mass public discontent 

so long as the consequences of governance are believed to be the result of the 

popular will of the people. Moreover, the multiparty system creates the illusion 

that such elections provide voters with  alternatives and are, as such, competitive, 

thus signaling that the ruler refrains from abusing his/her power and 

monopolizing the political arena and thereby reducing incentives to overthrow 

the regime (Magaloni 2006; Myerson 2008; Svolik 2009; 2012; Boix and Svolik 

2013). 

Second, seemingly democratic elections under authoritarianism provide the 

necessary mechanisms for controlling the elites and other groups in society, thus 

mitigating any potential internal attempts to undermine the autocrat’s rule. 

Elections in electoral authoritarian regimes are designed in such a way as to 

ensure the incumbent’s victory regardless of the electorate’s preferences, and thus 

they rather serve as the most expedient power-sharing instrument for spreading 



47 
 

the accompanying spoils among trusted elites (Lust-Okar 2006; Lust 2009). 

Within this controlled environment of authoritarian elections, elites must 

contribute their efforts and resources to ensure the desired result, be it through 

vote-buying efforts or persuasion (Lust-Okar 2006; Blaydes 2011). In this case, 

low support at the polls for local and/or national incumbents signals to the 

national autocrat that her/his agents are incompetent, disloyal, and/or 

unpopular. Thus, such authoritarian elections play a crucial role as a source of 

information about elite compliance and the bases of the incumbent’s support 

(Magaloni 2006; Brownlee 2007).  

At the same time, the incumbent’s overwhelming margins of victory, ensured 

due to the controlled nature of authoritarian elections, signal to the political elites 

that any resistance is futile and that they can only access the spoils by remaining 

loyal to the regime, thus eliminating any potential for internal opposition to occur 

(Geddes 2005; Magaloni 2006; Malesky and Schuler 2008). Even if an opposition 

element emerges within the ruling coalition, authoritarian elections help to reveal 

its strongholds and mitigate the threat (Malesky and Schuler 2011). In this case, 

an autocrat punishes rivals by providing less government assistance after the 

elections, by simply buying their support, or by intimidating them into switching 

allegiances before the next elections. 

Nevertheless, broader groups of society beyond just the incumbent elites may 

still resist the regime, providing space for another instrument to ensure the 

survival of the regime—the cooptation of elites (Magaloni 2006; Gandhi 2008b; 

Boix and Svolik 2013). Though authoritarian elections may serve as the main 

channel guaranteeing access to power and the accompanying spoils, they are 

controlled and manipulated by the autocratic clique. So, even if opposition to the 

regime occurs, the dictator may allow opponents to participate in elections as a 

means of advancing to political office and claiming some of the spoils and limited 

decision-making capacity. In this sense, authoritarian elections provide mixed 

incentives for parties that may oppose the current regime but still want access to 

the spoils or to advance their policy agenda. Thus, leaders can use authoritarian 

elections to divide opposition forces (Lust-Okar 2005) and to “encapsulate” 

(O’Donnell 1979) those more invested in cooperating with the regime in exchange 

for even minor accompanying privileges.  
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While elections serve as a vital component of the institutional environment 

under electoral authoritarianism, they are inevitably connected to other quasi-

democratic structures, which provide a necessary form of actual 

institutionalization for the above-mentioned mechanisms. These institutions are 

political parties and legislatures, both of which basically facilitate similar 

mechanisms of political survival in electoral authoritarian regimes. In addition to 

the principle of regime legitimation described above, political parties and 

legislatures also help the leader monitor both incumbent elites and the opposition 

for potential threats to the existing rule, share spoils and benefits with those most 

loyal, and punish any defectors, as well as coopt the outside political forces and 

rotate the cadre personnel of the regime.  

The main conceptual prerequisite here is that both parties and parliaments 

serve as a forum for expressing preferences and for negotiations between the 

autocrat, his/her inner clique, and any possible opposition. For example, political 

parties under electoral authoritarianism help create a cohesive ruling coalition 

and prevent it from fragmenting (Brownlee 2007, 12–13). The underlying logic is 

that no autocrat rules completely alone: they depend on their group of 

supporters—the elites. The elites, in turn, obtain privileged access to both the 

rulers and the state, thus being political insiders, albeit not acting autonomously. 

In fact, their influence as agenda setters is greatly determined by their ability to 

manage their broader constituencies: while they bring resources, votes, and other 

skills to the ruling coalition, their political value is also determined by their ability 

to command the larger groups sharing their ideology, background, and interests. 

These powerful positions, in contrast, may lead to conflicts with those who share 

different views but still represent an important source of power or rent for the 

regime (e.g., business owners or investors). So, in cases where such clashes 

between elites cannot be easily resolved, the parties become the channel for 

mediating the conflicts and the forum for facilitating mutually acceptable 

solutions. “They do so by generating political influence that reduces individual 

insecurity and assuages fears of prolonged disadvantage,” notes Brownlee (2007, 

12). In other words, they provide a structured form of agenda-setting, one that is 

both linked to and yet also distinct from the leaders’ social constituencies, and 

thus, not affected by fluctuations in the fortunes of any single faction. If any 
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interests collide, there is an opportunity to gradually reconcile the competing 

factions through short-term concessions. Thus, the rival factions benefit jointly 

rather than at the expense of one another, which creates incentives for long-term 

loyalty. This structure remains relatively constant, hence reducing the risks of 

political instability.  

The empirical illustration of this logic can be found, for example, in the case 

of Mexico’s Institutional Revolutionary Party (Partido Revolucionario 

Institucional – PRI), the evolutional history of which had been substantively 

analyzed by Beatrice Magaloni (2006). After the end of the Mexican Revolution, 

much of the country was controlled by local armed caciques that had fought for 

the revolution but could not be controlled by the central government once the 

revolution ended. In this context, competition between the local combatants for 

power would be damaging not only for the individuals involved but also for the 

regime itself. As a solution, the PRI was created as a coalescing institution and 

the presidency was limited to a six-year term. These concessions helped unite and 

institutionalize the major political elites, giving them incentives to wait for their 

turn at seizing power instead of staging massive assassinations or rebellions 

against the current ruler.  

This example also more generally demonstrates that the establishment of 

political parties under electoral authoritarianism helps extend authoritarian rule 

by solving the so-called “credible commitment” problem. The credible 

commitment problem suggests that the autocrat may promise to share rents or 

make policy concessions (Gandhi and Przeworski 2006) to allies in the long run 

while not guaranteeing the credibility of such assurances because better prospects 

in the short run may convince the autocrat to renege on prior agreements. 

However, when control of the power-sharing process is delegated to others and 

spread among members of the ruling party, the ruler has reason to fulfill such 

promises, while elites for their part have reason to remain loyal because of 

expectations of receiving a larger share of the spoils in future (Magaloni 2008). 

This is especially relevant for those regimes where powerful political forces had 

already been established previously, like Russia, and the autocrat needs only to 

make certain concessions to gain their loyalty (Gandhi 2008a; Gandhi and 

Przeworski 2006).  
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Although this logic is especially pertinent to the formation of dominant-party 

authoritarian regimes, the main principle refers to the political value of multi-

party equilibrium as well. In this case then, political parties serve not only as an 

institutional binding for the elite coalition, but also allow the autocrat to broaden 

the bases of her/his support. These bases of support are what Bueno de Mesquita 

et al. (2005) call the selectorate, meaning the political group that has some 

influence on choosing the ruling leadership (although not necessarily 

determining the outcome) and that receives certain benefits from the government 

in exchange. In the theoretical framework presented by Bueno de Mesquita and 

colleagues, each member of the selectorate has a chance to join the smaller group 

within it, the winning coalition, which obtains even more control over the 

resources and the political decisions. However, the distribution of benefits and 

the decision on providing access to the coalition’s spoils is controlled by the 

autocrat. Thus, their theoretical assumption suggests that members of the 

selectorate will be eager to express loyalty in the hope of attaining higher elite 

positions, while the winning coalition will remain loyal to avoid possibly being 

excluded from the powerful inner circle. Under these conditions, the best strategy 

for the autocrat, the authors claim, is to enlarge the selectorate while keeping the 

winning coalition proportionally smaller, thus ensuring loyalty via the promise of 

potential benefits and dispositions (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2005, 65–68). 

Based on their theory, an autocrat would encourage the existence of many 

political parties as a means of enlarging the selectorate and extending the 

supportive apparatus.  

The theoretical propositions put forth by Bueno de Mesquita and colleagues 

essentially describe the main principle of the process known as cooptation, a 

process also relevant for the political importance of legislatures in electoral 

authoritarian regimes. For the potential opposition, these seemingly democratic 

political institutions, being a forum for policy concessions, provide a channel for 

affecting the decision-making process at least to some degree. In turn, for the 

incumbent these institutions, functioning as they do within controlled spaces, 

make it possible to contain oppositional demands and respond to them with no 

evident threat to the status quo (Gandhi 2008b) as a result of having reduced 

commitment and monitoring problems associated with information asymmetry 
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(Boix and Svolik 2013). Moreover, this strategy of small policy concessions in 

exchange for the support of powerful economic and political elites allows the 

autocrat to abate the possible risks even under circumstances of serious threat by 

challengers, thus maintaining a situation where bargains between elites and 

rulers can be enforced (Wright 2008; Boix and Svolik 2013). Therefore, the 

process of cooptation explains the access of certain opposition groups to the 

policymaking process (Gandhi and Przeworski 2007), but at the same time it is 

accompanied by rigged elections, which ensures the autocrat’s political survival. 

Additionally, once coopted and represented in the legislatures, the initially 

credible challengers are delegitimized in the eyes of other regime opponents who 

remain outside of the government. Thus, electoral authoritarian regimes use both 

legislatures and rigged elections as a means to restrain and split the opposition 

(Lust-Okar 2005). 

Finally, legislatures under electoral authoritarianism are an instrument for 

rewarding the loyal and punishing defectors among the elites. On the one hand, 

they can be used by the ruler to publicly sanction a legislative member who has 

reneged on his/her promise to support the ruler, thus serving as a deterrent to 

others. On the other hand, they may also be a forum for publicly rehabilitating a 

former member of the inner circle (Wright 2008). 

To sum up, elections, parties, and legislatures under electoral 

authoritarianism comprise a complex institutional mixture facilitating the 

autocrat’s political survival. Being inevitably intertwined, these quasi-democratic 

political institutions are designed in a way that limits political competition and 

restrains political actors not loyal to the incumbent elites, while at the same time 

they leave space for political concessions between the ruler and credible 

opponents. This in turn makes it possible for opponents to gain access to the 

decision-making process in exchange for their resources and support, leading to 

the full cooptation of these forces by the regime. Moreover, due to the specifics of 

elections, parties, and assemblies in electoral authoritarian regimes, the support 

of those already coopted can easily be monitored and, in cases of potential 

disloyalty, punished by excluding them from any further perks. Hence, electoral 

authoritarianism eliminates the threats intrinsic to both electoral democracies 

and closed autocracies, retaining the benefits of both worlds and prolonging long-
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term regime stability. However, the institutional requisites for electoral 

authoritarianism described in this section, while being more or less ubiquitous, 

usually are specific to different contexts. From this perspective, the Russian case 

provides a good illustration of one variety of electoral authoritarianism. 

2.2 ELECTORAL AUTHORITARIANISM, RUSSIAN STYLE 

On December 2, 2007, the results of the Duma elections declared the tremendous 

victory of the United Russia party, which received 64.3% of the votes, or 70% of 

the parliamentary seats (315 out of 450). This outstanding electoral success by 

the political party then headed by President Vladimir Putin heralded the apogee 

and final consolidation of electoral authoritarianism in Russia (Gel’man 2014, 

514), a direction in which the country had been moving throughout the previous 

years. Though the shift to a more authoritarian type of rule was not necessarily 

predetermined, the prerequisites for the regime transformation from fragile 

electoral democracy to persistent electoral autocracy in Russia date back to the 

initial post-Soviet political and institutional choices made in the early 1990s (see 

figure 2). 
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The early institutional trajectories were demarcated already in the spring of 

1990, when the democratic coalition in the Russian Congress of People’s 

Deputies5 proposed introducing the institution of the presidential office. Russia’s 

democrats, being a minority in the highly conservative Congress, reasoned that 

after implementing the initiative, their leader—Boris Yeltsin—would obtain more 

power as a directly elected executive rather than a chairman of an increasingly 

disloyal parliament. The initiative received overwhelming popular support during 

the popular referendum held in March 1991, and in the presidential elections of 

1991 conducted afterward Boris Yeltsin achieved a decisive electoral victory and 

became first Russia’s president.  

However, quite illogically the presidential elections had been held even before 

the institutional and legal clarification of the title of president had been 

enshrined, so the newly elected president ended up with a title and office having 

ill-defined political power. The means of regulating the new constitutional design 

and the division of power between the president and the parliament only entered 

the discussion and planning stage in the ensuing months after the elections, with 

talk of how to place restrictions on Yeltsin’s presidential rule and shift all the 

significant powers to the legislature. However, the plan was never pursued. 

The interim period between the failed coup attempt by the Soviet hardliners, 

known as the August Coup (Avgustovskiy Putsch) and the collapse of the Soviet 

Union in December 1991 allowed Russia’s leadership to play a pivotal role in the 

further policy-making and institutional arrangements of Russia. Emerging 

victorious from the August crisis and gaining mass support on the hope of positive 

economic and political transformations, Yeltsin and his coalition created the 

organizational capacity to deal with such crises, resulting in a “shift of resources, 

including new staff, bureaucrats, and greater control over state budget” (McFaul 

2001, 1178). 

In January of 1992, this expansion of presidential powers provoked severe 

conflict between the two major groups of the Russian elite, emerging as a split in 

the democratic coalition. The main issue in the debates was the question of 

political dominance. While one group supported the president, their opponents 

 
5 The supreme governing institution of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR) in the 

period 1990–1993. 
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were loyal to the Supreme Soviet.6 The culmination of this confrontation, 

complicated by the situation of “dual legitimacy,”7 was an armed clash between 

the two in October of 1993, which resulted in a tank firing on the parliament 

building. With a much larger resource base, the backing of select troops, and 

broader public support, Boris Yeltsin prevailed in this constitutional crisis, with 

the Supreme Soviet ultimately surrendering. Later, the Supreme Soviet and the 

Congress of Deputies were disbanded and replaced by the newly established 

legislature—the Federal Assembly.  

On the one hand, these events represented a turning point in Yeltsin’s claims 

to power. Faced with little resistance, he was able “to have a draft constitution 

adopted in a referendum that guaranteed him broad powers and an almost 

complete lack of checks and balances” (Gel’man 2015, 39). On the other hand, the 

fragile democratic coalition, split into several elite cliques, and the absence of the 

necessary power and resources to eliminate the opposition caused Yeltsin to avoid 

arbitrary rule and switch to a different political strategy. He began building cartel-

like relations with different segments of the elite, including regional authorities 

and economic actors (Gel’man 2015, 39). The important test for these relations 

was the presidential elections of 1996. The combination of financial and political 

resources led to an easy victory for Yeltsin (McFaul 1997). Even though the 

elections had been fraudulent, no political forces substantially challenged the 

result, thus preserving the cooperative status quo of Yeltsin’s political regime.  

The risks to this equilibrium emerged only at the end of Yeltsin’s second term. 

The “winning coalition” centered around Yeltsin remained fragile and 

heterogeneous, while his public support was drastically low due to general 

discontent with internal policies. First, being politically and even physically weak, 

Yeltsin was not capable of retaining the presidential post even in the case of 

constitutional amendments allowing for a third term. Second, public (and even 

 
6 This was the supreme governing institution of the Russian SFSR until 1990 and a permanent legislature 

elected by the Congress of People’s Deputies in 1990–1993.  
7 In an attempt to overcome the stalemate, in September 1993 Yeltsin decided to dissolve the parliament, 

though he still had no constitutional right to do so. He justified his actions by citing the results of the 

Referendum of April 1993, which asked for confidence in the president and public support for his policies. 

As expected, the parliament refused and in turn impeached Yeltsin and proclaimed Vice-President Aleksandr 

Rutskoy acting head of the state.  
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elite) discontent with domestic political, economic, and social problems needed 

to be addressed. Yeltsin’s attempt to introduce such changes by invoking the 

notion of presidential supremacy amidst mounting questions about leadership 

succession provoked a major intra-elite conflict, which had been simmering for 

some time before the parliamentary and presidential elections of 1999–2000 

(Hale 2006; Gel’man 2015). 

In the course of this fierce confrontation, known as “the war of the Yeltsin 

Succession” (Gel’man 2014; 2015), the Kremlin faced the serious aspirations of a 

newly emerging coalition aiming to seize power assume the dominant position in 

government through electoral victory. Notably, the core of this counter movement 

consisted of several regional leaders and powerful oligarchs. The regional 

coalition’s claims that it should be at the fore of federal politics had earlier been 

institutionalized in the form of the Fatherland—All Russia political bloc 

(Otechestvo – Vsya Rossiya, OVR8)—which had first entered the parliamentary 

race in 1999. To prevent alternative elites from coordinating their efforts, and to 

ensure a smooth presidential succession, the Kremlin had been forced to mobilize 

extensive resources at the time (Smyth 2002; Shvetsova 2003), which had 

resulted in the emergence of the Unity (Yedinstvo)9 coalition. The tremendous 

efforts of the then-Prime Minister Vladimir Putin to receive the support of the 

rest of the regional leaders and business elites solidified the emerging shift in the 

balance of power. These actions, coupled with skyrocketing popular support for 

the party as a result of Putin’s decisive and tough actions in combatting the rising 

challenges to national security, ultimately made it possible for the Unity coalition 

to defeat the OVR in a tough competition (Gel’man 2015, 40). OVR’s political 

fortunes rapidly declined soon after the elections, and many of its leaders shifted 

their support to Putin. The overall salient position of regional political actors 

 
8 This political coalition emerged in August 1999 when the political movement Fatherland (Otechestvo), 

formed on the initiative by Moscow’s mayor Yurii Luzhkov in 1998, united with the movement All Russia 

(Vsya Rossiya) in May of 1999. It was established by four politicians operating at the regional level: the 

presidents of the Republic of Tatarstan (Mintimer Shaimiev), Bashkortostan (Murtaza Rakhimov), and 

Ingushetia (Ruslan Aushev) and the governor of St. Petersburg (Vladimir Yakovlev). In total, more than 20 

regional executives and/or leaders of the legislative bodies also served on its founding committees and the 

executive board. 
9 This political movement was created in September 1999, with the Minister of Emergency Situations—

Sergey Shoygu—being elected as its leader.  
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during that period and their potential capacity to directly confront the Kremlin 

provoked the federal center to revise its current policies towards the regions, 

which marked the turning point in Russia’s further political developments. 

The growing popularity of Putin, who was chosen as Yeltsin’s successor, 

backed by the post-crisis economic growth and the Kremlin’s strengthening 

media control (Enikopolov, Petrova, and Zhuravskaya 2011) resulted in his 

victory in the presidential elections of 2000, with the subsequent cooptation of 

the powerful political and business elites to form a new “winning coalition” 

devoted to him. The decisive point in this process was the emergence of the 

United Russia party (Yedinaya Rossiya), created as a result of the Unity coalition 

taking over the OVR coalition in 2001. The merger of the parties finalized the 

cooptation of its major founders and allowed for the encapsulation of powerful 

regional political networks, which had previously proved to be effective in 

mobilizing electoral support for the relevant political forces.10 As a result, the 

newly formed party united the major political and economic resources and 

accounted for the majority of parliamentary seats, which created new 

opportunities for new leadership to strengthen its hold on power through political 

and institutional instruments.  

Due to the support of coopted powerful business elites, the Kremlin was able 

to monopolize the independent media outlets, forcing them to introduce the 

practice of self-censorship and/or come under the direct or indirect control of the 

state, which has led to biased political representation in the media. The abuse of 

state resources to ensure electoral victory for the incumbents became increasingly 

systemic. The already weak organizational entities, such as oppositional political 

parties and non-state NGOs, faced concerted pressure in the form of legal 

limitations and strict conditions regarding state funding (Gel’man 2014, 514). The 

court system acted as a biased decision-making institution, rendering decisions 

in favor of state officials and their loyalists rather than independent actors, while 

the strengthening of the security apparatus (siloviki) made it possible for the 

Kremlin to restore the coercive capacity of the state. Overall, the effectively 

altered legal framework, achieved through the efforts of the dominant party—

 
10 During the 1999 parliamentary elections, it was the fact that the governor belonged to the OVR that 

positively influenced its electoral results in the party lists (Hesli and Reisinger 2003). 
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United Russia—provided the ruling groups with the mechanisms to guarantee 

themselves the best advantages, and electoral legislation became one of the main 

instruments of institutional manipulation (Hale 2006; Remington 2006). The 

series of institutional changes, including the restricted registration of political 

parties (Federal’nyi Zakon 2004), the increasing threshold for the distribution of 

party seats at parliamentary elections (Federal’nyi Zakon 2002), and switching 

from a mixed to a proportional electoral system (Federal’nyi Zakon 2005), all 

helped further ensure the political monopoly of the ruling clique and its allies. 

With the cancellation of popular gubernatorial elections in 2004, this 

configuration of power was further consolidated. Previously incorporated into the 

federal political structures through the creation of United Russia, regional 

governors were already effectively bound to the power vertical system.  However, 

the introduction of de facto direct appointments by the president made them fully 

dependent on federal leadership, thus enshrining the Kremlin's absolute political 

control over them and successfully completing the cooptation of regional political 

networks into the regime’s structures. 

Overall, the institutional and legal changes of the early 2000s facilitated the 

strengthening of an “imposed consensus” (Gel’man 2015) by the new winning 

coalition and eliminated all possible alternatives to the status quo. Even when 

transferring power to a puppet-like successor, Dmitry Medvedev in 2008, 

Vladimir Putin retained consolidated monopolist control over the Russian elites, 

which allowed him to be the main regulator of the key power levers even while 

assuming the seemingly less influential position of prime minister. Moreover, the 

main legal initiatives underpinning Medvedev’s role as president,11 while far from 

ushering in the expected political liberalization of Russia, served the goal of 

maintaining the status quo of the political regime before Putin’s future presidency 

(Gel’man 2015, 41).  

Even when facing certain challenges to this political equilibrium, expressed in 

the mass post-election protests of 2011–2012 (at the end of Medvedev’s 

presidential term), the regime was able to cope with them through the 

 
11 These initiatives included amendments to the Constitution, extending the president’s term from four 

to six years (starting in 2012, when Medvedev’s first term expired) and the Duma’s term from four to five 

years (Rossiyskaya Gazeta 2008). 
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combination of minor liberalizing measures with respect to electoral and party 

rules on the one hand and “tightening of the screws” on the other. The liberalizing 

actions have indeed mitigated public discontent and thus reduced the risk of it 

spreading throughout the country, but in fact the small-scale peculiarities of the 

measures combined with the already established political and institutional 

environment contributed rather to the regime’s consolidation than to its 

transformation. The party system reform (Federal’nyi Zakon 2012a) led to high 

levels of political fragmentation without generating new parties able to claim 

significant vote shares (Golosov 2015). The electoral reform of 2014 (Federal’nyi 

Zakon 2014) rather helped the regime maintain political control over individual 

actors and party competition as a whole, while at the same time coopting powerful 

regional actors and bringing regional loyalists back into the Duma to further 

secure pro-governmental electoral success (Golosov 2017). As a result, the Duma 

elections of 2016 brought to United Russia a total gain of 105 mandates (in 

comparison to the previous elections), resulting in 76.2% of the parliamentary 

seats (343 out of 450 in absolute numbers) (“Vybory v Gosdumu-2016” 2016), 

which was a record-breaking outcome even in contrast to the most tremendous 

victory in 2007 (see figure 3). 
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Figure 3 Distribution of seats in Russia’s Duma by party and election year. Total number of seats 
– 450. 

Thus, Russia’s political regime provides a good illustration of the development 

of electoral authoritarianism. Although it faced a set of critical junctures in the 

early 2010s, the institutional and political prerequisites for the shift to electoral 

authoritarianism allowed the regime to sustain the challenge and pursue its 

political survival, adjusting to the transforming environment. The main 

prerequisites facilitating the emergence of authoritarian tendencies in Russia’s 

regime include the features of superpresidentialism (Frye 1997; Gel’man 2014) 

and the formation of a dominant party—United Russia—as a major tool, allowing 

the ruling group to acquire and maintain a political monopoly (Reuter and 

Remington 2009; Reuter 2017). These institutional prerequisites mainly derived 

from the failures of early post-Soviet political transformations. Especially 

important in determining the development of stable democratic institutions in 

modern Russia was the refusal by Yeltsin’s winning coalition to hold founding 

elections to legitimize and consolidate the regime change, which helped preserve 

previous institutional arrangements inherited from the Soviet period (Gel’man 

2015). This strongly impacted not only the shift in the balance of power in favor 
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of the president but also hindered the institutionalization of a viable party system, 

predetermining the consolidation of the dominant-party regime and cooptation 

of a more or less viable opposition (McFaul 2001; Hale 2006; Golosov 2011b). 

However, the picture of Russia’s electoral authoritarian regime would not be 

complete without its regional “transmission belts,” which constitute the third 

major political pillar of the current regime. 

2.3 REGIONAL GOVERNORS AND ELECTORAL 
AUTHORITARIANISM IN RUSSIA: THE 
EVOLUTIONARY TRAJECTORY 

The trajectory of Russia’s contemporary system of regional governorship can be 

described by three main periods depending on the source from which they 

received their power: the period of popular elections (1996–2005), the period of 

presidential appointments (2005–2012), and the period of restored popular 

elections (2012–present). Although such a chronological division implies that the 

main storyline starts in 1996, some important political and institutional 

prerequisites had already taken place a few years earlier. 

Provoked by the failed coup of August 1991, the federal center took several 

steps to solve the problem of political resistance to the regime. The first set of 

initiatives impacted more the federal level, engaging the dissolution of the CPSU’s 

organizational structures. However, the measures addressed the regional level as 

well: the CPSU regional committees were disbanded, many chairpersons from the 

regional executive committees were fired, and, finally, a new system of regional 

executive hierarchy was introduced (Ukaz Prezidenta 1991). The new legislation 

shifted regional executive operations from the executive committees to the heads 

of various administrations, who were at that time appointed by the president in 

agreement with the corresponding soviets, although ethnic republics were an 

exception to this rule. 

Such a political structure, declared a necessary tool to resolve the crisis, 

became a battleground throughout the years 1991–1995. While the regions were 

eager to hold popular gubernatorial elections, the presidential office rejected this 

idea because it assumed the president’s supporters would not be elected (Gel’man 

1998, 94). Further amendments to the legislation on regional power-sharing, 
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while granting the governors the right to appoint an entire local cabinet, made 

them subordinate both to the Russian president and to the regional soviets 

(Zakon RF 1992). Once placed in such a dubious institutional position, many of 

Yeltsin’s appointees had gradually shifted their loyalties from Moscow to their 

corresponding regional constituencies and put their efforts into gaining increased 

autonomy from Moscow (Stoner-Weiss 1997). The constitutional crisis of 1993 

and the delay in the manifestation of support for Yeltsin from many regional 

governors aggravated the situation and resulted in a decree giving the president 

the authority to remove regional chief executives. 

At the same time that the federal government sought to strengthen 

institutional control over the regions, it did offer some political incentives in 

exchange. In the case of several ethnic republics, the early mutual concessions 

involved the signing of a range of individual bilateral agreements expanding the 

scope of their power and giving them additional authority, while in turn ensuring 

political support of powerful republican leaders for the central authorities. Later, 

this practice was also implemented in the government’s relations with other 

regions: in total, bilateral agreements were signed by more than half of Russia’s 

subunits (Stoner-Weiss 1997, 245).  

Further, in 1995 the reform of the Federation Council prescribed that the seats 

for each subunit be taken exclusively by the governor and by the chairperson of 

the regional legislature,12 even though such a decision was never put to a popular 

vote (Federal’nyi Zakon 1995). Therefore, this measure provided the regional 

elites with direct involvement in the high-level decision-making processes 

combined with an almost complete withdrawal of the federal center from internal 

regional affairs. On the flip side, the council became more politically aligned with 

the federal authorities due to the dominance of Yeltsin’s ex-appointees there. 

These measures were rather temporal in nature, helping with the longer-term 

aim of consolidating the established balance of power, but even still the regime 

was able to successfully enact them immediately without a hitch. By the early 

summer of 1995, Yeltsin consented to hold elections in several regions, and the 

 
12 The Constitution does not clarify the status of the representatives, simply stating that the Council is 

formed by two members of the region’s state authorities: one from the executive and one from the legislative 

body (Constitution 1993, Article 95, p. 2). 
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incumbent governors triumphed in the overwhelming majority of gubernatorial 

races that year (Stoner-Weiss 1997, 245). Based on this successful initial “testing” 

of gubernatorial elections, popular voting for the appointed governors was then 

established in the rest of the subunits (Ukaz Prezidenta 1995), and since 1996 

almost all the subnational entities began to popularly elect their chief executives.  

Eventually, the popular mandates served as a mutually beneficial instrument: 

it strengthened the position of the regional leaders in their bargaining with the 

Kremlin, as they now had been granted representative authority by their 

respective electorates, but it also allowed the Kremlin to receive additional bases 

of support in the regions. As a price that needed to be paid for relative 

independence from the Kremlin and, at the same time, the opportunity to engage 

in federal politics, the subnational authorities were thus both willing and able to 

provide necessary electoral support to those federal-level political forces that they 

considered effectively, or prospectively, in power (Myagkov and Ordeshook 

2001). Consequently, Yeltsin’s political reformations and transformations in 

relations with the subunits during the years 1993–1996 made possible his victory 

in the dubious presidential elections of 1996, despite the weakening of his 

political power (Erohina 2014, 74–76). 

Mostly, this was the result of the establishment of stable regional political 

regimes. Most governors who had taken office by 1996–1997 had either belonged 

to the regional elites long before they became governors (Kryshtanovskaya 2003) 

or else already possessed enough political power and experience to successfully 

assume office, having previously served as representatives of influential political 

forces (Ivanov 2013, 243). The tendency to establish monopolized gubernatorial 

systems was a common feature of this period (Petrov 1999; Titkov 1999), even if 

the use of available resources and opportunities differed depending on time and 

place, resulting in the establishment of authoritarian and technocratic regimes in 

ethnic republics and more varied forms of the political order in other regions 

(Gel’man, Ryzhenkov, and Brie 2003).  

At the same time, this consolidation of internal political networks in the 

various regions also had a downside for the Kremlin. Since the mid-1990s, 

business and large corporations had started to actively promote their desired 

candidates and allies for the gubernatorial posts in exchange for certain privileges 
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once they had been elected. Not surprisingly, the support of business elites 

significantly increased the electoral chances of the promoted candidates, and 

many of them were successfully elected. Those rare instances when the Kremlin 

attempted to interfere with the gubernatorial races mostly failed, and overall by 

the end of the 1990s regional elites had accumulated enough economic and 

political resources to affect the political situation in the regions.  

The growing bases of support enjoyed by regional leaders opened new 

possibilities for them to be more actively involved in federal political processes as 

well. Certain governors either created new political parties or joined those already 

existing as a way for regional elites to consolidate their power and as an 

alternative to the emerging federal idea of a single “party of power.” However, the 

plan did not work out. The Kremlin-backed Unity coalition, which consolidated 

both the main federal political actors and the regional governors of numerous 

subsidized regions, heavily hindered the electoral chances of the regional alliance 

during the parliamentary elections of 1999. The result is well known—the most 

powerful regionally-based political party, OVR, was incapable of competing with 

the federal authorities as equals and lost the elections. Later, this outcome was 

exacerbated by the results of the presidential elections and the hostile takeover of 

the regionally based “party of power” by its national counterpart became 

irreversible. In December of 2001, OVR and Unity finally formed a single 

coalition that was later institutionalized as the United Russia party, which in 

practice represented a large step towards federal-level political forces coopting 

the gubernatorial political networks. 

The entire period of the 2000s has thus far been characterized by federal 

authorities taking serious steps towards incorporating regional governors into the 

power vertical. Even though authorities initially took such actions with a well-

meaning intention of fixing the problematic center-regional relations that 

emerged during Yeltsin’s time in office, they were ultimately unable to fix them 

(Golosov 2011b). In 2000, a presidential decree enshrined the creation of federal 

districts headed by the president’s plenipotentiaries (polpred) (Ukaz Prezidenta 

2000). This initiative aimed to coordinate federal agencies in the regions and to 

eliminate any discrepancies between federal and regional legislation (Petrov and 

Slider 2006), but in fact it only intensified the deepening penetration of federal 
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structures into regional political arenas to better control them. The subsequent 

measure removed the governors from membership on the Federation Council 

(Federal’nyi Zakon 2000), which deprived them of any chances to directly lobby 

their interests in Moscow. 

In 2001, a new law pertaining to political parties introduced new 

organizational rules, which in practice seriously limited the opportunities for 

political participation by smaller political parties and fully eliminated the 

prospects of subnational political organizations (Federal’nyi Zakon 2001). The 

law eliminated structural opportunities for independent elite coordination at the 

regional level beyond the reach of federal influence, and overall it fulfilled the 

Kremlin’s goal of paving the way for the development of political parties capable 

of large-scale territorial penetration and yet controlled by the federal center 

rather than regional elites (Golosov 2011b).  

In addition to these formal changes, the Kremlin became much more actively 

involved in the process of replacing unacceptable governors, and the measures 

were now significantly more extensive and efficient in comparison to previous 

periods. First, the Kremlin sought in every possible way to ensure that 

unwanted/disloyal/ineffective candidates did not participate in the elections at 

all. They were either transferred to federal posts or were convinced to refuse the 

nomination, blocked from accepting nominations, or removed from the elections 

entirely (Ivanov 2013, 383). Second, Moscow allowed some large, federally based 

business corporations and businessmen to nominate desirable candidates. 

Finally, Moscow supported acting governors and their agreed upon successors in 

either official (initially through the Unity coalition and later United Russia) or 

semi-official way.13 In several regions, the federal authorities proposed their own 

candidates and put all their efforts into achieving victory for them.14 

 
13 For example, the governor received an audience with Putin, which then was publicly reported in the 

mass media, preceding her nomination to run for the office of governor. Interestingly, a similar practice 

would be employed in a later period, though already more as a form direct control by the Kremlin over 

regional politics than an attempt at external intervention (see chapters 3 and 4). 
14 For example, the law enforcement agencies played a strong role in getting Murat Zyazikov elected in 

Ingushetia, (Ivanov 2013, 386). In the case of Tyumen Oblast’, the Kremlin cooperated with several huge 

corporations (e.g., LUKOIL, Sibneft, and Gazprom) and with the governors of the autonomous districts of 

Hanty-Mansy and Yamalo-Nenets, who were discontented with Tyumen’s acting executive. 
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The measures were not always successful or did not always immediately pay 

off. In some regions, the pro-Kremlin incumbents or their agreed upon successors 

simply lost their seats during the elections. In others, it took the Kremlin much 

more time and effort to disrupt any opportunity for powerful rivals to run or to 

find with equitable alternatives. However, in the end the expected results were 

achieved, and the most evident and largest group of newcomers to regional 

executive offices since 2000 have included the Kremlin’s nominees, loyal 

businessmen, and security chiefs (siloviki).  

The ultimate measure implemented by the Kremlin in its effort to assume 

control over the regional governors and incorporate them into the power vertical 

was the 2004 abolition of direct gubernatorial elections (Federal’nyi Zakon 

2004). According to the new system, the governor was empowered by the region’s 

legislative assembly only after being recommended by the president. While in 

theory the new mechanism of gubernatorial appointment involved the approval 

of the regional assembly, the practical consequences of this provision were 

negligible. Throughout the entire period that the mechanism has been in 

operation, no single case has occurred where a legislature failed to approve a 

presidential appointee. Therefore, the regional assemblies were effectively 

sidelined in the process of selecting the governor and were granted only 

consultative rights.  

Under these circumstances, the system should logically have favored the 

president’s new appointees. However, nearly all the appointees were incumbent 

governors in the first years after the reform.  To a certain degree, the limited 

gubernatorial turnover was determined by the Kremlin’s desire to retain the 

existing intra-elite balance of power in the regions (Erohina 2014, 124), which in 

turn favored the political loyalty of the elite and the ability of governors to deliver 

votes during federal elections (Goode 2007; Reuter 2013).  

It was only during the presidency of Dmitry Medvedev that many incumbent 

governors were replaced (Blakkisrud 2011; Reuter and Robertson 2012). 

Moreover, since 2009 only representatives of the regional assembly’s dominant 

party, which by that time was United Russia in all the regions (Kynev 2009), could 

nominate the candidates for election (Ukaz Prezidenta 2009). The core principle 

underlying these initiatives did not differ from the previously existing policies of 
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the Kremlin. Elections were a way to gather information about gubernatorial 

loyalty, and only those governors able to mobilize a strong vote were reappointed 

(Reuter and Robertson 2012; Reisinger and Moraski 2013; Sharafutdinova 2015). 

The logic of rewarding loyal governors remained in force until the end of the 

appointment period, thus tightening the president’s grip on regional elites.  

Despite crucial role played by the Kremlin in the process of coopting regional 

governors and forcing their close collaboration with the state authoritarian 

structure (Golosov 2011a; 2011b), the system of gubernatorial appointments 

backfired in the 2010s. First, it became deeply unpopular among the public. 

Second, it made it sometimes quite difficult for the governors to obtain the skills 

and organizational tools necessary for delivering high levels of electoral support 

for United Russia (this was especially the case with newly appointed chief 

executives). The inability to generate such support was one of the main reasons 

for the party’s poor performance in the 2011 elections (Golosov 2012).  

Hence, in 2012 the then-president Dmitry Medvedev reinstated popular 

gubernatorial elections as a last major initiative before resigning (Federal’nyi 

Zakon 2012b), ushering in a new stage of developments in Russia’s modern 

system of governorship. With a later addendum giving subunits the right to refuse 

to hold popular election and instead appoint the governor through voting in 

subnational assemblies, the overall number of regions holding popular 

gubernatorial elections was 74 (excluding the Republic of Crimea and the city of 

Sevastopol).15 

Although the new procedure revived the principle of appointing a governor 

through popular vote, it severely circumscribed the competitiveness of the 

elections by introducing some constraints on the participation of opposition 

candidates. The most significant limitation was that of a municipal filter, the 

measure stipulating that anyone wishing to register as a candidate for a 

gubernatorial election must collect signatures from a specific number of members 

 
15 The right to not hold popular elections was briefly exercised by several ethnic republics, including 

Dagestan, Ingushetia, North Ossetia, and the Karachai-Cherkess Republic. From 2014 through 2016, the 

Kabardino-Balkar Republic and the Republic of Adygeya also refused to hold popular governor elections. 

Later, this list of regions was supplemented by all the autonomous districts, where the elections have been 

replaced by de facto self-selection among their MPs. 



69 
 

of a specific number of regional and/or municipal councils.16 Irrespective of a 

deputy’s party affiliation, the inferior standing of especially municipal councils in 

Russia’s system of governance makes their members heavily dependent on 

regional authorities (Golosov, Gushchina, and Kononenko 2016; Panov 2016). As 

a result, they tend to only back candidates approved by the incumbent governors. 

In practical terms, this has resulted in almost none of the oppositional parties 

(except for the KPRF in some regions) being able to independently overcome the 

municipal filter and successfully nominate their candidates for governor 

elections, since the United Russia municipal deputies will not sign the forms 

necessary to approve the nomination. This dependence on the federal regime 

structure has been further enhanced by the right of regional authorities to decide 

the filtering threshold, with the result being that only one-fourth of the electoral 

races between 2012 and 2018 had the smallest filter value of 5% (Kynev, 

Lyubarev, and Maksimov 2019, 782).  

Further, even though the cadre rotation process did speed up after the 

restoration of elections, the overall tendency has been that the Kremlin 

increasingly ignores the interests of regional elites. The political and legal changes 

made to the restored elections became a mechanism for asserting the Kremlin’s 

cadre decisions, which are more and more technocratic. This in turn suggests the 

diminishing independent political agency of the governors, with their primary 

role now being to accomplish the goals specified by the federal center (Kynev 

2020, 955). 

Additionally, the law gave the regions a right to decide whether to allow 

independents to run in elections or not, with most regions opting to allow only 

party-nominated candidates to run, which also severely reduced the 

opportunities for independent politicians to be nominated. Thus, far from 

providing regional voters with an opportunity to express their dissatisfaction at 

the polls, the current system is not likely to undermine the Kremlin’s control over 

gubernatorial politics in Russia, a system developed throughout the 2000s and 

consolidated in the period of appointments (Blakkisrud 2015). Rather, it was 

developed to maintain and strengthen the power vertical and to solidify the 

 
16 The value of this necessary approval varies from 5 to 10 percent (as a share of supporting councilors 

out of the total number of deputies), depending on the region’s legislation. 
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system of regional governorship as one of the main channels for translating the 

policies of the federal center. At the same time, even with the institutional and 

political design of the restored elections having been modified in favor of the 

incumbent governors and the needs of the Kremlin, possibilities still exist to 

unexpectedly upend the regional status quo. 

2.4 WHEN INCUMBENTS FAIL 

On September 27, 2015, the second round of premature gubernatorial elections 

in Irkutsk Oblast’ ended in a loss for then-incumbent governor and United Russia 

party member Sergey Eroshchenko, who was superseded by his KPRF opponent 

Sergey Levchenko. Levchenko was an experienced politician, who was well known 

in the region and had already rather efficiently participated in previous 

gubernatorial elections. The race was tight, and the position of incumbent 

governor had also been weakened by intra-elite struggles (Kynev 2020). 

Moreover, many assumed that the main reason for the incumbent’s loss was that 

the incumbent’s team had not done enough active campaigning or adequately 

accounted for the electoral dynamics, a problem also aggravated by the growing 

turnout in the second round. As a result, the incumbent governor, Sergey 

Eroshchenko, received 41.46% of the votes, while Sergey Levchenko received 

56.39% of the votes (“Dosrochnyye Vybory…” 2015), thus winning the election. 

This situation, while rather unprecedented since the restoration of gubernatorial 

elections in 2012, would soon occur again.  

In 2018, incumbent governors did not win re-election in four different regions. 

In Khakassia, the incumbent governor, Viktor Zimin, from United Russia 

received more votes in the first round than his opponent from KPRF, Valentin 

Konovalov, who received 44.81% of the vote. The second round of elections had 

been scheduled for September 23, 2018, but on September 21, Zimin withdrew 

his candidacy and in early October resigned from his post. Other candidates, 

Andrey Filyagin from Just Russia and Alexander Myakhar from the Party of 

Growth, who were alternately nominated as Konovalov’s rivals in the second 

round, but they also stood down, and the elections were finally held with voters 

only having the option of voting “for” or “against” the incumbent on the ballot. 
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The then-interim governor, Mikhail Razvozhaev, announced his decision to run 

in case the scheduled elections were declared invalid. However, this did not 

happen, and on November 11, 2018, Valentin Konovalov became the new 

governor of Khakassia with 57.57% of voters supporting his candidacy. 

In Vladimir Oblast’, Maxim Shevchenko from KPRF, the most popular 

candidate and nearly the only real rival to incumbent governor, Svetlana Orlova, 

from United Russia was simply denied the opportunity to run in the elections due 

to a failure to overcome the municipal filter (Kumitskaya 2018). This fact 

provoked mass discontent, which was further reinforced by information about 

threats made against local deputies for initially supporting Shevchenko. Coupled 

with Orlova’s lack of popularity among both the general population and regional 

elites (Orlov 2018), this had led to the rise of protest voting (“Protestnoye 

golosovaniye…” 2018) and thus seriously shattered the already weak chances of 

Orlova for success. Even when distorted by the attempts of the regional electoral 

commission to falsify the results in Orlova’s favor at the beginning of the vote 

count, the results of the second round reveal a large vote gap between the 

candidates, ultimately resulting in 57.03% support for Sipyagin and only 37.46% 

support for Orlova (“Povtornoye Golosovaniye…” 2018).  

To a certain extent, the inability of the regional electoral commissioners of 

Vladimir Oblast’ to successfully engage in electoral malpractice was explained by 

the possible risks involved in revealing instances of fraud. These risks emerged 

not long before the second round in Vladimir Oblast’ and were provoked by the 

situation in Primorsky Krai. There, the results of the second round of voting for 

interim governor Andrey Tarasenko from United Russia and Andrey Ishchenko 

from KPRF were cancelled because of accusations of fraud. After most the 

precinct’s electoral commissions had reported their official results, it became 

clear that Ishchenko was winning by almost a 10% margin. Ishchenko continued 

to receive more votes even as more reports of fraud were registered, though with 

a slight gradual decrease in the percentage, until the Central Electoral 

Commission stopped updating the results on its official website when 97.87% of 

the votes had been processed. The system resumed updating the results more 

than ten hours later, but by this point the results had drastically changed: 

according to the declared numbers, almost all the remaining votes went to 
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Tarasenko, giving him 49.55% of the vote and leaving Ishchenko in second with 

only 48.06% of the vote (see figure 4). 

 

Figure 4 Vote change for candidates in the second round of the gubernatorial elections of 2018 in 
Primorsky Krai. 

Though such a reversal did not violate any mathematical rule, it obviously 

defied common sense and has later been proven to be the result of numerous 

violations and frauds committed at the polling stations (“Pokhozhe, v Primoriye 

ukrali golosa…” 2018). Causing a public stir throughout the country, followed by 

protests in the region and a hunger strike staged by Ishchenko, the CEC soon 

officially acknowledged that procedural violations had occurred during the 

elections. However, instead of voting to annul only the votes cast at those polling 

places where the violations had occurred (costing Ishchenko the victory), the CEC 

invalidated the overall results of the elections. Soon after, Andrey Tarasenko 

resigned and the new interim governor, Oleg Kozhemyako, who had previously 

served as governor of Sakhalin Oblast’, was appointed governor by the president. 
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The repeat election held on December 16, 2018, brought no big surprise. The 

front-runner from the previous elections, Andrey Ishchenko, was simply denied 

registration, and the newly appointed interim governor, Oleg Kozhemyako, who 

was actively supported by the federal authorities throughout his electoral 

campaign, received 61.88% of the vote, thus winning the election in the first 

round.  

Although the CEC’s refusal to place Ishchenko’s name on the ballot was 

reportedly due to his violating the formal requirements for registration, the actual 

reasons were politically motivated, as municipal deputies claimed they had been 

threatened with retaliation for supporting Ishchenko (Antonova 2018). 

Moreover, numerous violations of the procedure, an insufficient number of 

independent observers, and overt instances of fraud at the poll stations 

(especially with the ballot paper processing systems) (Golos 2018) also cast doubt 

on the final results of the procedure. However, this time the CEC refused to 

acknowledge the elections as fraudulent, and on December 20, 2018, Oleg 

Kozhemyako assumed to office. 

Finally, during the first round of gubernatorial elections in Khabarovsk Krai, 

the incumbent governor and member of United Russia, Vyacheslav Shport, who 

had been governor of the region for slightly more than nine years, received 

35.62% of the electoral votes, with the opponent Sergey Furgal from LDPR 

receiving 35.81% of the vote. Furgal had already been serving as the region’s 

Duma deputy since 2007, and he was not new to gubernatorial races either, 

although previously the result had been quite different. During the 2013 governor 

elections in Khabarovsk, Sergey Furgal had lost to Vyacheslav Shport already in 

the first round, receiving only 19.14% of the vote, 40% less than his opponent. In 

2018, however, Furgal defeated him by almost the same margin of victory. While 

Shport received 27.97% of the vote in the second round (even less than in the first 

round), Furgal received an overwhelming 69.57% of the vote, thus becoming the 

new governor of Khabarovsk Krai. 

Initially, Furgal was considered more a good sparring partner than a serious 

rival: he was well known in the region, but he never jeopardized the political 

status quo and did not even pretend to do so (Pertsev 2020). Before the second 

round, he even had accepted a proposal by Shport to become his vice-governor, 
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although only on the condition of Shport’s victory (Pertsev 2018). At the same 

time, the popularity of the incumbent governor had drastically dropped in recent 

years, especially due to a federal reform increasing the retirement age, which 

Shport supported (as a member of United Russia, which was the initiator of this 

reform), while Furgal was the only known candidate in the gubernatorial race 

from a party that reportedly opposed the reform. Moreover, at some point before 

the second round Sergey Furgal had refused a strong suggestion by federal 

representatives, headed by the presidential plenipotentiary in the Far Eastern 

district, Yurii Trutnev, to quit the race. Coupled with a general resentment against 

the federal center for its policies towards the region, Furgal quickly became the 

more popular candidate during the race, receiving the protest vote of the 

electorate, which ultimately led to his victory. 

Though many had viewed Furgal more as a “technical candidate,” on the ballot 

just to create a false sense of competitiveness, and criticized him for his close 

relationship with the ruling elites, once elected he started to rule more as a 

politician serving the interests of the general population. Shortly after his victory, 

Sergey Furgal began taking a tougher stance on important issues affecting local 

officials and businesses (“«Chto za detskiy lepet?»…” 2018; “Furgal ustroil 

raznos…” 2018). Furthermore, he proved his openness to engaging in direct 

dialogue with the population, visiting sites of local protest (“Ya znayu svoi 

obyazatel’stva i vypolnyu ikh…” 2019). Not surprisingly, the main victor in the 

subsequent 2019 Khabarovsk regional elections was Sergey Furgal and the LDPR, 

with only two United Russia party members elected to the regional assembly and 

none winning the Khabarovsk city Duma elections. 

Khabarovsk was gradually becoming a stronghold of the political opposition, 

with Furgal existing outside the power vertical structure. Putin’s rating in the 

region started to decline, while Furgal’s popularity rose (“«U Kremlya net zameny 

Furgalu»…” 2020), with him eventually gaining a stronger political foothold in 

the form of the informal title of “people’s governor” (narodnyi gubernator). 

When voting for amendments to the Constitution in July of 2020, Khabarovsk 

had one of the lowest turnouts of any Russian region (44.24%) and one of the 

highest shares of “against” votes (36.64%, with an average of 21.17%) (“Kak 

regiony golosovali po popravkam. Reyting” 2020; “Obshcherossiyskoye 
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Golosovaniye…” 2020). Even though Sergey Furgal never took a direct stand 

against the Kremlin or engaged in open confrontation with United Russia, the 

protest potential of the region nevertheless began to manifest itself precisely as a 

result of his election to the office of governor and the greater attention he showed 

to the interests of the electorate. 

Therefore, in contrast to the 2015 elections in Irkutsk, almost all the 2018 

races were of little value due to participation of only “technical candidates” 

(Kynev 2020). However, it had led to the mobilization of the protest electorate, 

and when combined the inability of the incumbents to effectively turn the 

situation in their favor, had resulted in the incumbents being voted out of office.  

The Kremlin certainly did not approve of such a scenario, despite the fact that 

candidates it had approved of and sought to control had then sought not only to 

change the regional status quo but also become popular figures for possible future 

internal protests. To an extent, this configuration echoed the principal-agent 

problem of the 1990s, which had the potential to further develop into much larger 

problems for the national regime and its survival as well. Therefore, quite within 

the logic of the established electoral authoritarian regime, it was necessary to 

adjust and reinforce the existing mechanisms of political control via additional 

means. In the following chapters, I empirically discuss these new mechanisms 

and the transformation of the Kremlin’s main strategy to combat such risks to 

federal control or quickly deal with them in the case of an emergency. 

2.5 CONCLUSION  

Electoral authoritarianism is a type of regime that defies easy explanation. 

Characterized by institutional settings aiming to resolve two central dilemmas for 

autocratic rulers—avoiding any threats to their rule while still soliciting the 

cooperation of outsiders to ensure productive activity (Gandhi 2008b)—electoral 

authoritarianism requires masterly skills of institutional engineering. It should 

comprise seemingly democratic attributes, such as political parties, elections, and 

legislatures, while also allowing for the institutional cooptation of potential rivals, 

control over the elite clique, and the overall legitimacy of the current regime. Yet, 

to eliminate the potential challenges to political power inherent to such 
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institutions, the regime designs the institutional settings in a spurious and 

manipulative manner so as to restrain strong opponents without resorting to 

outright oppression.  

Far from being an exception, Russia illustrates one of the variations in this 

type of regime, complementing it with contextual specifics. Although Russia’s 

brand of electoral authoritarianism did not develop at any single point in time 

and was rather the result of institutional choices made at several historical 

crossroads, certain important prerequisites determining its major pillars have 

roots right in the early post-Soviet period (Gel’man 2015). By rejecting the idea of 

holding fresh elections to legitimize and consolidate the regime change in 1991, 

the winning elite coalition undermined the practice of peaceful power transfer 

through electoral institutions. The turbulent period, consisting of numerous 

subsequent conflicts and driven by elite discontent with the political 

arrangement, resulted in the presidential abuse of power, redrafting of the 

Constitution and various institutions, and, ultimately, the authoritarian 

tendencies giving rise to the potential for superpresidentialism (Gel’man 2014).  

At the same time, the absence of strong electoral mechanisms in the 

competition for power put an end to any opportunities for institutionalizing a 

viable party system during the relatively favorable conditions of the early post-

Soviet transformations (McFaul 2001; Hale 2006). Later, such an absence, 

complemented by various modifications to the electoral system and institutional 

engines, like restricting the freedom of political association (Golosov 2011b), 

resulted in the establishment of the dominant party system (Reuter 2017), 

bringing different modes of party cooptation to the forefront during the regime’s 

initial developmental phase (Golosov 2014a). 

Finally, the delay in holding competitive elections at the subnational level 

during the early stages of Russia’s post-Soviet transition greatly contributed to 

the preservation of the Soviet organizational legacy and consolidation of power 

by old bureaucratic elites (Flikke 2004). As a result, most of the regional regimes 

became authoritarian in nature with the establishment of strong political 

machines monopolized by the governor. While these structures have proved to be 

effective in terms of electoral mobilization at the regional level, thus for a time 

strengthening the position of regional regimes in their relations with the federal 
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center, in the longer run the Kremlin needed to exert greater control over regional 

power structures due to their potential threat to federal control. Thus, by 

undermining the power of various democratic institutions at the regional level, 

including the abolishment of gubernatorial elections, the regime was able to 

successfully manage the rising strength of regional authorities, coopting the 

established political machines into the power vertical and finalizing the process 

of authoritarian breakdown. 

In addition to empowering the security structures of the Kremlin, a 

combination of three major institutional pillars determined the development of 

Russia’s electoral authoritarianism, which survived even after several challenges 

to it in the 2010s. However, when dealing with the emerged risks, the Russian 

regime had to adapt to the changing environment and undergo certain 

transformations, with the major alteration being the restoration of gubernatorial 

elections in 2012. 

Though helping mitigate the emerging political risks, the restoration of 

gubernatorial elections in Russia could entail other troubles by creating a 

potential power imbalance in the relations between the Kremlin and the 

governors, reminiscent of the political turbulence of the 1990s. Restoring 

gubernatorial elections, even if in a highly manipulative form, still allows for 

unintended consequences inherent to the very nature of elections, expressed in 

the potential loss of the incumbent candidates. Currently, the five cases of acting 

governors losing a regional election vividly illustrates such threats. Furthermore, 

even when retaining their position, incumbent governors may exceed the 

Kremlin’s control, since their power has been legitimized by the popular vote. 

Therefore, the regime could find it problematic maintaining the political status 

quo given the recent challenges to one of its most important institutional pillars 

if no additional (maybe even spontaneous) changes are made to the instruments 

regulating such potential pitfalls or allowing for adjustments in the regime's 

needs.  

The next chapters empirically reveal how the regime makes use of such 

institutional and political mechanisms to “fine tune” the revised system of 

governorship. I assume that these instruments are not entirely new, but rather 

originate from key elements of the electoral authoritarian regime in general and 



78 
 

Russia’s authoritarian survival in particular—manipulating the formal electoral 

rules, the institutionalized abuse of power by the president, and the structures of 

the dominant party. In this respect, the chosen road potentially ensures the 

preservation of the status quo due to already well-proven mechanisms of 

autocratic stability. At the same time, I show that each of the channels of 

autocratic maintenance required contextual adjustments so as to avoid the 

threats of gubernatorial non-compliance, prevent potential risks of 

electioneering, and offer general room for maneuver in the case of crisis.  
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3 THE PUZZLE OF RESTORED 
GUBERNATORIAL ELECTIONS: WHY RUN 
PREMATURELY?  

 

Distorting the electoral component of political institutions is one of the key ways 

that electoral authoritarian regimes manipulate votes and basically determine 

this type of political system. In its most apparent version, their leverage over the 

electoral space relies on fraudulent voting results, be they falsified through 

corrections made to the ballots (Mebane and Kalinin 2010; Kalinin 2016) or 

electoral mobilization at place (Frye, Reuter, and Szakonyi 2014). While these 

simple means of thwarting the formal electoral procedure do benefit the 

autocratic leadership for a certain period, overusing them is potentially just as 

risky for the authoritarian status quo as a total refusal to implement them. The 

potential costs of electoral fraud include not only mass protests (of which Russia 

already was an example in 2011–2012), but also the undermining of ex-ante 

beliefs and expectations among the regime’s strongest supporters regarding the 

fairness of the process, thus subverting the regime’s core electoral base (Reuter 

and Szakonyi 2021).  

Hence, the regime faces a need to advance sophisticated and probably more 

hidden means of manipulating electoral results. In making more modifications to 

the voting process, electoral abuse also relies on  such actions as directly refusing 

to register a candidate’s name due to corrupt filtering processes (Bækken 2015; 

Szakonyi 2021), or else altering the formal electoral rules, which is exampled by 

the municipal filter in the case of restored gubernatorial elections in Russia. 

However, the regime at times found it necessary to look for political prerequisites 

to enact additional measures at an even earlier point when seeking to influence 

regional elections and the desired results. Such an add-in may be found in terms 

manipulating the schedule for when the elections will be held, and the story of 

Russia’s first gubernatorial elections after the restoration in 2012 is illustrative of 

this mechanism in practice.  

 
 This is a revised version of an article accepted for publication by Taylor & Francis in the journal 

Problems of Post-Communism on July 28, 2017, available online at its 

website: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10758216.2017.1351305 
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When then-President Dmitry Medvedev announced a plan to replace the 

system of de facto gubernatorial appointments with direct gubernatorial 

elections, the measure was implemented without delay. Already in 2012, direct 

gubernatorial elections were held in five regions. The practice then became much 

more widespread, with the total number of gubernatorial races reaching 8 in 

2013, 30 in 2014, and 21 in 2015. 

From a strictly legal perspective, the numbers could have been much smaller: 

according to the 2012 law, the calendar for gubernatorial elections in a certain 

region is simply determined by when the incumbent’s current term of office 

expires. Many governors received their appointments before the reinstatement of 

direct elections, which meant that they could continue in their positions as key 

regional decision-makers for several years before subjecting themselves to the 

forgotten troubles and inconveniences of electioneering. In fact, however, many 

of the incumbents resigned, and quite a few did so only to run and win in 

premature elections (see figure 5). 

 

Figure 5 Types of initial gubernatorial races after the restoration of governor elections, 2012–2015 
(by year). 
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The main reason for this strategy, however strange it may seem, was clear 

enough. The reinstatement of direct gubernatorial elections did not attest to the 

willingness of Russia’s federal authorities to return to the turbulent situation of 

the early 2000s, when, despite all its efforts, the Kremlin often found it quite 

difficult to secure the desired outcomes of gubernatorial elections (Moraski and 

Reisinger 2007). The 2004 reform of regional governance had a profound impact 

on the relationship between the Kremlin and the regional authorities 

(Sharafutdinova 2010a). Most of the governors, if only due to the method of their 

appointment, were deeply loyal to the federal center and could be justly viewed 

as useful—sometimes indispensable—elements in the “vertical of power” system. 

They were not expected to lose. The reinstated gubernatorial elections were 

designed in such a way as to make unfavorable outcomes unlikely for the 

incumbents. Even without considering the electoral design, it is clear that the 

political context of contemporary Russia greatly enhances the advantage of 

incumbent officeholders. Thus, in effect premature resignations extended the 

tenures of the appointed governors. Electoral victories also granted them 

additional legitimacy.   

Indeed, a governor’s decision to resign and then run in premature elections 

was only feasible given the Kremlin’s prior approval, and the decision was 

probably even made the initiative of the federal authorities. The public usually 

learns of a governor’s decision to stage premature elections from a televised 

report on the governor’s meeting with Vladimir Putin. During the course of the 

meeting, the governor properly informs the president about recent achievements 

in the region, especially concerning economic development, and then humbly 

asks for permission to resign. Putin approves. Soon after the meeting, the 

incumbent governor is usually reappointed as the alternate governor (vremenno 

ispolniaiushchiy obiazannosti gubernatora); he or she then runs in that capacity 

in the early elections. Victory in these elections enables the governor to stay in 

power for five more years, even though premature dismissal by the Kremlin 

remains a possibility (see chapter 4). However, gubernatorial elections can still 

be lost, a point important for the purposes of the present study. Thus far, the 

incumbent governor has not been reelected in five instances, meaning the 

incumbency advantage cannot be taken for granted in the long run. Elections are 
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certainly more risk prone than the previous appointment system. Thus, some 

space for strategic choice existed regarding the use of preterm voting as the 

preferred format for the initial gubernatorial elections. In this study, I view pre-

election resignations in the case of the first elections held since 2012 as a means 

of securing the long-term political survival of the governors, and thus, as one of 

the newly introduced instruments for maintaining the authoritarian regime in the 

new period of Russia’s political regime development.   

Hence, this chapter focuses on the puzzle of why the Kremlin chose to restore 

regional elections and why governors choose to run prematurely. It is hardly 

useful to discuss the general reasons for early resignations. The immediate 

political importance of the phenomenon is quite limited simply because the 

gubernatorial elections, whether held prematurely or not, are likely to be won by 

the incumbent governor anyway, so the underlying reasons for premature 

resignations can be viewed as indicative of the state of center-periphery relations 

in Russia. The purpose of this analysis is to determine empirically why the 

Kremlin, having initiated the reform of 2012, allowed some of the governors to 

hold the first elections prematurely, and why some other governors had to 

continue in office until the end of their term, following the regional electoral 

calendar. In my view, this question points to the core of regional politics in 

contemporary Russia, for it indicates the key priorities taken by the federal center 

with respect to regional authorities. What is the primary motivation for the 

Kremlin’s decision to allow a premature resignation? Does the federal center seek 

to reward some of the governors, and if so, then what are the reasons for 

rewarding them? Alternatively, does the federal center make such decisions to 

minimize the inherent risks of electoral politics, in which case can any “reward or 

punishment” logic be observed?  The available body of literature clearly suggests 

that in a variety of overly authoritarian political contexts, such risks can be real 

and occasionally materialize (Howard and Roessler 2006; Lindberg 2009; Bunce 

and Wolchik 2010). 

In empirically addressing the above questions, the next section provides an 

overview of the dynamics of subnational governance in Russia, with special 

emphasis on the institution of governorship, thereby making it possible to 

substantiate several claims made in the brief introductory argument above. In the 
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following section, I present several hypotheses regarding the reasons for early 

resignations and, on this basis, develop an explanatory framework suitable for 

empirical analysis and validation that includes the operationalization of the 

variables. The final section characterizes the empirical sample and reports the 

findings.   

3.1 REGIONAL GOVERNORS IN RUSSIA: FROM 
ELECTIONS TO APPOINTMENTS, AND BACK TO 
(DUBIOUS) ELECTIONS  

The regional governor is a key player in Russia’s regional politics, both in terms 

of its institutional standing (Golosov and Konstantinova 2016) and effective 

executing of its political powers (Reuter 2013; Reisinger and Moraski 2017). As 

chapter 2 demonstrated, direct gubernatorial elections have been held more or 

less continuously in the various Russian republics and federal cities and, with 

some delay, in other regions as well throughout the entire post-Soviet period. The 

highly competitive gubernatorial elections held in most regions in 1995–1997 

played a crucial role in resolving problems with the regional intra-elite inherited 

from the first half of the 1990s (Solnick 1998). The most common outcome of 

these conflicts was the emergence of consolidated political regimes in most 

regions, with most such regimes being authoritarian from the start (Moraski and 

Reisinger 2003; Ross 2005). Authoritarianism was especially deeply entrenched 

in the ethnic republics where local executives thoroughly controlled the “electoral 

machines” and could deliver electoral success to their clients, a situation that 

started to develop already in the first half of the 1990s (Golosov 2013; Hale 2003; 

Matsuzato 2001). One important peculiarity of the authoritarian regional regimes 

of that period, irrespective of their political origins, was their significant political 

isolation from the federal center (Stoner-Weiss 1999). As the price that the 

Kremlin paid for the almost complete withdrawal of the federal center from the 

internal affairs of the regions, regional authorities were both willing and able to 

deliver national election results to whatever federal-level political force they 

considered effectively, or prospectively, in power (Myagkov and Ordeshook 

2001).   
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While the federal center’s dependence on the governors’ ability to deliver the 

vote in national elections remained quite apparent in the first half of the 2000s 

(Sakwa 2005), the level of political autonomy enjoyed by the governors was such 

that the task of removing disloyal governors became almost unsolvable for the 

Kremlin (Chebankova 2005). This problem was eliminated via a measure that 

would ultimately constitute a core element of Vladimir Putin’s centralization 

effort: the abolition of direct gubernatorial elections in 2004 (Mitin 2008). While 

in theory the new mechanism of gubernatorial appointment needed the approval 

of the regional assembly, the practical consequences of this provision were 

negligible. Throughout the entire period that this mechanism was in operation, 

the regional assembly always approved the presidential appointee. 

In the first years after the reform, nearly all incumbent governors safely 

received reappointments. In part, the low rate of gubernatorial turnover in the 

early phase of the reform was motivated by the Kremlin’s desire for the regional 

political actors to accept the new system. Yet when choosing the candidates for 

reappointment, the federal center took into account the governor’s ability to 

deliver the vote to the United Russia party (Goode 2007; Reuter 2013). The 

situation changed quite drastically, though, during Dmitry Medvedev’s 

presidency. The 42 governors appointed by him between May 2008 and May 

2010 included only 15 incumbents (Blakkisrud 2011; Reuter and Robertson 

2012). Nevertheless, the logic of rewarding those governors who demonstrated 

their loyalty by “rounding up the vote” for the party in power remained in force 

throughout the entire time that the system of gubernatorial appointment was in 

operation. As Sharafutdinova (2015, 121) notes, “both Putin and Prime Minister 

Dmitry Medvedev have used elections to gather information on gubernatorial 

loyalty and have tended to reappoint those governors that could mobilize a strong 

vote for the regime (usually demonstrated in the vote for United Russia), 

replacing those who failed to do so.”  

While playing a crucial role in completing the cooptation of the governors into 

the political structure of electoral authoritarianism (Golosov 2011a), the system 

of gubernatorial appointment also backfired. On the one hand, it was deeply 

unpopular among the voting public. On the other hand, it made it impossible for 

the governors to obtain the skills and organizational tools necessary for delivering 
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success to United Russia in national elections, which was cited as one of the main 

reasons for the party’s less than successful performance in the 2011 elections 

(Golosov 2012). Hence, there is a very apparent connection between the 2011 

post-election protests and the Kremlin’s decision to revert to the system of direct 

gubernatorial elections.  

The restoration of direct gubernatorial elections evoked varying reactions 

from scholars studying Russia’s regional politics. According to a moderately 

optimistic view, as presented by Teague (2014, 56), “it seems likely that at least 

some members of the Kremlin elite see that the existing system has become 

fragile, and are ready to tolerate the opposition as long as it is not seen as a real 

threat to the status quo.” Other scholars remained even more skeptical of the 

Kremlin’s goals. Indeed, the institutional peculiarities of the reinstituted elections 

have made the elections drastically different from the gubernatorial races in the 

earlier phases of Russia’s electoral politics (DeBardeleben and Zherebtsov 2014; 

Goode 2013).   

Most importantly, the new legislation on gubernatorial elections (Federal’nyi 

Zakon 2012c) severely circumscribes their competitiveness by introducing 

several limitations on the electoral participation of opposition candidates. The 

most important of these limitations, known as municipal filter, makes the 

registration of candidates conditional at best, based on the support of municipal 

deputies normally affiliated with the United Russia party. Irrespective of the 

deputies’ party affiliation, the inferior standing of these councils in Russia’s 

system of governance makes their members heavily dependent on regional 

authorities (Golosov, Gushchina, and Kononenko 2016; Panov 2016), as a result 

of which they tend to provide their signatures only for candidates already 

approved by the incumbent governors. Additionally, the law endows the regions 

with the power to decide whether to allow independents to run for election or not, 

with the result being that most regions opted to allow only party candidates to 

run for election. It is also important that, as noted by Blakkisrud (2015, 115), “if, 

for some reason, the formal sifting of candidates should fail to yield the desired 

result—for instance, if assumed ‘controllable candidates’ prove to be real 

challengers—the Kremlin can always fall back on informal control mechanisms.”  
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These provisions to a great extent explain why only one of the 64 gubernatorial 

elections held in Russia between 2012 and 2015 led to the defeat of an incumbent 

governor (Irkutsk Oblast’), and why only one of the remaining elections, the 

Moscow mayoral races of 2013, can be viewed as relatively competitive due to the 

participation of a prominent opposition politician, Aleksey Navalny (Golosov 

2014b). This case, however, stands out as an exception. As a rule, truly 

oppositional candidates tended to be filtered out from the electoral arena so 

thoroughly that in many cases the incumbent governor ran against a bunch of 

deeply loyal candidates, whose only task was to project an image of competition 

without even trying to pose a real challenge (Epstein 2014). A thorough analysis 

of the first series of gubernatorial elections held in 2012 has led (Blakkisrud 2015) 

to conclude that, far from providing regional voters with a genuine opportunity 

to voice their dissatisfaction at the polls, the new system was not likely to 

undermine the Kremlin’s grasp on gubernatorial politics in Russia.  

3.2 THE REASONS FOR EARLY ELECTIONS: 
THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS AND WORKING 
HYPOTHESES  

The reinstituting of direct gubernatorial elections did not expose even unpopular 

governors to an immediate threat of losing the election. Similar to the system of 

gubernatorial appointment, the Kremlin has retained its capability to ensure the 

political survival of those governors whose services are considered useful. As 

argued in the introductory section of this study, their long-term survival can be 

achieved by allowing them to resign prematurely. What requires explaining in 

this analysis is the notion of utility that guides such decisions. Theoretically, there 

may be several competing explanations. 

According to the first possible theory, derived from the available body of 

research on the previous phases of Russia’s political development (Reuter and 

Robertson 2012; Reisinger and Moraski 2013), the Kremlin is adhering to the old 

rules of the game and facilitating the survival of those governors who can deliver 

the vote in national elections. If this explanation holds, then the most likely 

candidates to resign prematurely are those governors who manage to provide the 

largest shares of the vote to United Russia and Vladimir Putin in the national 
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legislative and presidential elections, respectively. They need to remain in power 

to deliver the same goods in the future. In further analysis, this explanation will 

be dubbed “the electoral reward theory.”  

The second possible theory is that, rather than putting major emphasis on the 

governor’s ability to deliver the vote, the Kremlin chooses to focus on ensuring 

the long-term survival of those governors who are successful in managing the 

regional economy. While the previous period of Russia’s political development 

provides no empirical evidence to support this theory (Reisinger and Moraski 

2013; Rochlitz et al. 2015), the quality of regional leadership certainly makes a 

difference in Russia (Ahrend 2012). The public rhetoric of Russian leaders, both 

Putin and Medvedev, often portrays the economic efficacy of the governors as the 

most important—if not the sole—criterion for assessing their performance. Given 

that the results of the gubernatorial elections are all but pre-determined, it may 

be that the Kremlin simply facilitates the long-term survival of the most efficient 

governors by allowing for their early resignations. In further analysis, this 

explanation will be dubbed “the efficacy reward theory.”  

The third possible theory is based on the notion of long-term risk aversion. In 

the political conditions that existed in Russia from 2013 through 2015, the 

Kremlin could be reasonably confident in the ability of the incumbent governors 

to win elections. Despite some economic hardship experienced by the country, 

the political standing of the national political leadership remained largely 

unshaken in the eyes of the general population (Treisman 2014). Vladimir Putin 

remained genuinely popular among the Russian general public (Frye et al. 2016). 

Initially, the Russian authorities secured a high level of support by combining 

overt repression against the 2011–2012 protest movement with an efficient 

propaganda effort (Smyth and Soboleva 2014). At the start of 2014, the 

annexation of Crimea and the resulting outbreak of nationalist sentiment 

provided the Russian authorities with a new and powerful tool for soliciting 

public support (Hutcheson and Petersson 2016). In such conditions, a mere 

endorsement from Putin—which is a part of the whole premature resignation 

routine—may contribute to a governor’s success at the polls more than any formal 

and/or informal restrictions on political competition.  
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This situation, however, cannot be taken for granted in the long run. 

Throughout the whole period under observation, the state of Russia’s economy 

has continued to deteriorate. The Kremlin could reasonably expect that this will 

influence voting behavior by gradually reducing public support, if only because it 

is well known that the relative prosperity of the 2000s greatly contributed to the 

electoral fortunes of the Russian authorities (McAllister and White 2008). The 

influence of the Crimea factor is likely to fade away in the future, as nationalist 

sentiment started to wane after the halt to that phase the conflict in Ukraine 

(Kolstø 2016). Finally, the fears of an externally sponsored “color revolution” and 

how that might affect elections became quite real in Russia in 2007–2008 

(Duncan 2013), and those fears were further exacerbated by growing tensions 

with the West in the wake of the Crimea annexation. Thus, the inherent risks of 

elections, while negligible in the current situation, might be reasonably expected 

to grow over time.  

Given that risk aversion was one of the primary motivations for the 2012 

political reform in Russia (Golosov 2012), and that Putin’s inclination to avoid 

domestic policy risks has been noted as a characteristic feature of his rule by many 

policy analysts (Mendelson 2015) and scholars of policymaking in Russia 

(Gel’man 2015; White and Kryshtanovskaya 2011), it stands to reason that the 

Kremlin would allow premature resignations in those regions where the risks 

could be expected to be particularly strong, and/or in those regions where the 

risks, if materialized, could be expected to be particularly damaging for the 

federal authorities, which would presumably pertain to the most important 

regions. In further analysis, this explanation will be dubbed “the risk aversion 

theory.” 

The electoral reward theory and the risk aversion theory admittedly make 

contrasting predictions about the Kremlin’s strategy with respect to premature 

resignations. This implies that the theories should be tested on overlapping sets 

of explanatory variables. The electoral reward theory predicts that the Kremlin 

will allow premature resignations primarily for those governors who have 

demonstrated their superior capability of delivering the vote to United Russia and 

Putin in national elections. If, however, the risk aversion theory holds true, then 

it makes little sense to take such pre-emptive measures to ensure the survival of 
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those governors, since they can be reasonably expected to overcome any trouble 

in the future. The operationalization of this variable is not problematic. It is 

defined as the share of votes received in a given region by United Russia in 2011 

and by Putin in 2012. The impact of these factors, dubbed respectively United 

Russia Vote and Putin Vote, is expected to be positive if the electoral reward 

theory holds true, and negative if the risk aversion theory holds true.  

Several additional considerations might enter the Kremlin’s calculations. One 

of them is the length of the gubernatorial tenure, understood as the overall length 

of the period when the governor is in power. The prominent role of the so-called 

“heavyweights” in guaranteeing the superior electoral performance of the United 

Russia party is well noted in the extant literature (Sharafutdinova 2013), and their 

long-term survival may be beneficial for the Kremlin from a strictly electoral 

standpoint. In this study, the respective variable, dubbed Gubernatorial Tenure, 

is operationally defined as the number of months that a governor is in power from 

the moment when first elected or appointed. The impact of this factor is expected 

to be positive if the electoral reward theory holds true and negative if the risk 

aversion theory holds true. Related to this factor, I also tested the impact of the 

age of governors at the time when they prematurely resigned, but the empirical 

results (not reported here) revealed no association whatsoever.  

Another possible consideration relates not so much to the political longevity 

of the incumbent governor, which is a dubious parameter due to the scope of the 

gubernatorial reshuffling during Medvedev’s presidency, but rather to the more 

general notion of regional regime consolidation. Stable regional political regimes 

may well outlive their creators while retaining the full capability to deliver the 

vote, as happened in Tatarstan after the resignation of its long-time leader, 

Mintimer Shaimiev. In such cases, the main reason for continuity is the 

sustainability and transferability of regional political machines (Golosov 2014c). 

Retrospectively, one possible indicator of regional regime consolidation is the 

superior electoral performance of the incumbent chief executive in the last 

gubernatorial elections that occurred before the recent transition to the system of 

appointment. The respective variable, dubbed Gubernatorial Record, is 

operationally defined as the share of the vote received by the then-incumbent 

governor in the last gubernatorial elections held before the transition to an 
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appointment system, that is, from 1998 to January 2005. The impact of this factor 

is expected to be positive if the electoral reward theory holds true and negative if 

the risk aversion theory holds true.  

Given that some of the most prominent “heavyweights” presided over Russia’s 

ethnic republics, and that the republics have systematically displayed higher 

levels of authoritarian regime consolidation than other regions in Russia 

(Goodnow, Moser, and Smith 2014; Lankina, Libman, and Obydenkova 2016; 

White 2015), this line of reasoning makes it imperative to supplement the 

explanatory framework with ethnicity, both as a substantively important factor 

and as a statistical control variable. Conventionally, this factor is operationalized 

as the percentage share of ethnic Russians in the region’s population. The 

emphasis on ethnicity rather than on the formal status of the region derives from 

a well-established theoretical argument, according to which ethnicity-based 

social networks are particularly dense, and in those conditions where ethnicity 

becomes politicized, they often provide ample space for machine politics (Hale 

2003; Matsuzato 2001). This argument is well supported by evidence from many 

regions in Russia. For example, Karelia, with its modest share of an ethnic 

Karelian population, has always displayed patterns of political behavior similar 

to predominantly Russian regions rather than other republics. Therefore, the 

conventional measurement of the region’s ethnic composition correlates strongly 

with electoral statistics. 

At the same time, due to this strong connection the resulting models based on 

the inclusion of ethnicity are prone to multicollinearity. Moreover, as a 

counterexample one would refer to the case of Kemerovo Oblast’, which is a 

predominantly Russian region and has no specific federal status but tends to 

persistently support the regime in elections. This suggests that the use of 

conventional measurements in some cases does not necessarily correspond to the 

hypothetical mechanisms of electoral mobilization, as the given examples show. 

Consequently, in this study I avoid this research strategy by including another 

variable that makes it possible to control for the ethnic factor without the above-

described shortcomings. I do so by measuring overall ethnolinguistic 

fractionalization in the region, often referred to as ELF (Mauro 1995; Easterly and 
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Levine 1997; Alesina et al. 2003). This measurement is computed based on the 

Herfindahl indices of ethnolinguistic group shares: 

 

where  is the share of group  in country . This index reflects the 

probability that two randomly selected individuals from a population belong to 

different ethnic groups. The higher the index, the more ethnically heterogeneous 

is the region’s population. 

In comparison to the conventional strategy of capturing the ethnic factor in 

regional politics, the use of this indicator suggests that it is rather the existence of 

numerous ethnic factions that can affect the efficacy of electoral mobilization, not 

so much the domination of a certain ethnic group. Hence, the respective variable, 

dubbed Ethnolinguistic Fragmentation, will presumably be negatively associated 

with the dependent variable if the electoral reward theory holds true and 

positively if the risk aversion theory holds true.  

A different notion of regional regime consolidation can be captured by 

accounting for the scope of gubernatorial turnover in the region. Consolidated 

regional regimes do not experience frequent power changes. In the 2000s, the 

legacy of the intra-elite conflicts of the previous decade was often manifested in a 

glaring inability of newly elected or appointed governors to take root in the 

various regions, which resulted in frequent power reshuffles and impeded the 

transfer of electoral machines from the ousted governors to their successors, 

which had important electoral consequences (Panov and Ross 2013; Reuter 

2013).  

While high gubernatorial turnover is logically incompatible with the longevity 

of the incumbent governor, as reflected in the build-up of the Gubernatorial 

Tenure variable, I do not expect the two factors to affect the dependent variable 

in similar ways, that is, that regions with high gubernatorial turnover will be 

punished by the Kremlin by refusing to approve premature resignations. The 

reason is that high gubernatorial turnover, by indicating the presence of 

significant intra-elite conflicts in the region, implies an increased probability that 

even a favorable national political climate and/or Putin’s endorsement may be 

insufficient for securing the incumbent governor’s electoral success in the case of 
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premature resignation. Hence, I hypothesize that this variable, operationally 

defined as the overall number of governors who took office in the region 

throughout the post-Soviet period and dubbed Gubernatorial Turnover, will be 

positively associated with the dependent variable if the electoral reward theory 

holds true and negatively if the risk aversion theory holds true. Note that when 

establishing the number of governors, I included the acting incumbents but 

discounted all alternate chief executives.  

In explaining risk aversion theory, I hypothesize that the related strategy of 

the Kremlin may result in it being especially averse to long-term risks in those 

regions presumed to be more important than others. This perspective concerns 

primarily the most populous regions, simply because their electoral returns weigh 

particularly heavily in the results of national elections. It also stands to reason 

that the Kremlin chooses to pay special attention to resource-rich regions, 

irrespective of their population size. As the main beneficiaries of the resource-

rich economy, the elites of such regions are well positioned to use their significant 

capabilities against the existing political order in the case of crisis. Ensuring the 

long-term political survival of loyal governors in such regions is therefore 

important for the Kremlin. The operationalization of the related variables is not 

problematic. One of them is operationally defined as Population Size (logged) and 

the other as Gross Regional Product Per Capita (logged) at the time of 

gubernatorial elections. Both factors will presumably be positively associated 

with the dependent variable if the risk aversion theory holds true. The electoral 

reward theory does not allow for making any predictions regarding the possible 

impact of these factors.  

The efficacy reward theory does not overlap with the two other theories. 

Following the well-established methodology used in studies that relate politics to 

economic performance (Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2000), two standard 

variables are employed for testing the efficacy reward theory. One of them is 

Gross Regional Product Growth, defined as a percentage for the year preceding 

gubernatorial elections. The other is the Unemployment Rate, defined as a 

percentage of the population in the year of gubernatorial elections. The efficacy 

reward theory thus suggests that the impact of Gross Regional Product Growth 

upon the dependent variable will be positive and that the impact of the 
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Unemployment Rate will be negative. The two other theories do not predict any 

specific connection between these variables and the dependent variable.  

In addition, the explanatory framework includes one factor that, being 

unrelated to the theories advanced above, carries little substantive loading and 

serves primarily as a statistical control variable. Dubbed Remaining Time in 

Office, this variable is defined as the number of months that the incumbent 

governor would still be in office at the time when the transition from the 

appointment system to direct elections had been stipulated by federal law. In such 

a situation, it made little sense to allow the premature resignation of a governor 

who was expected to soon run for reelection. Thus, this variable will presumably 

be strongly positively associated with the dependent variable, with the strength 

of the expected association stemming from its almost mechanical nature. 

3.3 FACTORS AFFECTING GUBERNATORIAL PRE-
ELECTION RESIGNATIONS IN 2013–2015  

The empirical sample includes 59 regions that held gubernatorial elections 

between 2013 and 2015. The five elections held in 2012 were excluded from the 

sample for substantive reasons. With the partial exception of Ryazan Oblast’, 

where the incumbent governor did serve a nearly complete term, none of the 

elections were held prematurely. Thus, the practice of pre-election resignations 

manifested itself no earlier than in 2013. 

The dependent variable of this study, Premature Elections, as consistent with 

its main goal, is a dichotomous variable that codes a pre-election premature 

resignation as 1 and the lack thereof as 0. The descriptive statistics for each 

variable in the analysis are given in table 2. 

None of the included regions held more than one gubernatorial election 

throughout the period of study, meaning there was no need to use panel statistical 

analysis. Due to the dichotomous nature of the dependent variable, the logistic 

regression model was employed. Only robust standard errors are reported for all 

estimations. Given that two of the theories advanced in this study substantively 

overlap, I chose to report models that include all independent variables. At the 

same time, it made little sense to include the United Russia Vote and the Putin 
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Vote variables in the same model, for the two factors correlate quite closely with 

each other. Since both variables are presumably important for the study, two 

versions of the overall model are reported here, differing only in how the 

respective variables are defined. Below, these versions are occasionally referred 

to as legislative and presidential. The results of the statistical analysis are 

presented in table 3. Robust standard errors are given in parentheses. 
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics for the variables (N = 59) 

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

Type of Elections (dependent 

variable) 

0.54 0.50 0 1 

UR Vote 0.45 0.11 0.31 0.78 

Putin Vote 0.62 0.07 0.47 0.83 

Gubernatorial Tenure 83.31 59.58 6 226 

Gubernatorial Turnover 2.85 1.52 0 8 

Gubernatorial Record 0.54 0.20 0.18 0.94 

Ethno-Linguistic 

Fragmentation 

0.25 0.18 0.05 0.72 

Population Size (logged) 6.09 0.46 4.63 7.08 

Gross Regional Product Per 

Capita (logged) 

5.49 0.25 5.16 6.61 

Gross Regional Product 

Growth 

102.53 2.99 95.70 116.20 

Unemployment Rate 5.86 2.07 0.80 12.50 

Remaining Time in Office 37.53 16.81 7 76 

Sources: compiled by the author based on statistics provided by the Central Election Commission 
of the Russian Federation (http://www.izbirkom.ru/region/izbirkom), publications of the Russian 
information agency, “RIA Novosti,” the informational and analytical resource, “Gubernatory.ru” 
(http://www.governors.ru/?razdel=vdat&regmode=regions), the electronic journal Politika 
(http://www.politika.su/fs/sf2reg.html), the Federal Statistics Service 
(http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/new_site/perepis2010/croc/perepis_itogi1612.htm), and (Ivanov 
2011). 
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Table 3. Factors facilitating the initial premature type of elections held in the Russian regions, 
2013–2015 (multiple logistic regression, N = 59) 

 Electoral variable defined as 
UR vote 

Electoral variable defined as 
Putin vote 

 Coefficient Coefficient 

Constant -152.05** 

(48.88) 

-105.20** 

(45.24) 

Electoral variable: UR Vote / 

Putin Vote 

-21.85** 

(10.14) 

-8.72 

(12.19) 

Gubernatorial Tenure 0.03* 

(0.02) 

0.00 

(0.01) 

Gubernatorial Turnover -3.16*** 

(1.06) 

-2.29** 

(1.02) 

Gubernatorial Record -14.03** 

(6.96) 

-11.62* 

(6.35) 

Ethno-Linguistic 

Fragmentation 

-4.00 

(4.57) 

-7.04* 

(4.12) 

Population Size 8.43*** 

(2.53) 

5.86** 

(2.65) 

Gross Regional Product Per 

Capita 

11.70*** 

(4.37) 

8.41** 

(3.52) 

Gross Regional Product 

Growth 

0.14 

(0.13) 

0.09 

(0.13) 

Unemployment Rate 1.88*** 

(0.60) 

1.01** 

(0.45) 

Remaining Time in Office 1.02*** 

(0.34) 

0.78** 

(0.33) 

Wald chi-squared 21.78 9.12 

Log pseudolikelihood -7.65 -8.83 

Pseudo R-squared 0.81 0.78 

*** significant at 0.01; **significant at 0.05; *significant at 0.1  

Sources: author’s calculations. 
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The above tables show that the data did not support the electoral reward 

theory. Most importantly, both the United Russia Vote and Putin Vote variables 

are negatively associated with the dependent variable, which suggests that the 

Kremlin did not take much interest in securing the long-term survival of those 

governors who had proved their ability to deliver the vote. Quite the reverse: such 

governors were less likely to receive permission from the Kremlin to resign 

prematurely. It is noticeable that while the negative association between the 

United Russia Vote variable and the dependent variable is statistically significant, 

this is not the case with the Putin Vote variable. In part, the explanation for this 

phenomenon is technical: the variance in the United Russia Vote variable is much 

greater than the variance in the Putin Vote variable. Yet, there may also be a 

substantive reason for the observed discrepancy. The personal popularity of Putin 

is greatly and systematically higher than the popularity of United Russia (Hale 

2004; Smyth 2014), which means that the superior performance of the party in 

power is more indicative of the governor’s ability to deliver the vote than Putin’s 

performance, however stunning. Thus, the observed discrepancy may be viewed 

as an additional reason to reject the electoral reward theory. In contrast, the risk 

aversion theory receives strong empirical support, since the results of the analysis 

clearly suggest that in cases where the Kremlin may have estimated the risks as 

negligible, it did not recommend premature resignations. 

Other variables pertaining to the electoral reward and risk aversion theories 

vary in terms of their impact on the dependent variable, and the impact is not 

necessarily consistent with the hypotheses. In line with the electoral reward 

theory, the impact of the Gubernatorial Tenure variable is positive, even if not so 

significant in the legislative version and lacking any significance in the 

presidential version. Here again, the discrepancy between the two models is 

indicative of the substantive meaning of the reported findings. Since the United 

Russia Vote and Putin Vote variables display different levels of significance, 

which entails varying levels of statistical control over other variables, this means 

that the Kremlin primarily promoted the interests of those long-standing 

governors not able to deliver superior results to United Russia. Thus, the 

Gubernatorial Tenure variable’s positive association with the dependent variable, 
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though providing some limited support to the electoral reward theory, cannot be 

viewed as sufficient for rejecting the risk aversion theory.  

The observed behavior of the Gubernatorial Turnover variable is fully 

consistent with the risk aversion theory. If, due to the long history of 

gubernatorial reshuffling in the region, the Kremlin can reasonably expect that 

an incumbent governor may not be able to exploit the advantages of the favorable 

national political climate, then it becomes increasingly likely that such a governor 

will remain in office until the end of her/his tenure. Alternatively, as often 

happened during the period under observation, such a governor may survive in 

office up to the moment when the Kremlin finds a suitable replacement and then 

proceeds to fire him or her without granting permission to run in a premature 

election. The Gubernatorial Record variable is negatively associated with the 

dependent variable in both versions of the model, even though in the presidential 

version the association is weak, which also supports the risk aversion theory.  

All these factors, however, have significant implications for the two variables 

pertaining to the presumed importance of the regions, Population Size and Gross 

Regional Product Per Capita. Both are strongly positively associated with the 

dependent variable. The observed strength of this association not only provides 

support for the risk aversion theory but also suggests an important clarification 

regarding the order of priorities guiding the Kremlin in its decision to allow a 

governor to resign prematurely. Rather than paying primary attention to the 

political capabilities of the governors, as was characteristic of the deeply nuanced 

regional politics of the past, the federal center has recently adopted a simpler 

approach and prioritizes those regions where the long-term risks, if materialized, 

could be particularly harmful to the existing political order. 

The Ethnolinguistic Fragmentation variable is insignificant in both versions. 

It should be mentioned, however, that the preliminary analysis of the data has 

demonstrated that it is valuable as a control variable, in which capacity this and 

other ways of measuring regional ethnic composition are most often employed in 

the statistical cross-regional analyses of Russian politics. 

The efficacy reward theory is thus not supported by the data. The Gross 

Regional Product Growth variable is simply unrelated to the dependent variable, 

and the observed association, while extremely weak, moves in a different 
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direction in the two versions of the model. The Unemployment Rate variable is 

highly statistically significant in both versions, but it moves in the opposite 

direction in terms of predicting the veracity of the efficacy reward theory: the 

analysis shows that high unemployment rates in the regions are associated with 

a greater probability of the Kremlin’s willingness to secure the long-term political 

survival of the governors. The Remaining Time in Office variable is strongly 

positively associated with the dependent variable, as was to be expected. 

3.4 CONCLUSION 

The interactions between the Kremlin and chief regional executives lie at the core 

of center-periphery relations in contemporary Russia. Arguably, the most 

important among such interactions are those related to the processes of power 

succession and/or alternation in the regions. Historically, several models exist of 

the Kremlin’s involvement in this process. After a brief period when most of the 

regions were ruled by appointees of the Russian president, the introduction of 

direct gubernatorial elections, coupled with the specific political climate of the 

second half of the 1990s, greatly empowered the governors. First, their 

incumbency advantage greatly increased, particularly due to the emergence of 

governor-controlled political machines. Second, the governors became important 

players in national electoral politics because of their ability to deliver the vote to 

the parties and candidates of their choice. As a result, the Kremlin confronted a 

difficult situation in which it had to deal with influential political actors who 

enjoyed significant intra-regional autonomy and largely remained beyond the 

control of the federal center.  

The federal authorities dealt with and resolved this problem via a measure 

central to Vladimir Putin’s centralization effort: replacing direct gubernatorial 

elections with a system of gubernatorial appointments. While initially federal 

authorities readily reappointed many of the regional governors, over time the 

Kremlin’s approach to the cadre policy adopted for the regions became more 

selective. Throughout the entire time when the system of appointments was in 

force, this policy was guided mostly by the Kremlin’s strong desire to reward those 

governors who proved their superior ability to deliver the vote and to punish 
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those who did not. The Kremlin reappointed those governors who successfully 

delivered the vote and removed those governors who failed on their promise to 

secure the ruling party the vote.  

The Kremlin reinstituted direct gubernatorial elections in 2012 as a way to 

increase the legitimacy of regional governors, to ease popular discontent with the 

appointed chief executives, and to enable them to acquire the skills deemed 

necessary for efficiently delivering the vote in future national elections. At the 

same time, it ensured that the reinstated elections would not be very competitive 

by introducing a combination of institutional and political restrictions, thereby 

making it almost impossible for the incumbent governor to lose an election unless 

the Kremlin wished it. The Kremlin could not, however, take long-term success 

of this situation for granted because the specific political context that emerged as 

a result of the defeat of the 2011–2012 protest movement and especially the 

annexation of Crimea. Thus, permission to resign prematurely and run in a fresh 

round of elections emerged as a feasible way to facilitate the long-term political 

survival of those governors who, in the opinion of the Kremlin, deserved it.  

This chapter inquired into the motivation behind the Kremlin’s decisions to 

ensure the long-term survival of some governors while viewing others as 

unworthy of remaining in office. It tested especially a theory according to which 

the Kremlin rewards those governors who possess a superior ability to deliver the 

vote in national elections. The results of the analysis show that this theory, while 

well supported by the evidence from previous periods of Russia’s political 

development, does not hold true anymore. Nor has the Kremlin opted to use the 

professed strategy of rewarding those governors who have managed the regional 

economy most effectively. Instead, it facilitates the long-term survival of the 

governors of regions with greatest the long-term electoral risks to the regime 

either because the governors have not so far succeeded in delivering superior 

results for United Russia or because the regions themselves are considered 

particularly important. A partial exception to this rule is made for those regions 

where the short-term electoral risks are considered particularly grave due to the 

low level of elite consolidation.  

Does this signify a significant shift in center-periphery relations in 

contemporary Russia? The answer is both yes and no. No, because the Kremlin’s 
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motivation remains primarily electoral, but yes because this broad-based 

motivation has helped change the order of priorities. In contrast to the previous 

period, the Kremlin no longer takes much interest in rewarding those governors 

who display great electoral deference. As such deference is already taken for 

granted as a key condition for the governors’ survival in office, there is no need to 

send a message to less successful vote deliverers. They presumably know the rules 

of the game and follow them to the best of their ability. At the moment, the 

Kremlin’s primary concern is that in a different and less favorable (for the 

authorities) political context, the efforts of the governors will not bear fruit, 

irrespective of their loyalty and/or efficacy with respect to the central regime. 

Hence, the predominant strategy is to minimize long-term risks. Certainly, the 

Kremlin’s self-confidence in dealing with the regions has greatly increased in 

comparison with the previous periods of political development, which means that 

despite the relative impermanence of the system of gubernatorial appointments, 

the system has largely achieved its purpose and had a lasting impact on center-

periphery relations in Russia. Nevertheless, at the same time the Kremlin remains 

deeply aware of the long-term risks to its rule and seeks to minimize them. 
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4 FACTORS AFFECTING EARLY 
GUBERNATORIAL DISMISSALS, 2013–2018 

 

On July 9, 2020, the media space was stirred up by the news that the governor of 

Khabarovsk Krai, Sergei Furgal, had been detained on charges of organizing a 

series of contract killings (“Gubernator Khabarovskogo kraya zaderzhan za seriyu 

zakaznykh ubiistv” 2020). Within a week and a half, he was officially dismissed 

“due to loss of trust” by the President (“Mikhail Degtyaryov naznachen vrio 

gubernatora Khabarovskogo kraya” 2020). It was not the first case of an 

incumbent governor being arrested and dismissed from office,17 and the incident 

might not have garnered such attention if it had not been for a series of pro-

governor mass protests in Khabarovsk that occurred shortly afterward, the largest 

such protests in the region’s history. The public unrest in Khabarovsk, driven by 

doubts regarding the fairness of the whole process,18 was evidence of the 

unprecedented popular support for the regional chief executive and represented 

a general criticism of the actions taken by the federal authorities; thus, the 

protests were important because for the first time in post-2012 Russia, they 

explicitly called into question the legitimacy of federal actions within the sphere 

of regional politics. Moreover, it is noteworthy that Sergei Furgal became a 

regional chief executive by defeating the pro-Kremlin incumbent governor, 

Vyacheslav Shport, in the gubernatorial elections, the person nominated by 

United Russia. 

Furgal’s case is quite radical in terms of the legal procedure, setting an 

important precedent for the ensuing events, but it can serve also as a good 

illustration of the well-established practice of exercising the president’s unilateral 

right to remove regional governors from office. Formally, the direct possibility for 

the president to remove regional chief executives is provided by the provisions of 

Federal Law №184 (Federal’nyi Zakon 1999) and can be done for only two 

 
17 The most recent examples include, but are not limited to, Vyacheslav Gaizer in the Republic of Komi 

(2015), Nikita Belykh in Kirovskaya Oblast’ (2016), Alexander Markelov in Marii El (2017), and Alexander 

Solovyov in Udmurtia (2017). 
18 The murders of which Sergey Furgal was accused had been committed 15 years prior, in 2004–2005, 

and the trial has been scheduled in Moscow instead of Khabarovsk, resulting in the sudden detention and 

immediate transfer of the defendant. 
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possible reasons: dismissal due to a loss of trust and/or on the grounds of 

“improper fulfillment of their obligations.”19 However, the actual power of the 

president in the personnel rotation of regional governors goes far beyond these 

two options. In most cases, preterm dismissals of the governors proceed at their 

request under the cover of a number of reasons, from poor health and family 

issues to a reluctance to keep the office out of the hands of promising young 

cadres. Whereas publicly the president only gives his formal approval for this 

decision to be enforced, quite in line with the procedure described in the previous 

chapter, such approval may in fact even be initiated by the Kremlin.  

Though probably quite speculative, this assumption is supported by several 

facts. In theory, the president has a right to refuse the governor’s resignation. 

However, in practice this refusal has occurred only once, in 2006, when Vladimir 

Putin did not allow the then-governor of Chukotka, Roman Abramovich, to leave 

office (“R. Abramovich prodolzhit rabotu na postu gubernatora Chukotki” 2007). 

Moreover, the practice of premature dismissals did not actively occur on a regular 

basis until the post-2012 era, except for the preceding period of 2005–2012, when 

the regional governors were appointed by the president. During the years when 

the system of appointments was in operation (until June 2012, when the new 

reform was finally enacted), the number of regional chief executives who had left 

office prematurely totaled 56, but in the post-reform period 66 incumbents have 

already resigned prematurely as of August 2020. However, during the period of 

appointments preterm dismissals were justified by the very nature of the system 

in operation, with the president exercising both de jure and de facto control of the 

governors’ political survival. Based on how popular gubernatorial elections work 

in practice, premature dismissals thus stop playing such a crucial role in 

institutional settings and become instead a strategic instrument in the hands of 

the federal authorities. 

Indeed, if the main goal of premature dismissals is to resolve the problem of 

ineffective or unpopular regional governors, as is claimed in the public discourse, 

 
19 While the law does not specify the meaning of “improper fulfillment of their obligations,” the reasons 

for the loss of trust are described in more detail elsewhere and currently include the revealing of corruption, 

a conflict of interest, and the use of foreign banking at a time when the future governor was already registered 

as a candidate (Federal’nyi Zakon 1999, sec. 19). 
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the restored elections would resolve this problem quite easily without any need 

for the Kremlin to intervene: in theory, bad governors are punished by low 

electoral support, and thus, replaced by more popular and promising candidates. 

In practice, however, Sergei Furgal’s case demonstrates that even quite popular 

incumbents may be at risk of removal for any plausible reason. This practice 

raises several important questions: What then has guided the Kremlin in its cadre 

policies towards the incumbent governors since 2012? Why do some regional 

chief executives survive until the next electoral cycle, while others have to leave 

office prematurely without being subject to public approval assessments? To 

answer these questions, I structure the chapter as follows. The next section 

provides the main theoretical foundations of the study and introduces the 

working hypotheses. Then, I describe the empirical sample for the analysis, 

operationalize the variables, explain the methodological peculiarities, and discuss 

the main findings and their implications. The final section of this chapter offers 

some concluding remarks. 

4.1 WHY DISMISS? THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
AND WORKING HYPOTHESES 

As has been already mentioned, premature dismissals of the governors usually 

proceed in two main ways: as a direct dismissal by the president “due to loss of 

trust” and a formal voluntary resignation by the governor, legally backed by the 

“at one’s own will” formula. While cases of a presidential motion of no confidence 

do occur, it has become a rather exceptional scenario, most probably driven by 

serious intra-elite conflicts and almost always shortly followed by the governor’s 

imprisonment. In turn, most preterm gubernatorial resignations evolve as part of 

the second type.  

It is important at this point to differentiate between voluntary self-resignation 

of the governor and the procedurally similar process of resignation involving the 

subsequent nomination of the same person as interim governor and her/his 

further participation in premature elections. In the latter case, the incumbent 

governor, while still putting his career in jeopardy by electioneering, most 

probably will continue sitting in office, thereby prolonging his/her term. 
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Premature resignation without a further nomination for future gubernatorial 

elections is, in contrast, aimed at suspending the governor. Yet, this trajectory 

does not necessarily lead to the end of the governor’s political career. On the 

contrary, a large number of regional executives who voluntarily resign leave office 

for the reason of having already received a position or the promise of such a 

position soon after their resignation.20 However, irrespective of the further 

political trajectories of the governors (be it promotion to a higher position or not), 

the very fact that regional chief executive can be subject to preterm removal from 

their position still suggests the necessity to occasionally purge cadre members in 

the region. But why is it necessary to employ this strategy?   

Following the public justification for the preterm gubernatorial rotations, it is 

possible to assume the importance of the managerial skills of the regional 

governors in retaining office. Indeed, some studies have already identified the 

conditions that incentivize government officials to give priority to economic 

performance and how it, in turn, affects the career trajectories of personnel 

(Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2000). In particular, the central point of prior studies 

on bureaucratic effectiveness from a Weberian perspective suggests that 

economically competent managers will more likely be selected over political 

loyalists (Evans and Rauch 1999). In an authoritarian context, economic 

development is of great importance for the regime’s endurance, and the 

socioeconomic performance of local agents strongly fosters the central 

authorities’ cadre management policy (Li and Zhou 2005). On the one hand, 

economic development ensures the regime’s ability to obtain the resources 

necessary for distribution among its allies in exchange for their loyalty, thus 

further ensuring the regime’s long-term survival. On the other hand, the practice 

of holding competitive, albeit highly unfair, elections makes electoral autocracies 

are even more vulnerable to economic hardships, which may even entail regime 

breakdown if they occur close to an election cycle (Lucardi 2019). Therefore, the 

premature gubernatorial dismissals that in Russia occur within the context of 

recently reinstated popular gubernatorial elections may be foremost the result of 

 
20 Moreover, there are cases when the position was clearly created for the governor. So, in Krasnoyarsk 

Krai, Governor Lev Kuznetsov was dismissed so he could assume the post of head of the North Caucasus 

Affairs Ministry, created on the same day.  
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the managerial competence of the governor, as reflected in the region’s socio-

economic performance. In other words, in the regions with a high level of socio-

economic development, the probability of the governor’s premature dismissal will 

be lower since the incumbent is efficient in administrating the region. 

However, the specifics of electoral authoritarian regimes also presume the 

strong importance of elections and electoral results, which has been explained in 

chapter 2. Elections in autocratic regimes, grounded as they are in the 

distribution of the spoils among elite members, are designed in such a way that 

the elections help institutionalize the mechanisms of elite mobilization, serve as 

a way to monitor elite compliance, and provide an opportunity to track the bases 

of the autocrat’s support (Magaloni 2006; Brownlee 2007). In electoral 

authoritarian regimes, winning elections, especially with outstanding returns, is 

central to regime stability, since lower voting results, or even loss, may lead to 

elite defections, a more coordinated opposition, and a breakdown of the ruling 

coalition (Levitsky and Way 2010; Gandhi and Reuter 2013). Consequently, most 

electoral authoritarian regimes may consider investing more in maintaining 

higher electoral returns than in providing public goods and bolstering economic 

development, since the latter options entail the potential risks of regime collapse 

in a much longer perspective. Therefore, while the economic competence of the 

official personnel in electoral authoritarian regimes may still be taken into 

consideration, the driving force of the cadre policy in such a regime may be the 

political loyalty of the officials and their ability to provide large victory margins 

in elections.  

As explained in chapter 2, subnational chief executives shoulder the main 

responsibility for the electoral results in Russia. Since winning national elections, 

be they presidential or parliamentary races, obviously requires mobilizing large 

numbers of voters over a large territory, electoral success likely depends on 

having the right subnational personnel in place. Moreover, previously the 

electoral loyalty of the governors in Russia had already proven to be the 

determining factor in their political survival, meaning reappointing those 

managers who were able to ensure high electoral returns for United Russia and 

the incumbent president (Reuter and Robertson 2012; Reisinger and Moraski 

2013). Therefore, the second hypothesis of this study suggests the possible 
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continuation of this strategy in the period of popular gubernatorial elections and 

assumes that the low electoral returns for United Russia and Vladimir Putin 

explains the dismissal of Russia’s regional governors since 2012. 

However, authoritarian elections differ not only from democratic elections in 

terms of how they operate but also from each other, depending on the type. Voting 

for an executive is a zero-sum game with only one winner, and in authoritarian 

regimes they more often bear a non-partisan character, reflecting more the 

personalist power of the incumbent autocrat. In contrast, legislative elections, 

despite the role played by information-gathering instruments, also serve a power-

sharing function, and as a result, the chance to coopt the political opposition 

(Magaloni 2006; Gandhi 2008b; Boix and Svolik 2013). Moreover, in the Russian 

context the electoral performance of the dominant party sometimes depends on 

factors aside from the governor’s loyalty and skill. In some regions, United 

Russia’s election results may depend on the ideological leanings of the majority 

(be they pro-governmental or even oppositional) or the level of structural 

dependence on the state. In others, it may simply be the result of a diffraction of 

Vladimir Putin’s popular support. 

Furthermore, rather than basing its power on electoral results and possible 

voting manipulations, an electoral authoritarian regime may be more interested 

in coopting strong regional leaders to take advantage of their resources and 

political skills. It is known that such cooptation is more likely when the financial 

cost of repressing powerful elites and strong social groups is high (Smith 2005; 

Gandhi 2008b). As the initial theoretical section has demonstrated, in the 

Russian case the main instrument at the disposal of strong governors is 

entrenched political machines. Therefore, for the national regime’s survival it 

may be more cost-effective to coopt these powerful agents and rule through them 

(Goode 2007; Reuter 2010); thus, governors with stable political networks will 

more likely be retained. Keeping all these and previous considerations in mind, I 

assume that governors will be gauged rather by their political competence and 

political strength than by their electoral loyalty per se. 
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4.2 DATA AND METHODS 

To test the proposed theories, I employed an original dataset of gubernatorial 

political trajectories for all 74 of Russia’s regions where popular gubernatorial 

elections take place, while excluding the Republic of Chechnya,21 for it is a well-

known outlier region and its inclusion may have led to biased model estimations. 

Those regions where the governor is appointed by the regional assembly (see 

chapter 2) were also excluded from the sample because the underlying logic for 

possible gubernatorial dismissals in the regions is predetermined by different 

institutional settings and may be similar to the situation during the period of 

appointments by the president before 2012. Also, the sample does not include 

those cases of preterm resignations in 2012, since all of them took place before 

the law was enacted and quite possibly were determined by strategic preparation 

for the new system. Finally, at the time when the research was conducted the 

latest available information on regional socioeconomic measures for the year 

2018. Hence, the final chronological framework is limited to the period of 2013–

2018. 

Since the governors may be removed by the president at any time, my primary 

unit of analysis was the region-year, and the dependent variable was whether a 

governor had been dismissed prematurely in a given year. The dependent variable 

was coded as 1 if the governor had been prematurely dismissed and 0 if not. Cases 

in which the governor had left office in the respective year, but for reason of an 

expired term, were deemed outside my scope of interest and thus coded as 0. In 

several cases, the incumbent did leave office prematurely, but such instances were 

the result of a lost election (see section 2.4). In these cases, the dependent variable 

was also considered a right-censored variable and coded as 0. However, the case 

of Khakassia in 2018, where the incumbent governor, Victor Zimin, also 

underperformed in the first round of elections and was subject to running in the 

second round, was coded as 1 (prematurely dismissed), for his candidacy was 

 
21 The dataset also includes the Nenets Autonomous District, which refused to hold popular 

gubernatorial elections only in 2018 and thus conforms to the main criteria and assumptions for being 

considered in the sample. 
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forcefully withdrawn by the Kremlin from the race due to the prospect of him 

losing the election (“Problemnyi tur…” 2018). 

If a governor came to power, meaning actually took office (not as an interim 

governor), in the year of interest (i.e., as with Alexander Bogomaz in Briansk 

Oblast’ in 2015), then the observation was also not included. The probability of 

the governor being dismissed or leaving office soon after the term started is 

negligible. Therefore, the final dataset represents unbalanced panels with the 

total number of observations being equal to 425. 

The set of independent variables was operationalized following the working 

hypotheses introduced in the previous section. First, in line with conventional 

approaches and measurements already discussed in the previous chapter for 

capturing socioeconomic performance, I used the data on gross regional product 

growth and unemployment rates at the latest date prior to a governor’s dismissal 

or at the end of the respective year. Both indicators were measured in 

percentages. Gross regional product growth is defined here as the percentage of 

increase in comparison to the previous year, while the unemployment rate was 

measured as the share of the unemployed population.22 The relevant variables 

were dubbed Gross Regional Product Growth and Unemployment Rate, 

respectively. It is assumed here that the higher the economic growth rate and the 

lower the unemployment rate in the region, the lower the probability of the 

governor’s dismissal. 

Second, the variables introduced to test the validity of the “electoral loyalty” 

theory were measured as the vote share for United Russia and Vladimir Putin in 

a given region during the most recent elections before a governor’s dismissal or 

by the end of the analyzed year if not removed from power. The corresponding 

variables were titled United Russia Vote and Putin Vote, respectively. In line with 

the formulated hypothesis, it is assumed here that high electoral returns will 

negatively relate to gubernatorial dismissals, ensuring the governor’s political 

survival. 

 
22 This indicator is publicly provided in two ways: as an estimation based on random labor force surveys 

(averaged for the year) and as an officially registered unemployment rate based on data from the Federal 

Service for Labor and Employment. In this study, I employ the former measurement.  
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Finally, the “political competence” hypothesis was operationalized via a group 

of proxy measurements capturing the governor’s overall political strength and 

ability to consistently mobilize regional elites. As explained in the theoretical 

foundations section, the difference in electoral returns for the executive and 

legislative bases of the political regime in Russia are substantively predetermined 

both by structural and political specifics. Therefore, rather than looking solely at 

electoral results, it may be more informative to look at the change in outcome 

from one voting year to the next. Hence, the first variable was constructed simply 

as the difference in vote shares between United Russia and Vladimir Putin within 

the same electoral cycle and is respectively titled Vote Difference. Partially due to 

the specifics of the electoral systems for different elections, and partially due to 

the specifics of the political context, the electoral returns for Vladimir Putin are 

more coherent when assessed from one region to the next and are generally 

higher than that of the dominant party. Therefore, the variable was first 

constructed as an extraction of the United Russia votes from the Vladimir Putin 

results within the same electoral cycle, 2011–2012 and 2016–2018 respectively. 

However, in two instances the difference between the vote shares was negative 

due to the larger electoral returns of United Russia: the Republic of Mordovia in 

the electoral cycle of 2011–2012 and the Republic of Tatarstan in 2016–2018. 

Thus, to normalize the scale the values of this variable were increased for all the 

observations by the value of the largest negative margin (which is -4.54 in 

Mordovia).23 Based on the above-formulated theoretical foundations, it is 

assumed here that the larger the difference in votes between United Russia and 

Vladimir Putin during the latest elections, the higher the probability of the 

governor being dismissed in the analyzed year. 

However, it can also be assumed that the vote discrepancy between the 

autocrat and his subordinate political party, instead of reflecting the governor’s 

political weakness, rather shows the effective power-sharing ability of the 

incumbent. Indeed, power sharing is one of the most effective instruments of 

political cooptation in electoral authoritarian regimes (Magaloni 2008). In 

 
23 As a robustness check of the strategy, the models were also calculated without these observations (see 

appendix 3), but with no drastic change in the results. So, the more comprehensive version of the sample 

was preferred for the main analysis. 
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practical terms, it implies that it is strategically more effective under certain 

circumstances to provide potential regime rivals with larger electoral returns and, 

as a result, provide them with the seeming opportunity to become involved in the 

decision-making process (Gandhi and Przeworski 2007). This, in turn, 

incorporates them into the authoritarian structure and makes their further 

political career dependent on their loyalty to the regime. Technically, this 

instrument simply implies the cooptation of the opposition at the expense of 

diminished results for the ruling elite. Thus, the vote difference between Vladimir 

Putin and United Russia may, in quite the opposite sense, imply a governor’s 

ability to strategically maintain the regime’s survival through power sharing. If 

this is the case, it is assumed here that in regions with a strong difference in vote 

returns between Vladimir Putin and United Russia, the chances are lower that the 

governor will be dismissed.  

While the difference in the pro-regime electoral results approximates the 

governor’s skills at political mobilization, it also suggests the existence of possible 

conflicts between elites and thus approximates the governor’s ability to handle 

such conflicts and unite members of the regional elite. However, this 

measurement, albeit still potentially informative, is not sufficient for estimating 

the Kremlin’s strategies. Therefore, I also introduced two proxy variables 

indicating the governor’s political strength and regional political consolidation. 

First, stable regional political regimes may outlive their creators, while still being 

able to mobilize support for the regime. The main reason for such political 

constancy is the viability and transferability of the political machines (Golosov 

2014c). In this respect, the approximate indicator of such regime consolidation 

may be the chief executive’s superior electoral performance in the most recent 

gubernatorial elections before the analyzed date. This variable, Gubernatorial 

Record, is operationally defined as the vote share for the then-incumbent 

governor in the first or the only round of voting prior to the governor’s dismissal 

or at the end of the year if the governor remained in office. In most cases, this 

variable is substantively based on the results of the elections held before the 

transition to the appointment system, that is, before January 2005. It is assumed 

here that the weaker the tradition of superior gubernatorial electoral returns, the 

greater the probability of the governor being prematurely dismissed. 
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Further, consolidated political regimes do not undergo frequent political 

changes. As mentioned in the previous chapters, the legacy of regional elite 

conflicts in the first decade after the collapse of the Soviet Union was later 

manifested in the glaring inability of newly elected or appointed regional 

executives to become entrenched in the regions. This resulted in frequent power 

reshuffles and hindered the transfer of political machines to the successor, which, 

in turn, severely undercut the electoral performance of the federal authorities 

(Panov and Ross 2013; Reuter 2013). Therefore, as an additional measure of 

regime consolidation, I employed the indicator of gubernatorial turnover. This 

variable, respectively dubbed Gubernatorial Turnover, was operationalized as the 

overall number of governors who took office throughout the entire post-Soviet 

period based on the analyzed governor’s dismissal or at the end of the respective 

year if the incumbent did not resign. At this point, it is certainly possible to make 

a counterargument that the gubernatorial turnover rate may not be a valid 

measurement since the underlying processes, hypothetically approximated via 

this indicator, were once altered by the cadre rotations during the Medvedev 

presidency. However, Medvedev’s gubernatorial reshuffles were largely 

determined by the electoral loyalty of the regional incumbents (Reuter and 

Robertson 2012), which, in turn, was significantly affected by the governor’s 

ability to consolidate the regime. Hence, I assume the veracity of the expected 

effect and hypothesize that in regions with an unstable political environment, 

reflected in the high number of gubernatorial reshuffles, the probability of the 

governor being dismissed beforehand will be higher. 

The models also include several control variables that capture important 

region-specific and person-specific characteristics. When discussing the reasons 

for the premature dismissals of governors, it is quite logical to assume that they 

can be determined simply by the governor’s remaining time in office. In the case 

of the governor’s approaching end of term, it is certainly easier to wait until the 

end date and then dismiss him/her, while in contrast a governor’s premature 

dismissal may be more strategically expedient when the natural end of the tenure 

will not occur for some time. Therefore, I introduced the variable respectively 

dubbed Remaining Time in Office, which measures the number of months left in 

office for a governor at the start of the analyzed year. Also, the models include the 
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governor’s age in months at the start of the year (Age), the logged size of the 

region’s population (Population Size), and an indicator of the ethnic composition 

of the region. For reasons described in the previous chapter, I chose to employ 

the index of ethnolinguistic fragmentation in the same form as already calculated 

for the premature gubernatorial races as a means of operationalizing the ethnic 

composition indicator (see chapter 3). The variable is a time-invariant variable, 

meaning that I employed data from the 2010 census when constructing it. The 

descriptive statistics for all the variables are given in table 4. 

Table 4. Descriptive statistics for the variables (N = 425) 

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

Dismissal (dependent variable) 0.12 0.33 0 1 

Gross Regional Product Growth 101.14 3.24 82.5 116.2 

Unemployment Rate 5.90 2.36 1.2 19.3 

United Russia Vote 47.39 12.67 29.04 91.6 

Putin Vote 64.26 8.63 46.95 91.98 

Vote Difference 22.45 8.33 0 40.28 

Gubernatorial Record 67.52 16.59 18.34 96.69 

Gubernatorial Turnover 3.01 1.45 1 9 

Age of the Governor 54.49 8.09 31 73 

Remaining Time in Office 34.17 16.77 0 57 

Ethnolinguistic Fragmentation 0.25 0.18 0.05 0.72 

Population Size (logged) 6.08 0.43 4.63 7.1 

Sources: compiled by the author based on statistics provided by the Central Election Commission 
of the Russian Federation (http://www.izbirkom.ru/region/izbirkom), publications of the Russian 
information agency, “RIA Novosti,” informational and analytical resource “Gubernatory.ru” 
(http://www.governors.ru/?razdel=vdat&regmode=regions), the electronic periodical Politika 
(http://www.politika.su/fs/sf2reg.html), the Federal Statistics Service 
(http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/new_site/perepis2010/croc/perepis_itogi1612.htm), and (Ivanov 2011). 

 

Since the dependent variable is binary, I used logit models in the analysis. 

Scholars have proposed two general ways to model the binary outcomes that arise 

from the longitudinal (or panel) data (Hu et al. 1998). Typically, binary outcomes 

are modeled using either a “subject-specific” (SS) approach or a “population-
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averaged” (PA) approach. While with linear models of continuous outcomes these 

approaches proved quite similar, with binary outcomes differences emerged 

between the two  (Szmaragd, Clarke, and Steele 2013). Without going into 

methodological peculiarities, the PA model proved a more appropriate approach 

for the purposes of this study.24 First, the principal difference between the two 

approaches has to do with whether the regression coefficients describe a subject’s 

response or the average population response to changing covariates. For example, 

if the predictor, , indicates whether the subject, , smokes at time , and  is 

the presence or absence of lung cancer, then the PA model estimates the 

difference in the probability of lung cancer between smokers and nonsmokers. 

The SS model, in turn, would estimate the expected change in an individual’s 

probability of contracting lung cancer depending on his/her smoking status. 

Second, the SS models are limited by the information available per subject, while 

the PA models provide estimations based directly on the observations, without 

making any assumptions about the heterogeneity of parameters across the 

various entities. Since the main interest of the study was in revealing the 

predictors of premature gubernatorial dismissals on average rather than 

analyzing within-regional changes over time, the choice was made to employ the 

PA model using the generalized estimation equation (GEE) method (Zeger, Liang, 

and Albert 1988). 

There was no need to include three variables of interest – United Russia Vote, 

Putin Vote, and Vote Difference – in one model, for all three of these indicators 

are strongly correlated. Therefore, the overall model is reported in three versions, 

with separate inclusion of the respective covariates. 

4.3 MAIN FINDINGS 

Table 5 presents the main results of the regressions. Robust standard errors 

clustered by region are given in parentheses. 

  

 
24 For a more detailed discussion on the mathematical background determining the differences between 

the SS and PA approaches, see, for example, Hu et al. (1998), Crouchley and Davies (1999),  and Hubbard et 

al. (2010). 
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Table 5. Population-averaged logit models of early gubernatorial dismissals, 2013–2018 (N = 
425) 

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Constant 0.40 

(6.10) 

1.44 

(5.95) 

-0.65 

(6.37) 

Gross Regional Product Growth -0.06 

(0.05) 

-0.07 

(0.05) 

-0.07 

(0.05) 

Unemployment Rate 0.08 

(0.07) 

0.07 

(0.07) 

0.07 

(0.07) 

United Russia Vote -0.03* 

(0.01) 

  

Putin Vote  -0.01 

(0.02) 

 

Vote Difference   0.05** 

(0.02) 

Gubernatorial Record 0.02 

(0.01) 

0.01 

(0.01) 

0.01 

(0.01) 

Gubernatorial Turnover 0.34*** 

(0.09) 

0.33*** 

(0.09) 

0.34*** 

(0.09) 

Age of the Governor 0.03** 

(0.02) 

0.03* 

(0.02) 

0.04** 

(0.02) 

Remaining Time in Office -0.05*** 

(0.01) 

-0.05*** 

(0.01) 

-0.05*** 

(0.01) 

Ethnolinguistic Fragmentation -0.11 

(0.94) 

-0.66 

(0.97) 

-0.06 

(0.91) 

Population Size (logged) 0.28 

(0.29) 

0.28 

(0.32) 

0.18 

(0.31) 

Wald chi-squared 40.73*** 32.65*** 37.65*** 

*** significant at 0.01; ** significant at 0.05; * significant at 0.1 

Sources: author’s calculations. 

 

First, the results show that the premature dismissal of governors is not related 

to their economic efficacy. In models 1–3, neither Gross Regional Product Growth 

nor Unemployment Rate have a significant effect, suggesting that regional 

economic performance has no direct influence on the gubernatorial 

replacements. Also, in contrast to previous studies on the Kremlin’s regional 

cadre policies (Reuter and Robertson 2012; Reisinger and Moraski 2013), the 
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results do not confirm the importance of the governor’s electoral loyalty for 

political survival. Models 1 and 2 indeed show a negative association of the 

respective covariates with the dependent variable, which implies an increase in 

the probability of premature dismissal for those governors who garner strong 

support for United Russia and Putin’s performance in their respective regions. 

However, the statistical significance of the effect of the United Russia Vote is quite 

weak, and the Putin Vote indicator is not significant at all. Thus, unlike in 

previous periods, the Kremlin’s strategy towards regional personnel is no longer 

based on their ability to simply deliver votes. 

In contrast, the results strongly suggest that premature dismissals are 

primarily influenced by the governor’s political strength and regional regime 

consolidation. Those chief executives who can consistently mobilize regional 

elites are more likely to avoid the Kremlin-initiated cadre rotations. Although the 

legacy of prior gubernatorial electoral supremacy has had no statistically 

significant effect on the incumbent’s political trajectories, other key variables 

considered part of the “political competence” theory support the hypothesis. 

First, the evidence that unstable regional political regimes are more prone to 

gubernatorial purging is strong and consistent in all models. The positive and 

statistically significant Gubernatorial Turnover coefficient indicates that 

governors in regions with a lower rate of executive rotations are less likely to be 

replaced in a given year. Figure 6b shows the likelihood of dismissal depending 

on regional regime fragility. When keeping all variables constant at the central 

values, the probability of the governor being dismissed in any given year is a mere 

10% if the number of overall gubernatorial changes equals 2. However, if the 

respective approximation of regime instability increases, a governor could expect 

to be replaced already 20% of the time or more. 
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Figure 6 Predicted probabilities of the governor being prematurely dismissed, depending on 

regional regime consolidation, 2013–2018. 

The additional approximation of a governor’s political competence, used in 

model 3, also supports the respective hypothesis. The results indicate that the 

larger the gap in electoral mobilization during different elections, the more likely 

the regional incumbent left the office before the end of the term. As Figure 6a 

illustrates, when the difference in votes between Vladimir Putin and United 

Russia is negative, then the probability of the governor being replaced is less than 

5%. In contrast, as the discrepancy in electoral returns between the ruling party 

and the president grows, the likelihood of the governor being dismissed jumps to 

20%. This result is especially interesting when considering the fact that the 

electoral result per se did not significantly impact the rest of the models. 

Moreover, even when considering the difference in votes as an approximation of 

the power-sharing mechanism, the regression results show that the strategy is 

then no longer relevant for the authoritarian regime in Russia. Power sharing is 

only effective as a long-term strategy in a well-established and institutionalized 

political environment that can withstand any temporary instability or upheaval. 
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However, with the changing rules the short-term incentives outweigh the 

preferability of long-serving authoritarian instruments and instead provoke an 

along-the-way search for simpler mechanisms. In this sense, the obtained results 

support the conclusions made in the previous chapter and generally also support 

the reasons for the change in the Kremlin’s post-2012 strategy towards risk 

aversion, thereby revealing another mechanism important to this type of strategy 

implementation. While early scheduling of the first post-reform gubernatorial 

elections served as a political carrot, implying premature resignation for 

governors whose political survival in the moment will help them avoid potential 

risks in the future, the option of premature dismissals plays the role of a stick, 

forestalling the federal center from possibly making the same mistakes as with 

previous cadre decisions. 

4.4 CONCLUSION 

The practice of prematurely dismissing governors is not new to Russia, and the 

right of the president to remove regional chief executives has been in force 

throughout the entire post-Soviet period.  However, in more recent years, since 

the restoration of popular gubernatorial elections in 2012, the president has done 

so on a more frequent basis. This practice of prematurely dismissing governors is 

usually justified as a tool for replacing ineffective regional managers and as a 

means of renewing personnel. In contrast, studies on the previous period of 

regional cadre rotations have demonstrated that the Kremlin’s notion of efficacy 

is quite different and is directly characterized by the governor’s ability to provide 

large electoral returns both for the incumbent president and for the ruling party 

(Reuter and Robertson 2012; Reisinger and Moraski 2013). 

This chapter has provided a different explanation for the Kremlin may choose 

to prematurely remove a governor. Using existing data on the political trajectories 

of regional incumbents in 74 Russian regions from 2013 to 2018, I found that 

neither economic efficacy nor electoral loyalty per se ensure the governor’s 

political survival. Instead, the probability that regional chief executives will 

remain in office at least to the end of their term and until new elections is greatly 

determined by the Kremlin’s perception of the governor’s political competence. 



119 
 

In those cases where a region’s political environment appears unstable and the 

incumbent is not able to effectively cooperate with fellow elites, early dismissal is 

more likely to occur. Such an understanding of gubernatorial effectiveness closely 

mirrors perceptions of the effectiveness of the first secretaries of regional 

branches of the Communist Party during the Brezhnev period, when similar 

features determined cadre rotations (Gorlizki and Khlevniuk 2020). 

Moreover, the mechanism replaces the instrument of power sharing, a well-

established element of the classic authoritarian “menu of manipulation” 

(Schedler 2002), thus suggesting a new stage in Russia’s authoritarian 

development and the importance of the regime’s short-term incentives over its 

future gains. This, in turn, characterizes the transformation of the Kremlin’s 

previous strategy towards one of risk-aversion and confirms the mechanism of 

premature dismissals as an additional weapon in the regime’s authoritarian 

survival arsenal with to this strategy.  

In a broader perspective, the findings of this chapter confirm that in relation 

to the transformation of the ongoing needs of an electoral authoritarian regime, 

the already well-established instruments of electoral manipulation can be 

supplemented with necessary add-ins. This makes possible the necessary changes 

while also avoiding the subsequent risks of regime failure. While the Kremlin 

allows for the popular election of regional chief executives, though under highly 

manipulative electoral rules, it has further reduced potentially emerging risks 

through use of the president’s right to dismiss governors at any plausible 

moment. This practice ensures maintenance of the political status quo with a 

larger reliance on the personalist rule, giving elections rather a nominal function 

in the move towards a more hegemonic type of authoritarian regime. 
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5 CONTROL OVER CONTROL: UNITED 
RUSSIA’S PRIMARIES AND THE 
STRENGTH OF REGIONAL POLITICAL 
MACHINES  

As chapter 2 demonstrated, electoral processes in autocracies, regardless of their 

level of inclusiveness and fairness, are important for understanding the 

perspectives of such regimes. Mainly, the study of authoritarian elections 

provides major insights into the origins and longevity of authoritarian order 

(Smith 2005). The principal significance of holding elections in authoritarian 

regimes is for the ruler to exert a form of control over accountable officials and as 

a means of communication between different tiers of power. Thus, electoral 

outcomes become an arena for the subordinates to signal their loyalty and prove 

their competence in policymaking to the benefit of higher-standing authorities 

(Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009). 

In Russia, the key political actors at the lower tier, those responsible for 

generating electoral support for the autocrat, are primarily the governors. They 

have successfully used their tight political control over the regions to deliver 

support to candidates and parties favored by the Kremlin in national elections 

throughout the entire post-Soviet period (Myagkov and Ordeshook 2001; Sakwa 

2005; Reisinger and Moraski 2010). Such control was particularly apparent 

during the period of gubernatorial appointments in 2005–2011 (Reuter 2013), 

when a governor’s capacity to deliver the vote served as a major precondition for 

his/her survival in office (Goode 2007; Reuter and Robertson 2012; Reisinger 

and Moraski 2013).  

The key mechanism explaining a governor’s influence on national election 

outcomes is manifested in the form of regional political machines. Mainstream 

political science studies typically define political machines as, to borrow from 

Stokes (2005, 315), “political organizations that mobilize electoral support by 

providing a certain kind of specific privileges for voters in exchange for their 

votes.” Usually, such privileges or incentives are material in form. They include 
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increased incomes, state-sponsored jobs, and a variety of social benefits, such as 

better health services, education, social protection, and dealing with bureaucratic 

issues (Hicken and Simmons 2008; Jamal 2007). Originally developed in some 

of the larger cities of the United States (such as Boston, Chicago, or New York) in 

the 19th century (McKean 1948; Shefter 1994), over time political machines 

evolved into complex hierarchical structures that proved highly effective. The 

concept of political machines, once developed for study of U.S. state and local 

politics, was later expanded well beyond the country’s borders (Scott 1969). Since 

then, significant elements of machine politics have been discovered in Italy 

(Chubb 1982), Mexico (Magaloni 2006), Egypt (Blaydes 2011), Argentina, and 

many other countries (Wellhofer 1979; Posada-Carbo 1996; Walle 2003; Jamal 

2007). 

While the regional governors are the dominant actors serving the interests of 

the ruling autocrat in Russia and are responsible for implementing his political 

will, the main structural element in the process of authoritarian consolidation 

efforts at all levels is the dominant party – United Russia (Reuter and Remington 

2009; Reuter 2017). As explained earlier, United Russia has served as the main 

channel for coopting regional political machines and helped consolidate the 

vertical structure of the authoritarian regime (Konitzer and Wegren 2006). 

With this consideration in mind, the present chapter provides an empirical 

analysis of regional political machines constructed at the intersection of partisan 

politics and the governor’s ability to drive such regional political machines. I 

suggest that to facilitate control of regional politics under the newly created 

system, the Kremlin modified the previously introduced institution of party 

primaries for the dominant party, making it into a source of information about a 

regional governor’s political strength. The innovative strategy proposed here is 

the use of voter turnout in United Russia’s regional primary elections (primaries), 

viewed as a manifestation of the regional authorities’ capacity to mobilize voters, 

as an indirect indicator of the strength of regional political machines in 

contemporary Russia. The chapter focuses on the 2016 United Russia primaries, 

conducted on May 22, 2016, and on the national legislative elections held on 

September 18, 2016. It is structured as follows. In the first section, I introduce the 

concept of political machines and analyze their specifics in post-Soviet Russia. 
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The second section provides a detailed overview of the origins and procedures of 

United Russia’s primaries. The third section presents the working hypotheses, 

describes the data, introduces the working model, and provides an interpretation 

of the findings. 

5.1 POLITICAL MACHINES IN POST-SOVIET RUSSIA 

With an extensive research pedigree in field of political science, studies of 

electoral machines have identified a number of factors facilitating machine 

politics. Empirical evidence suggests that the existence of different vulnerable 

social groups becomes essential for the functioning of political machines, as they 

are primarily based on clientelistic electoral exchange. In the early studies on 

political machines in U.S. cities, such a cluster of support for political machines 

was found within immigrant communities (Cornwell 1964). Even though some 

studies have chosen to use the ethnic factor as a proxy for the more important 

factor of social marginality (Wald 1980), most students of machine politics in the 

U.S. still ascribe an essential, but not exclusive, role to ethnicity (Kitschelt and 

Wilkinson 2007). Scholars have also noted the peculiarities of socio-economic 

systems as a factor facilitating subnational electoral machines. In the case of 

southern Italy, the formation of political machines was predetermined by the 

absence of full integration into the modern industrialized economy farther to the 

north of the country (Chubb 1982). As a result, the southern Italian population 

were landowners (many of whom did not reside in the respective areas), 

subordinate peasants, and the urban poor. In the 20th century, a large strata of 

state employees emerged as part of the process of massive urbanization. As 

political power shifted from landowners to local notables, the concerns of the 

masses shifted to such problems as decent housing, employment, and healthcare. 

These structural dynamics spawned the vast political machine of the Christian 

Democrats in southern Italy.25 

Similar societal factors – ethnicity, rural transformation, and poverty – were 

in operation during the formative phase of machine politics in contemporary 

 
25 Undemanding public jobs were created for the middle class and public contracts and regulatory breaks 

for local notables, while handouts were given to the poor (Chubb 1982). 
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Russia. At the same time, in the Russian case these factors contributed to a 

predominantly negative result. While in the comparative context, the created 

incentives stimulated electoral support through the provision of various forms of 

benefits, in Russia the effective functioning of political machines was 

predominantly operationalized through the threat of punishing those not loyal to 

the system (Hale 2003; Frye, Reuter, and Szakonyi 2014). 

Before turning to the factors of development affecting political machines in 

Russia, it must be specified that this process was greatly facilitated by a 

constellation of two political circumstances: the lack of viable political parties 

capable of penetrating the vast periphery of the country (Golosov 2004; Hale 

2006), and the rise of subnational electoral politics (Golosov 2013). In the early 

1990s, the lack of viable political parties did not mean the absence of 

programmatic appeal in national elections. The overall results of elections were 

largely determined by the distribution of the public goods provided by political 

parties or candidates (Golosov 2013, 471–72). In the 1990s, though, an alternative 

model of electoral politics began to emerge at the subnational level. Unlike in the 

national political arena, the main dimension of political contestation in the 

regions was determined by struggles between particularistic factions of political 

elites controlling networks of powerful supporters (Ross 2000). These networks, 

being largely informal, were based on the traditional model of intra-elite 

patronage rather than on party loyalties or programmatic affinities. Typically 

built upon instrumental personal relations between political leaders, governors, 

and local notables (Golosov 2003), such networks widely relied on clientelistic 

electoral exchange, which naturally refers to the notion of political machines. 

The concept of political machines was brought to the study of Russian politics 

by early research on regional-level political processes, including important 

contributions by Hale (2003) and Matsuzato (2001). Such studies have 

empirically identified the main bases of political machines in Russia’s more 

peripheral regions. One of the original territorial hubs for the emergence of 

machine politics in Russia is the “rural hub.” While the universal trend suggests 

that rural political behavior in general, and rural voting in particular, can more 

easily be controlled because it is harder to remain anonymous in small 

communities due to the density of social networks and small number of voters 
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(Medina and Stokes 2007), in the Russian case this factor is supplemented by the 

heritage of the Soviet collective farm system. As Hale stresses in his analysis, the 

structure of collective farming in the USSR was characterized by the workers’ 

dependence on both the enterprises and the directors. This dependence was 

apparent in nearly all aspects of everyday life, from housing to subsidized food 

products, health care, and jobs (Hale 2003, 232). In the context of post-Soviet 

Russia, the heritage of collective farming, with its well-developed practices of 

political control over the peasants (Fish 2005, 55), greatly reinforced local bosses’ 

power over the population. This facilitated the emergence of political machines 

in rural regions (Hale 2003). 

The second hub of strong political machines, as registered in the analysis 

presented by Hale and an in-depth study of the phenomenon by Matsuzato 

(2001), is the “ethnic hub,” which comprises republics and autonomous districts 

alike. It is generally believed that ethnic-based social networks are quite dense. 

When politicized, they comprise a solid foundation for machine politics (Golosov 

2014c, 5). In Russia, the potential for ethnic-based political machines emerged as 

a result of the Soviet Union’s “nativization” policy, according to which top party 

positions in the autonomous republics/districts were to be held by 

representatives of the “titular” nations. This practice survived into the post-Soviet 

period (Gorenburg 1999). Already by the middle of the 1990s, the leaders of 

ethnic minority regions were enabled to use ethnicity to build strong political 

machines (Hale 2003, 244). The literature shows that “ethnic networks” inherited 

from the Soviet system play a pivotal role in voter mobilization, while the formal 

status of the region is less consequential in this respect (Myagkov, Ordeshook, 

and Shakin 2009; Goodnow, Moser, and Smith 2014; Sharafutdinova 2013). 

However, some regions have developed stable political machines outside of the 

two main hubs (Brie 2004). 

Consistent with the socio-economic mechanisms of machine politics in other 

countries of the world, a basis for machine politics in Russia can be found in their 

capacity to mobilize various vulnerable groups, particularly the poor, because of 

the dependence of such groups on the supply of public and private goods (Scott 

1969; Golosov 2016; Magaloni 2006). As a result, the strength of electoral 

machines, and thereby mass support for the ruling elites, is reportedly greater in 
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poorer regions (Bader and Van Ham 2015; Reuter 2013). In such regions, the 

state administration of social protection policies serves as a major channel of 

efficient clientelistic exchange, particularly for such groups as pensioners and 

patients in state-run hospitals. For such groups, the quality of the provided 

services may be conditionally based on the behavior of the recipients (Golosov 

2013, 473). Already in the 2000s, and increasingly so in more recent years, the 

workplace has emerged as one of the key sites of political mobilization in Russia 

(Fish 2005; Frye, Reuter, and Szakonyi 2014), which is particularly apparent in 

those cases where employees are heavily dependent on their employers. Such is 

the situation in the so-called “mono-towns,” towns whose economy is dominated 

by a single industry or company, which naturally makes the employees heavily 

dependent upon such companies both for jobs and social benefits.  

Once developed to handle the intra-elite struggles of the 1990s, and later 

controlled by those governors who were victorious in the electoral fights, regional 

political machines in Russia were, however, not a consequence of this success, but 

rather a precondition for it. Matsuzato (2000) has demonstrated that the 

structure of regional elites has been highly consequential for the emergence of 

political machines in Russia’s more peripheral regions. Some of the earliest and 

strongest political machines were developed by governors who originated from 

the opposition political parties, particularly the Communist Party of the Russian 

Federation (Kurilla 2002; Lallemand 1999; Sel’tser 2006). A wealth of empirical 

evidence on party territorial support in the 1990s has identified the so-called “red 

belt,” referring to several regions with large shares of rural population, as the 

main territorial basis of political support for the Communist Party and other left-

wing parties of that period (Clem and Craumer 1995; O’Loughlin, Shin, and 

Talbot 1996; McFaul and Petrov 1997). At the same time, particular ethnic 

regions, where the role of the communists in intra-elite struggles was modest 

(Mikhailov 2010), were more inclined to support the early parties in power (Clem 

and Craumer 2000; Marsh and Warhola 2001; Hesli and Reisinger 2003). The 

2000s witnessed a rapid decline in the regional influence of the communists 

(Clem and Craumer 2004; Konitzer and Wegren 2006), yet the regional political 

machines once created by the pro-communist governors did not vanish. Rather, 

they were successfully transferred to United Russia (Reuter 2010; 2013; Panov 
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and Ross 2013). Thus, the origins of the political machines currently controlled 

by United Russia vary, as they reflect different routes of development, but their 

current functions in shaping regional political life are relatively uniform. At the 

same time, the strength of political machines varies across regions, which 

explains our search for a valid empirical indicator of variation. 

5.2 UNITED RUSSIA PRIMARY ELECTIONS IN 
RETROSPECT 

In the public discourse of United Russia’s officials, and quite consistent with the 

common understanding of primary elections or primaries, such elections help 

officials identify and select those candidates most popular among the electorate 

(Carey and Polga-Hecimovich 2006). Within the context of the mixed electoral 

system evident in the 2016 elections, the goal of the preliminary voting procedure 

was to select candidates to run on United Russia’s party list and/or in single-

member districts. Candidates for other public offices also can receive support in 

primaries, but such practices are most often employed in Duma elections. 

Russia’s electoral law does not make any provisions for party primaries. 

According to the law, the selection of candidates and adding them to the party list 

are a prerogative of party conventions.26 It is up to the political parties to decide 

whether to hold primaries before submitting the lists of candidates to the 

convention. The rules for holding such primaries are also established at the 

discretion of the parties. Political parties are free to hold closed primaries, in 

which only members of the given party can participate, or open primaries, which 

may involve non-members, or else no primaries at all (“10 voprosov o sisteme 

praymeriz v Rossii” 2016). Several political parties and coalitions experimented 

with primaries in the 2000s, but United Russia’s primaries are exceptional in 

terms of their scale and media coverage.  

The earliest United Russia primaries, as they were referred to in the media, 

were held in August 2007 in the run-up to the national parliamentary elections 

(“Praimeriz partii ‘Yedinaya Rossiya’. Dos’ye” 2016). At that time, the candidates 

able to participate in the primaries were nominated by United Russia’s regional 

 
26 KGI 2016. Much of the descriptive information reported in this section derives from this source. 
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political councils and by those public organizations that had been officially 

cooperating with the party. Only members of the local United Russia political 

councils were entitled to vote. Candidates receiving a majority of votes in more 

than half of the party councils could be recommended for the party lists for the 

Duma elections. The results of the vote were not binding, meaning that the actual 

composition of United Russia’s list was quite different from the electorate’s 

expressed preferences. For example, some of the acting governors placed first in 

the primaries but did not find themselves on the party list, while others were 

added to the list without even running in the primaries. In some regions, such as 

Samara Oblast’, the ultimate composition of the party lists had nothing in 

common with the results of the primaries (“V boy idut doktora nauk” 2007). The 

media paid relatively little attention to the 2007 primaries. As an exception, some 

media coverage was devoted to the situation in Tambov Oblast’, where one of the 

candidates contested the federal party leadership’s decision to include the then-

deputy speaker of the Duma, Lyubov’ Sliska, on the regional party list after her 

dramatic loss in the primary elections. As a result, Sliska was dropped from the 

Tambov regional list only to be included on the list for a different region. She was 

subsequently elected to the Duma (“Ivan Vasil’yev zastrelilsya v Podmoskov’ye” 

2009). Thus, the 2007 United Russia primaries were not consequential and went 

largely unnoticed by the general public. In subsequent years, the regional party 

offices of United Russia occasionally held primaries for municipal elections. In 

2009, primaries were officially endorsed by party leadership and written into 

United Russia’s statute as an obligatory procedure for selecting candidates (Ustav 

2016). However, so long as local party officials remained capable of establishing 

the rules for holding primaries at will, the actual role of the procedure remained 

limited to projecting the image of intra-party democracy and channeling some of 

the regional intra-elite conflicts (“«Yedinaya Rossiya» raspisala kandidatov” 

2010).  

The political importance of the primaries increased, albeit not very 

significantly, after the creation of the All-Russia People’s Front (ONF) in May 

2011. In retrospect, it is quite apparent that the ONF was conceived as an 

instrument to aid Vladimir Putin’s 2012 presidential bid in broadening his appeal 

by creating a wide association of political parties, labor unions, women’s 
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organizations, and youth organizations that would jointly endorse his candidacy 

(“Putin predlozhil sozdat’…” 2011). This obviously diminished the role of United 

Russia in the presidential campaign. In the national legislative elections of 

December 2011, though, United Russia remained indispensable as the national 

executive’s major tool, which made it imperative to establish a connection 

between the ONF and the old “party of power” both in terms of mass perception 

and in practice by merging the two entities’ organizational resources. In part, this 

task was to be solved by charging United Russia’s primaries with performing a 

new function: filling the party list with activists from ONF. As a reflection of this 

new function, the party officials referred to the 2011 primaries as “popular 

primaries.” More importantly, they were organized in a way that limited the role 

of local United Russia officials in determining the composition of the party list.  

The new procedure was thus established (Polozheniye 2011). During the initial 

stage, United Russia’s regional offices and the member organizations of the ONF 

nominated their candidates for the primaries. These lists needed to be approved, 

with the possibility of amendment, by the federal council of United Russia. Then, 

the lists were subject to voting in special meetings held in the various regions, in 

which half of the delegates were to represent United Russia, and the other half 

the member organizations of the ONF (“V «Narodnom fronte» poyavyatsya 

vyborshchiki…” 2011). However, it was announced in advance that Vladimir Putin 

and United Russia’s federal leadership had the right to make changes to party 

lists irrespective of the results of the primaries (“Za Vladimirom Putinym priznali 

izbiratel’noye pravo” 2011). In the end, the results of the primaries were only 

accounted for in their entirety in eight regions. In other regions, the results of the 

primaries were disregarded either partially or near completely, as was the case in, 

for example, Perm Krai, Primorsky Krai, and Stavropol Krai (“Yedinorossy 

tvorcheski peresmotreli praymeriz” 2011). The public profile of the primaries 

remained low. It was reported that in some cases, even those who voted did not 

understand the significance or possible consequences (“Chto takoe praymeriz 

‘Yedinoy Rossii’ i kak oni prohodyat” 2011). In those cases where the primaries 

did attract media attention, it often happened in conjunction with allegations of 

fraud (“Kosmonavt E.Kondakova…” 2011). Indeed, voting results were 

invalidated in two cities in Primorsky Krai due to evidence of manipulation 
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(“V.Putin otmenil rezul’taty praymeriz ‘ER’ v dvukh gorodakh iz-za podtasovki” 

2011). Thus, while solving the narrow organizational task of establishing the link 

between United Russia and the ONF, the primaries had little if any impact on 

mass political behavior. From this standpoint, the 2016 primaries were 

unprecedented. 

One of the lessons drawn by Russia’s political leadership from the 

unsatisfactory results of the 2011 national legislative elections was that the 

capacity of the regional bosses to mobilize voters in support of United Russia was 

on the decline (Golosov 2012). During preparations for the 2016 Duma races, 

political leaders conceived of the United Russia primaries as a training ground for 

the bosses of regional political machines. As argued by Kynev (2016), regional 

authorities were expected to test and practically demonstrate their electoral 

capacity at the grassroots level by using all means at their disposal to recruit 

voters during the primaries. Thus, the main function of primaries shifted from 

being a way to channel intra-elite tensions at the regional level to becoming a 

more massive stage for electoral mobilization. The rules of the game changed 

accordingly (Polozheniye 2016). In contrast to the 2007–2011 United Russia 

primaries, the 2016 primaries were formally open, meaning that all citizens, 

irrespective of their party affiliation or even political affinities, were entitled to 

vote. At the same time, the right to run in the United Russia primaries was 

formally extended to candidates who had previously not been affiliated with the 

party or with the ONF organizations. Mimicking national legislative elections, the 

candidates had to participate in public policy debates. Every effort was made to 

enhance the symbolic value of the procedure by ensuring the public that this time 

the results of the primaries would be truly binding for United Russia. The 

chairman of United Russia, Dmitry Medvedev, stated that those who did not run 

in the primaries would not be found on the party list (“«Yedinoy Rossii» 

zapretili…” 2016).  

Hindsight proves that such self-legitimizing claims should have been taken 

with a grain of salt. In fact, the regional bodies of United Russia retained their 

capacity to exclude undesirable candidates by controlling the nomination 

procedure. The right of the party chairman to fill the final list of the party with his 

own candidates remained untouched, and in the case where candidates had 
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already approved by party convention, they could skip the primaries altogether. 

In the end, similarly to 2011, the gap between the ultimate composition of the list 

and the results of the primaries was quite wide (“«Yedinaya Rossiya» 

isklyuchila…” 2016; “«Yedinaya Rossiya» opredelilas’…” 2016; “Zanyavshaya …” 

2016). Yet in terms of their actual importance, the 2016 primaries greatly 

exceeded the 2007–2011 antecedents, and this time their importance was directly 

related to the ability of the regional authorities to draw voters to the polls even 

when they did not understand the reason for voting or the meaning of the 

procedure. Some anecdotal evidence suggests that in many cases, the voters 

thought that they were voting in the actual Duma elections.  

Yet much more often, the real motivation for staging primaries had little to do 

with the political perceptions of the voters. Rather, a wealth of evidence exists 

that the major motivation for voter turnout was directly related to the work of 

political machines, as described in the previous section of this study. Several 

administratively dependent groups, such as public-sector employees and military 

personnel, faced wide-scale pressure to vote. While public servants in the 

healthcare and education sectors are numerous enough, their primary role in 

voter mobilization is to bring to the polls such massive categories of voters as 

students and patients in state-run clinics (“Kak progolosuet bol’nitsa – tak 

progolosuet strana” 2012; Golos 2016; “Nas zastavlyayut…” 2016). In a similar 

vein, the management of large industrial enterprises proved instrumental in 

forcing their employees to vote (“KPRF…” 2016). Another traditional target group 

of machine politics, pensioners, tended to be attracted to the polls by simple 

material incentives, such as food packages (“Makarony protiv administrativnogo 

resursa…” 2016). In light of the paramount role played by political machines in 

the ethnic-based regions, it is quite understandable why the highest rates of voter 

turnout were registered in such republics as Chuvashia, Tatarstan, and Chechnya 

(“Chuvashiya podarila yedinorossam rekord” 2016). The national leaders of 

United Russia expressed great admiration for the overall results of the regional 

authorities’ massive efforts to boost voter turnout in the primaries (“Yavka na 

praymeriz prevysila ozhidaniya rukovodstva «Yedinoy Rossii»” 2016), even 

though the actual results of the vote were scarcely mentioned in public, which 
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suggests that testing the capacity for voter mobilization was viewed as the major 

goal of the procedure. 

The history of United Russia’s primaries is quite illustrative of the role played 

by quasi-democratic institutions in authoritarian political regimes. Even in the 

early phase of implementation, when their impact on Russia’s political life was 

quite limited, primary elections still made a visible contribution to solving the 

organizational problems of the dominant party by providing an institutional 

channel for eliminating unwanted candidates and serving as a tool for coopting 

new activists and supporters (“Praymeriz «Yedinoy Rossii» proigrali okolo 50 

deputatov Gosdumy” 2016). Thus, the procedure made it possible to resolve 

internal party problems by achieving a delicate balance between different 

powerful groups within the regional branches of the party. In this way, the 

primaries played a role, however limited, in solving the problem of credible 

commitment, which is often crucial for nascent authoritarian regimes (Reuter 

and Remington 2009). This role was apparent in the 2016 primaries as well 

(“Noviye litsa «Yedinoy Rossii»…” 2016), but the political importance of the 

procedure was greatly enhanced by charging it with a new and more important 

role of serving as a testing ground for the strength of regional political machines. 

Already in May 2016, one pro-government political strategist speculated that the 

turnout in the primaries would strongly correlate with the results of the 

forthcoming Duma elections (“Praymeriz «Yedinoy Rossii»: yavka i tochki opory” 

2017). The analysis in the final section of this chapter seeks not so much to 

confirm this prognosis as to explain the observed relationship via the concept of 

political machines. 

5.3 DATA, METHODS, AND FINDINGS 

This section makes the following argument based on the statistical analysis. The 

2016 United Russia’s primaries served as testing grounds for the party as a whole, 

and for its regional political machines in particular, in the run-up to the national 

legislative elections. Thus, voter turnout in the primaries reflects the party’s 

capacity to mobilize the electorate, and thereby, the ability of regional bosses to 

maximally engage political machines. For this reason, turnout in the primaries 
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can be employed as a proxy measure of the strength of political machines at the 

regional level, and as such, it was positively associated with the regional share of 

the vote received by United Russia in the 2016 national legislative races. This 

explains the choice of the main variables employed in this study. The dependent 

variable was operationally defined as the regional share of the vote received by 

United Russia in the September 2016 national legislative elections. The main 

independent variable was regional voter turnout in the May 2016 United Russia 

primaries, also defined as the percentage of eligible voters. 

There is no reason to assume that, however important, regional political 

machines are the sole source of United Russia’s electoral success in national 

legislative elections. This calls for statistical control variables. Indeed, the 

available literature on Russia’s electoral politics identifies many underlying 

factors for United Russia’s success at the polls. The previous electoral 

performance of the party has been explained as resulting from Vladimir Putin’s 

personal popularity and his control of the country’s electoral politics (Hale, 

McFaul, and Colton 2004; Wilson 2006; Myagkov and Ordeshook 2008), 

electoral fraud (Mebane and Kalinin 2010; Kalinin 2016), and even the varying 

efficacy of government performance during and after natural disasters (Lazarev 

et al. 2014). The cross-regional variation in such factors, unless they are 

completely situational, such as in the case of natural disasters, can be explained 

by examining more fundamental determinants of voting behavior. Indeed, a large 

number of studies have used different operational definitions of elite political 

control at the regional level as key explanatory variables (Gel’man and Ross 2010; 

Golosov 2011b; Reisinger and Moraski 2010; Reuter 2013). This body of literature 

has clearly established the effects are not independent in themselves; rather, they 

are strongly conditioned by the socio-economic and ethnic composition of the 

regional population (Panov and Ross 2013; White 2015; Bader and Van Ham 

2015), which makes it possible and sometimes desirable to include the respective 

control variables in statistical analyses. Some of the resulting models are complex 

and prone to suspicion of multicollinearity. The present study avoided this 

potential problem by including one control variable that makes it possible to 

control for environmental factors without multiplying them: the regional share of 

the vote received by United Russia in the previous national legislative elections. 
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The plausible assumption for using this variable was that the socio-economic and 

demographic determinants of the vote are stable and that their impact in the 2016 

elections was about the same as in 2011. Thus, the role of the incoming factors 

can be revealed in the presence of this simple environmental control. 

Thus, the model includes, in addition to the two main variables defined above, 

United Russia’s regional vote share in the 2011 Duma elections. The empirical 

sample includes 83 regions of Russia. The two recently annexed regions, Crimea 

and Sevastopol, are excluded because of a lack of data on the 2011 elections. All 

variables are operationally defined as percentages. In the analysis below, I do not 

report the results of the analysis performed on the logit-transformed percentage 

shares, which is sometimes desirable for methodological reasons. It must be 

mentioned, however, that such an analysis has been conducted. It did not yield 

results significantly different from those reported below (see appendix 2). The 

reason for choosing to define the variables as percentages is that the statistical 

results are easily interpretable, which is certainly not the case with alternative 

operational definitions. The data sources for this study consist of the official 

regional results for the 2016 United Russia primaries and the 2011 and 2016 

national legislative elections. Proper references are given in the footnotes to the 

tables. It must be mentioned that data from the preliminary results of the 2016 

primaries has been used here. The results have never been published, but it can 

be safely assumed that they only differ from the preliminary results to a minor 

extent. The descriptive statistics for the variables are provided in table 6. 
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Table 6. Descriptive characteristics of the variables (N = 83) 

Variable Mean Standard 
deviation 

Minimum Maximum 

United Russia’s Vote in the 2016 Duma 

Elections 

51.42 14.17 35.19 96.29 

United Russia’s Vote in the 2011 Duma 

Elections 

49.17 16.90 29.04 99.48 

Voter Turnout in the 2016 United Russia’s 

Primaries 

9.81 3.03 2.75 15.00 

Sources: compiled by the author from Predvaritel’nye itogi edinogo dnya golosovaniya 22 maya 
2016 goda (2016), available at http://pg2016.er.ru, accessed January 28, 2018; “Informatsiya of 
vyborakh i referendumakh,” Tsentral’naya izbiratel’naya komissiya Rossiiskoi Federatsii (2011), 
available at http://www.izbirkom.ru/region/izbirkom, accessed January 28, 2018. 

Table 7. Factors affecting the United Russia vote in Russia's regions in the 2016 Duma 
elections (multiple OLS regression, N = 83) 

Variable Coefficient Robust Standard Error 

United Russia’s Vote in the 

2011 Duma Elections 

0.57*** 0.06 

Voter Turnout in the 2016 

United Russia’s Primaries  

1.35*** 0.35 

Constant 10.06*** 2.31 

R-squared 0.82 

*** significant at 0.001 

Sources: author’s calculations. 

 

The main method of the analysis used in this study was the standard least 

squares multiple linear regression method. Robust standard errors are given for 

all estimators. The results of the analysis are reported in table 7. The R-squared 

in the reported model is 0.82, which attests to the robustness of the observed 

relationships. As follows from the data, both predictors are positively and 

significantly correlated with the regional share of the vote received by United 

Russia in the 2016 elections. The observed positive correlation between the 2011 

and 2016 vote shares of the party was as expected. Yet, more importantly for the 
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present analysis, the explanatory power of voter turnout in the 2016 primaries 

remained strong even in the presence of this control variable. The large value of 

the coefficient, 1.35, clearly suggests that this factor was quite consequential. 

Thus, this analysis shows that in line with expectations, the degree of success 

enjoyed by United Russia in the 2016 national legislative elections was 

determined not only by static factors embedded in the socio-economic 

characteristics and political trajectories of the party and its supporters, as 

reflected in the observed impact of the 2011 United Russia vote variable, but also 

by the mobilization capacity revealed by regional political machines in the 2016 

primaries. 

5.4 CONCLUSION 

It is now generally recognized that quasi-democratic institutions in authoritarian 

contexts are not mere formalities lacking any substantive importance or, as 

Gandhi and Przeworski (2007) put it when characterizing this traditional 

approach, mere “window dressing.” Political parties particularly serve as an 

instrument to monitor both the incumbent elites and the opposition for potential 

threats to the existing political order, to share spoils and benefits with the loyal 

and punish the defectors, and to coopt outside political forces and rotate the cadre 

personnel of the regime. While United Russia fulfills the above-mentioned 

functions (Reuter and Remington 2009; Reuter 2017), it also serves as the main 

structural mechanism for incorporating the regional political machines. In this 

chapter, however, I have revealed additional features of the dominant party 

structures in Russia in the post-2012 period. Here, I have shown that to facilitate 

political control over possible excessive gubernatorial political strength, and thus 

to prevent potential political risks, the Kremlin has modified the United Russia 

primary elections to serve as an additional channel for providing information 

about the mobilization capacities of the regional political machines. From an 

empirical standpoint, the study shows that the results of the 2016 Duma elections 

in terms of the percentage of votes received by the dominant party were largely 

determined by voter turnout at the party primaries that same year. Hence, I have 

concluded that United Russia primaries serve as an additional party-related 
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instrument for structurally integrating regional political machines and thus 

maintaining the political status quo for the authoritarian regime. 

This study enhances current understandings of contemporary Russian politics 

in two ways. First, it makes clear the role played by quasi-democratic institutions 

in authoritarian political contexts. While the overall functions of such institutions 

have been explored and listed in prior studies, relatively little is known about how 

these functions are handled in practice. By concentrating on a minor component 

of contemporary Russia’s institutional order, the primary elections of the 

dominant party, I help fill in this gap in knowledge. As follows from the analysis, 

when first implemented United Russia’s primaries primarily served the purpose 

generally viewed by scholars as essential for all authoritarian institutions: 

channeling intra-elite tensions and thus allowing for elite accommodation within 

the increasingly authoritarian political order (Helmke and Levitsky 2004). In this 

capacity, they may be instrumental for implementing complex strategies aimed 

at the autocrat’s remaining in power. Vladimir Putin’s 2012 presidential bid 

especially, which involved a set of interactions between the “old guard” of United 

Russia and new ONF recruits, is quite illustrative of how electoral authoritarian 

regimes can use quasi-democratic institutions to resolve the problem of elite 

accommodation. At the same time, this study demonstrates that rather than being 

restricted to performing one function only, however important, authoritarian 

institutions are multi-functional in nature. Their instrumentality can change in 

line with the dynamics of authoritarian governance. In 2016, the strategy 

employed by the incumbent leadership to remain in power was quite 

straightforward, making it possible to do away with the complex maneuvering 

witnessed in 2011 precisely because the problem of elite accommodation was no 

longer acute. However, the actual role and public visibility of United Russia’s 

primaries did not decline in importance; rather, they increased in importance 

because this time the procedure took on the new function of testing the 

mobilization capacity of regional governors and training them for the upcoming 

national legislative elections. 

Second, this study makes an empirical contribution to the rapidly developing 

field of research on machine politics in Russia. In recent years, the very existence 

of the phenomenon has gained nearly universal acknowledgment in the existing 
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literature. So far, however, few valid measures have been developed for analyzing 

political machines and their strength, which is quite understandable due to the 

covert nature of the phenomenon, yet quite detrimental to how scholars 

understand contemporary Russian politics. By developing a model that draws a 

preliminary empirical distinction between the long-standing determinants of the 

dominant party’s electoral performance and the effects exerted by the current 

strength of regional political machines, I open a perspective that, when 

supplemented with in-depth studies on machine politics in individual regions, 

will help future studies achieve a greater degree of precision in terms of 

understanding machine politics in contemporary Russia. 
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6 CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 
 

This study was mainly guided by the idea of exploring the most recent 

developments in Russia’s authoritarian regime through an analysis of the most 

recent changes in the regional dimension of the Kremlin’s politics. The main 

research question was formulated as follows: Why did the restoration of popular 

gubernatorial elections in 2012 in Russia not challenge the currently established 

political status quo, but, in contrast, induced its further consolidation and 

development towards a hegemonic type of authoritarianism? In a broader view, 

this study has additionally addressed the question of just what makes electoral 

authoritarian regimes durable or fragile in their composition. To answer this 

question, the following secondary questions were introduced: 1) What are the new 

institutional and political instruments (if any) used to ensure the regime’s 

survival and strengthen it? 2) How do such instruments build on previous 

strategies used to maintain authoritarian power? 3) What are the new strategies, 

and how are they connected to authoritarian development in Russia? This chapter 

summarizes the main empirical findings of the study and provides answers to 

these questions. The chapter is structured as follows. The first section 

summarizes the grounds for the study and its main argument. In the second 

section, I summarize the empirical findings of each chapter and interpret the 

results in reference to the above questions. This section is followed by a discussion 

of the contribution that these findings make to the field and suggests possible new 

directions for further research. 

6.1 RESEARCH FOUNDATIONS, SUMMARY OF THE 
ARGUMENT, AND THE ADDED VALUE OF THE 
DISSERTATION 

This dissertation was driven by a simple consideration. From a purely 

hypothetical standpoint, the restitution of popular gubernatorial elections in 

2012, while resolving certain ongoing political issues for the Kremlin, should have 

resulted in the rise of other potential risks and the possible transformation of the 

political status quo. However, the reform not only undermined the consolidated 
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authoritarian regime but also preserved the established structures and facilitated 

their further maintenance. Therefore, I assumed that the authoritarian “menu of 

manipulation” (Schedler 2002) of the Russian political regime has been 

supplemented by other mechanisms of political control and adjustment. 

The vantage point when theorizing the main idea was the idea of viewing 

Russia’s political regime as an example of electoral authoritarianism, specifically 

defining it as a civilian personalist electoral type of authoritarian regime with a 

dominant party. Based on this categorization of Russia’s political settings, I 

further discussed the common instruments employed to establish, consolidate, 

and maintain authoritarian institutions in a comparative perspective. The list of 

these mechanisms includes, but is not limited to, manipulating elections and 

coopting potential rivals through party structures and legislatures, which 

generally satisfy the main goal of monitoring fellow members of the elite and the 

opposition. 

In the Russian case, these general patterns of non-democratic developments 

are facilitated by several institutional pillars favoring the establishment of an 

authoritarian political order, deriving mainly from the early post-Soviet political 

transformations. They include the features of superpresidentialism (Frye 1997; 

Gel’man 2014) and the formation of a single dominant party, United Russia, as 

the main instrument ensuring that the ruling group obtains a political monopoly 

(Reuter and Remington 2009; Reuter 2017). At the same time, a major role in 

Russia’s autocratization process was also played by the gradual incorporation of 

the regional governors into the power vertical. Since the initial consideration 

driving this dissertation primarily related to the political transformations of the 

regional governorship, the main research strategy involved analyzing the 

Kremlin’s post-2012 authoritarian mechanisms solely at the subnational level. 

In a more general way, I considered the institutional and political mechanisms 

introduced by the Kremlin from 2012 onwards as a way to mitigate the potential 

principal-agent problem due to changes in both the strategies of the federal 

leadership and the instruments of political control. Empirically, I focused on the 

add-ins to three institutional mechanisms supporting Russia’s authoritarian 

regime: manipulating the electoral process, the overwhelming powers of the 

president, and the structures of the dominant party. The first addition to the 
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already well-established instruments of authoritarian manipulation had to do 

with adjusting the electoral schedule of the first cycle of gubernatorial elections, 

dominated by the voluntary premature resignations of the incumbent governors 

before then participating in a new round of elections. The second point of leverage 

achieved via the political adjustments was the early dismissal of a governor by the 

president without them then having the opportunity to run in subsequent 

elections. The third instrument was revealed in the institution of United Russia 

primary elections, which, I argue, helps the party monitor the political capacity of 

regional governors through the level of voter turnout. 

Hence, the dissertation adds to existing scholarship in the following matters. 

Foremost, I demonstrated that in the political and institutional environment 

created after the reform of 2012, regional governors increasingly lost their agency 

and to a great extent started to be dependent on the federal center. Their main 

function within the authoritarian power vertical shifted from vote delivery to 

effectively maintaining the political status quo, thus revealing a changing strategy 

at a new stage in the evolution of Russia’s political regime, one consisting of 

minimizing the potential risks for the regime and/or being able to deal with them 

more easily at a later point in time. To a certain extent, these functions resemble 

those of the first secretaries of the regional committees in the late Soviet Union 

(Gorlizki and Khlevniuk 2020), and the most recent legislative initiative to “zero 

out” the gubernatorial tenures, allowing them to run for more than two 

consecutive terms (“Gubernatoram razreshat ‘obnulit’sya’ vsled za Putinym…” 

2021), suggests an empirical confirmation of this argument and an effort at 

regime consolidation through inter alia preserving the subnational status quo. 

This, in turn, allows the Kremlin to consolidate Russia’s authoritarian political 

environment and ensure that it gradually moves towards a more hegemonic type 

of authoritarianism.  

Additionally, while focusing on Russia and thus contributing to the well-

established body of scholarship on Russian studies, this dissertation also adds to 

the comparative literature in several ways. First, by considering Russia an 

example of an electoral authoritarian regime, I show that its endurance may be 

greatly enhanced through solidifying its subnational bases. Moreover, by 

considering Russia an example of a personalist authoritarian regime, this 
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dissertation was able to account for the varying effect of subnational politics on 

the trajectories of authoritarian regimes with different autocratic institutional 

configurations. For instance, the closest example the Russian case in terms of 

political survival is that of Mexico under the PRI. However, in Mexico local 

elections at some point significantly hindered efforts at further maintaining the 

regime due to defections by local representatives of the ruling party. In contrast, 

in Russia the actual problems caused by subnational elections are minimal due to 

the weak partisanship of regional actors and, inter alia, the additional 

instruments developed to enhance personalist rule, as this study has 

demonstrated. Thus, the findings of this dissertation also clarify the differences 

in authoritarian trajectories between party-based and personalist autocracies. 

Second, I have shown that even under the consolidated institutional and 

political arrangements designed to maintain authoritarian rule, political regimes 

of this type must still regularly seek additional instruments of control and adjust 

the established mechanisms of authoritarian manipulation to suit their current 

needs. Moreover, these adjustments do not necessarily require major 

institutional transformations and reforms, but may instead operate in a gradual 

and/or hidden manner, and in this respect this dissertation echoes the argument 

proposed by, for example, Lührmann and Lindberg (2019). Then, it is possible to 

assume that gradual autocratization in the case of already developed 

authoritarian regimes might help the democratic opposition to consolidate and 

reverse autocratic trends. However, there are cases, such as Russia, that show an 

additional move towards autocracy despite the presence of quasi-democratic 

institutions. Hence, there is a need to analyze the reasons that explain how and 

why this occurs (or not) and describe any possible variation in the instruments 

designed to either ensure greater political liberalization or prevent it. This 

dissertation has provided possible explanations in the Russian case and thus 

provided the basis for further comparisons. 

Third, previous studies have also mentioned that liberalizing electoral 

outcomes under electoral authoritarian regimes depend very much on the 

opposition coalition, stressing the importance of the opposition’s strategies in 

contrast to structural factors (Howard and Roessler 2006). By framing this 

dissertation and Russia’s regional politics mainly from the perspective of the 
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national leadership and focusing rather on its strategies, I also contributed to this 

research thread, supplementing it with a view from the perspective of the 

autocratic incumbent. While such a contribution may euphemistically be 

positioned as playing the role of devil’s advocate, it still sheds new light on the 

reasons for the failures of the opposition to consolidate is power beyond solely a 

strategic level and thus contributes to discussions on incumbent-opposition 

dynamics in authoritarian regimes, providing fertile ground for further studies on 

possible routes to an authoritarian regime’s liberalization.  

Finally, this work, by identifying the new forms and instruments by which the 

authoritarian regime maintains its power in Russia, contributes to an overall 

understanding of electoral authoritarian regimes. Overall, this study gives a 

clearer picture of the dynamics of electoral authoritarian regimes and the 

trajectories for their possible transformations from a competitive into a 

hegemonic type of regime. Conceptually, this contribution makes it possible to 

further develop the theoretical apparatus on variations in electoral subtypes on 

the authoritarian spectrum and their explicit differences. 

The following sections provide supporting details on the above-formulated 

added value of the dissertation by briefly restating its main empirical findings and 

how they have been interpreted within the conceptual framework of electoral 

authoritarianism. 

6.2 STRUCTURING THE GAME THROUGH 
MANIPULATING THE CALENDAR FOR THE 
RESTORED GUBERNATORIAL ELECTIONS 

In chapter 3, I provided initial evidence of a shift in the Kremlin’s strategy 

through analyzing premature gubernatorial elections in the first years after their 

restoration. 

The initial empirical puzzle driving the research process was clear. Once the 

reform had been enacted, from a legal perspective gubernatorial races should 

have been held in those regions where the current term of the incumbent 

governor was coming to an end. However, the number of gubernatorial elections 

held since 2013 significantly exceeded the expected numbers. The reason was the 
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number of races where the incumbent governor received the president’s 

permission to run prematurely.  

On the one hand, the possibility of the incumbent governor losing an election 

by not having the Kremlin’s support was minimal due to the severely reduced 

competitiveness of the reinstated elections. On the other hand, the potential 

fragility of the political situation following the defeat of the 2011–2012 protest 

movement and especially after the annexation of Crimea meant that it was by no 

means a foregone conclusion the Kremlin could always control the governor. 

Thus, permission to resign prematurely and run in a fresh round of elections 

became a feasible instrument for the Kremlin to ensure the long-term political 

survival of desirable regional subordinates. 

The analysis provided in chapter 3 clarified the underlying motivation for the 

Kremlin’s decisions to allow the long-term survival of some governors while 

viewing others as unworthy of such favor. Building on evidence from previous 

periods of Russia’s political development, this part of the dissertation tested the 

decisive role of delivering the vote in national elections as a means of ensuring a 

governor’s political survival. The results of the analysis have shown that neither 

this scheme nor the Kremlin’s confessed strategy of rewarding governors who 

prove to be the most efficient regional managers holds true anymore. Instead, the 

Kremlin facilitates the long-term political survival of governors in those regions 

where the potential long-term risks are expected to be the greatest, with a partial 

exception of those regions where a low level of elite consolidation makes the risks 

particularly grave.  

Overall, the results of this study have shown that in contrast to the previous 

period, rewarding those governors who display great electoral deference is no 

longer the main strategic choice employed by the Kremlin, for presumably 

governors already know the rules of the game and will follow them to the best of 

their ability. The primary concern is that any shift in the political context in a less 

favorable direction for the authorities will undermine the efforts of the governors, 

irrespective of their loyalty and/or efficacy. Therefore, the predominant strategy 

adopted by the Kremlin since 2012 is to minimize long-term risks, and it 

implemented one of the main instruments for pursuing this strategy in the first 
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years after reinstating the gubernatorial elections: permitting some regional 

incumbents to prematurely hold elections. 

6.3 RISK AVERSION THROUGH EARLY GUBERNATORIAL 
DISMISSALS 

The Kremlin’s self-confidence in being able to deal with the regions has greatly 

increased since 2012 in comparison with the previous periods of political 

development, and it took the first important step in accounting for potential risks 

by manipulating the schedule of the first reinstated gubernatorial elections. At 

the same time, this step did not entirely ensure the security of the regime, since 

even Kremlin-backed governors may still lose elections, which had already 

happened several times. Hence, the Kremlin needed to find an instrument that 

can help the regime constantly overcome these potential setbacks to its 

credibility. It found such an instrument in the president’s right to dismiss the 

governors at any plausible moment, and chapter 4 provided an analysis revealing 

the factors explaining why Kremlin may choose to employ this strategy in one 

case and not in another.  

Previous studies on regional cadre rotations have proven that the principal 

logic behind the Kremlin’s decision to ensure the governor’s political survival is 

determined by the governor’s ability to provide large electoral returns both for 

the incumbent president and for the ruling party (Reuter and Robertson 2012; 

Reisinger and Moraski 2013). Chapter 4 provided a different explanation. In this 

study, I have found that instead of focusing on the governor’s electoral loyalty per 

se, or on his managerial skills and economic efficacy, the Kremlin pays more 

attention to the governor’s political competence and strength. In those cases 

where the Kremlin perceives the regional political environment as unstable and 

the incumbent governor is not able to effectively cooperate with fellow elites, then 

early dismissal will more likely occur. Moreover, the overall results of the study 

have confirmed the dissertation’s empirical findings and reveal a new stage in 

Russia’s authoritarian development and the importance of the regime’s short-

term incentives over its future gains. Indeed, the Kremlin’s strategy has become 

more one of risk aversion, and the mechanism of premature dismissals proved to 



145 
 

be the additional instrument in the regime’s authoritarian arsenal for ensuring its 

survival.  

6.4 MEASURING THE STRENGTH OF THE GOVERNOR: 
TURNOUT AT THE UNITED RUSSIA PRIMARIES 

Once the system of popular gubernatorial elections had been restored, the 

principal question for the Russian authoritarian leadership should have been 

about how to maintain control over regional politics given the new circumstances. 

The reason it should have been asking such a question is that though the post-

2012 institutional settings developed in the already well-established 

authoritarian power vertical environment, even in authoritarian regimes 

elections still may bring potential risks due to elite defection or their political 

weakness. Since regional governors are one of the most important pillars of 

Russia’s electoral authoritarian regime, their weakness and thus the risk of their 

unexpected defeat and/or inability to consolidate regional elites in support of the 

federal leadership may bring undesirable costs for the Kremlin. Therefore, federal 

authorities strongly invested in maintaining the strength of the regime needed to 

find a new instrument to effectively measure the political strength of regional 

governors. 

Prior studies have found that the main instrument embodying the governor’s 

political strength is the political machine. The main way of approximating these 

structures and consolidating them in the various regions had previously been via 

the electoral results of the incumbent president and the dominant party – United 

Russia – in federal elections. However, the electoral failure of 2011 had proven 

that this indicator was no longer effective as the best way both to measure the 

current situation and predict possible future power arrangements. The Kremlin 

found its replacement, as I argue in chapter 5, in assessing regional voter turnout 

at the United Russia primaries. The main results presented in the chapter show 

that the electoral returns of United Russia in the Duma elections of 2016 to a 

larger extent correlated exactly with this indicator. 

Therefore, this part of the dissertation research contributes to the existing 

scholarship in several ways. First, it reveals how the institutions of authoritarian 
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survival work in practice and confirms that they are multi-functional and that 

their instrumentality can change in line with the dynamics of authoritarian 

governance. Such a transformation was identified in the new function of testing 

the mobilization capacity of regional governors and training them for the 

upcoming national legislative elections through altering the United Russia 

primary procedure. These findings suggest that the general transformation of the 

Kremlin’s strategy from awarding for electoral loyalty towards an aversion to any 

potential risks is relevant not only for the overall power vertical structures but 

also for the operation of the lower-level structures of authoritarian maintenance, 

such as gubernatorial political machines. 

Second, this study also makes an empirical contribution to the field of research 

on machine politics in Russia. Despite a near universal acknowledgment of the 

existence of this phenomenon in the literature, so far little has been achieved in 

developing a valid measure of political machines and their strength. The model 

introduced in chapter 5 makes it possible to draw a preliminary empirical 

distinction between the long-standing determinants of the dominant party’s 

electoral performance and the effects of the current strength of regional political 

machines. This, in turn, opens a new perspective on how to achieve a greater 

degree of precision in in-depth studies of machine politics in contemporary 

Russia. 

6.5 LIMITATIONS OF THE RESEARCH AND AGENDA FOR 
FUTURE STUDIES  

This study identified several important aspects of political developments within 

the already well-established institutions of Russia’s subnational authoritarian 

regimes after the restoration of gubernatorial elections in 2012. But when one 

storyline ends, another begins. As is always the case, this research raised as many 

potential questions as it answered. While the prospective avenues for future 

studies on this topic relate to better understanding Russia’s regional politics, in a 

more general perspective they may thus also provide the basis for potential 

comparative studies on authoritarian regimes. 
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Several potential avenues for future research relate to inquiries primarily 

connected to the issue of how authoritarian leaders maintain political regimes, 

avenues not explored in depth in this study. First, since the municipal filter is an 

important instrument of pre-electoral manipulation in Russia, it could shed some 

light on the pre-electoral strategies of autocratic leadership as well. In Russia’s 

contemporary political and institutional spheres, the registering of potential 

candidates for gubernatorial elections, and thus, the number of participants 

running in the elections depends greatly on the support of municipal deputies 

most affiliated with United Russia and on regional authorities (Golosov, 

Gushchina, and Kononenko 2016; Panov 2016). At the same time, the number of 

candidates successfully passing the municipal filter greatly varies among the 

different regions. In this respect, continuing the perspective of pre-election 

frauds as of the strategic instruments of authoritarian maintenance (Szakonyi 

2021) and considering the numbers of registered candidates as a proxy measure 

of certain political settings may well help account for the variation, thus revealing 

either another possible strategy by autocratic leaders to ensure the political status 

quo or the sources of potential elite cleavages and regime transformation at the 

regional level. 

Second, while answering the question of why and how the Kremlin deals with 

the emerging political risks, the study inevitably provokes further interest in the 

question of why new forms of political resistance still occasionally occur and why 

some of them even result in the meeting of protestor demands (e.g., the mass 

environmental protests in Shies in 2018–2020 and Kushtau in 2019–2020), 

while others do not (e.g., Khabarovsk in 2020 and Ingushetia in 2018–2019). 

Protest activism, though, was beyond the scope of this dissertation. However, the 

examples provided in this dissertation of the most recent mass mobilizations may 

serve as a driving force for further inquiries into the Kremlin’s risk-aversion 

strategy and its efficacy. Additionally, these cases are primarily driven by its 

political agenda for the different regions, thus also continuing the subnational 

research focus of this study. 

Third, from a methodological perspective the research conducted as part of 

this dissertation may be supplemented with other operationalizations of variables 

and more sophisticated tools of quantitative analysis in certain parts of the study. 
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For example, my analysis of the incumbent governors’ early dismissals without 

running in the subsequent elections would certainly benefit from the inclusion of 

a control variable capturing the year effects in the panel models. I am grateful to 

Andrey Semenov (Center for Comparative History and Political Studies, Perm 

State University) for recommending this approach, and I truly believe that it may 

serve as a valuable methodological improvement in the future. Further, this 

analysis, while helping to explain the reality of such processes, raises the question 

of whether there is a difference in the reasoning applied to different governors 

and their subsequent career trajectories afterward. Why are some regional 

leaders promoted to new positions in federal structures, while others are either 

left with rather meager career opportunities or even prosecuted? How does the 

variation in the career paths of the dismissed incumbents relate to the Kremlin’s 

“fine tuning” of the political regime? Additionally, this part of the study could 

benefit from implementing the methodological technique known as survival 

analysis to find the determinants of the concrete point in time when governors 

are dismissed. This would help clarify whether the very point in time when the 

governor is dismissed is also affected by the Kremlin’s strategy to use the revealed 

instrument of early gubernatorial dismissals as the way to ensure risk aversion, 

or whether the process is more random. 

Finally, perhaps, the main limitation of this dissertation is the very choice of 

Russia as a single case for analysis. Indeed, by focusing on Russia’s most recent 

authoritarian trajectory, this work sheds light on how and why authoritarian 

leaders are consolidating and stabilizing such regimes at the same time that the 

needs and surrounding environment are changing. This begs the additional 

question, what is the role of subnational politics in these developments, and why 

is this the case at all? However, without an empirically validated comparative 

component, the extent to which the main findings of this study and their 

interpretations may be applied to other similar political constellations can only 

remain speculative at best. In this respect, potential avenues for future research 

may include comparative analyses of subnational politics under electoral 

authoritarian regimes, studies that attempt to answer the questions of whether 

the political tendencies revealed in this manuscript are country-specific and 

context-bound tendencies or more of a general nature relevant for other cases of 
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such regime constellations. For example, why do political opponents in other 

electoral authoritarian regimes participate in lower-level elections and often win 

(e.g., Venezuela and Turkey), while in Russia this is rarely the case? At the same 

time, this dissertation, while revealing mechanisms of authoritarian development 

under a formally federative structure, does not consider mechanisms of 

authoritarian consolidation under a unitary form of the government, which can 

also open new perspectives for comparative studies. Moreover, it would also be 

possible to apply the experience of analyzing the “fine-tuning” mechanisms of 

electoral authoritarian regimes at the subnational level for a study of more 

general processes operating at the level of national states, comparing, for 

example, the longevity of different authoritarian regimes with different structural 

specifications. 

6.6 POST SCRIPTUM 

One of the main paradoxes of electoral authoritarian regimes is that whereas 

elections (and other quasi-democratic institutions) in autocracies are necessary 

for to establish and maintain the incumbent regime, they may also pose a 

potential threat to the preservation of the political status quo. On the one hand, 

quasi-democratic institutions in authoritarian regimes need to appear credible in 

the eyes of political elites, the population, and the international community. On 

the other hand, this credibility should not come at the expense of any political 

uncertainty that might quite possibly endanger the way the regime is configured. 

Hence, democracy-imitating processes in autocracies constitute a source of 

strategic challenges requiring highly developed regulatory skills and instruments 

by the autocratic leadership to achieve the necessary balance and handle any 

potential turbulence and risks.  

This dissertation has identified possible strategic choices and instruments for 

successful political maneuvering through the example of Russia’s most recent 

authoritarian developments. I demonstrated that the strategic choice by the 

Kremlin to restore popular gubernatorial elections in 2012 not only created new 

opportunities for the opposition and for more contested political elections; it has 

also resulted in Russia making the transition to a more hegemonic type of political 
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regime where publicly held elections can still be contested at the local level but at 

the same time do not have any substantial meaning or consequence. Such a 

political configuration became possible due to the new adjustments made by the 

Kremlin to the already consolidated authoritarian institutions, such as elections, 

excessive presidential power, and the structures of the dominant party. Whereas 

previously authoritarian manipulations in Russia had been driven rather by the 

goal of achieving electoral dominance, the most recent tendency shows the new 

strategic choices made by Russia’s authoritarian leadership to engage in long-

term risk aversion and move towards what can be called, to rephrase a term 

initially posed by Andreas Schedler, “the politics of certainty,” characterized by 

the effort to forestall even controlled and regulated competition and replace it 

with direct personalist rule. Therefore, if the previous works on electoral 

authoritarianism stressed the unusual nature of this type of regime, highlighting 

the specific rationale behind their institutions, this work has shown that in the 

end, driven by the logic of authoritarian politics, autocratic rulers easily override 

these quasi-democratic institutions in favor of consolidating ordinary personalist 

dictatorships.  

Yet, this does not necessarily mean that we should draw pessimistic 

conclusions regarding the future of Russian politics or the trajectories of similar 

political regimes. Directly designed political control, which is quite paradoxical 

within the context for which it is developed, is still fraught with serious political 

risks. The more politics depend on direct personalist regulation accompanied by 

weak and informal institutions fundamentally designed to help the regime 

maintain power, the more it becomes a game without rules guided by political 

discretion. But if there are no rules, then the game may be played in any possible 

way with any player potentially becoming a threat that the main player may not 

foresee or be able to prevent. In this respect, additional manipulations and 

adjustments made to erode the democratic potential of the political institutions 

and turn them into a complete fiction, thereby covering up the direct 

consequences of their personalist choices, may ultimately undermine the 

foundations of their existence.  

Moreover, even without the actual threats necessary to maintain an unfair 

playing field, or to use another analogy, a perverse chessboard where the game 
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has been rigged, the attempts by authoritarian leaders to directly intensify the 

process of regime consolidation through manipulative measures may themselves 

lead to internal political turmoil. The Kremlin, through its attempts to always 

keep running to stay ahead of the curve via the instruments described in this 

dissertation, ultimately ruins the naturally developing informal networks of 

regime stability in the various regions and may cause perceptions of regime 

insecurity and fragility both among elites and the population at large. In other 

words, paradoxically the politics of certainty may lead to the perception of 

uncertainty, thus destabilizing the justifications offered by main regime and 

leading to the loss of the chess game. 

Thus, the effort to minimize potential risks may, somewhat surprisingly, give 

rise to the possibility of regime collapse in the foreseeable future. Though it is not 

possible to measure the probability of this scenario or its alternatives in the 

immediate sense, the knowledge obtained as a result of this doctoral study at least 

allows us to gauge the variety of possible options, and Russia’s authoritarian 

experience may thus serve as a key to a more holistic understanding of 

authoritarian trajectories in the modern world. Hopefully, in the end it becomes 

an example of a democratic success story. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1 

Table 8. Population-averaged models of early gubernatorial dismissals, 2013–2018 (N = 419) 

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Constant -0.11 

(6.04) 

0.41 

(5.93) 

-0.83 

(6.25) 

Gross Regional Product Growth -0.06 

(0.05) 

-0.07 

(0.05) 

-0.06 

(0.05) 

Unemployment Rate 0.06 

(0.08) 

0.04 

(0.07) 

0.05 

(0.07) 

United Russia Vote -0.02 

(0.01) 

  

Putin Vote  0.00 

(0.02) 

 

Vote Difference   0.04** 

(0.02) 

Gubernatorial Record 0.02* 

(0.01) 

0.01 

(0.01) 

0.02 

(0.01) 

Gubernatorial Turnover 0.37*** 

(0.09) 

0.37*** 

(0.09) 

0.36*** 

(0.09) 

Age of the Governor 0.04** 

(0.02) 

0.04** 

(0.02) 

0.04** 

(0.02) 

Remaining Time in Office -0.05*** 

(0.01) 

-0.05*** 

(0.01) 

-0.05*** 

(0.01) 

Ethnolinguistic Fragmentation 0.08 

(0.90) 

-0.33 

(0.91) 

0.15 

(0.89) 

Population Size (logged) 0.27 

(0.29) 

0.24 

(0.30) 

0.18 

(0.30) 

Wald chi-squared 40.33*** 33.79*** 38.48*** 

*** significant at 0.01; ** significant at 0.05; * significant at 0.1 
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Sources: author’s calculations. 

 

Appendix 2 

Table 9. Factors affecting the United Russia vote in Russia's regions in the 2016 Duma 
elections (multiple OLS regression, logit-transformed variables, N = 83) 

Variable Coefficient Robust Standard Error 

United Russia’s Vote in the 

2011 Duma Elections 

0.13*** 0.01 

Voter Turnout in the 2016 

United Russia’s Primaries  

0.32*** 0.08 

Constant 0.53*** 0.01 

R-squared 0.82 

*** significant at 0.001 

Sources: author’s calculations. 
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