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On May 7, 2008 Vladimir Putin left presidential post and transferred power to Dmitry Medvedev. Managed rotation 

of power was completed successfully. Two circumstances give special significance to this fact. First of all, up to the 

the last moment such a turn of events seemed improbable. Since the 2000’s the governing elite, headed by Putin, set 

up a “monocentric” regime, which was not only personalized by a particular Russian president, but was actually 

centered on him. It was quite difficult to imagine that the key player of the regime would leave central position. 

Second, the withdrawal of the key player made the transformation of the established political regime inevitable. For 

an adequate understanding of the changes, which started after the managed rotation, it is necessary to define how 

they correspond to to the existing concepts and in what way they were informed by the regime’s development during 

the previous period. 

 

The Features of a Post-Soviet Cycle 
The transformation of political regime in Russia for a long time was perceived through the lens of “transition 

paradigm” and rated by location on a scale ranging from “authoritarianism” to “democracy”. The modification of 

given approach, due to the introduction of intermediate concepts (first “democracy plus adjectives”, then 

“authoritarianism plus adjectives”)1 and a criticism of transitological 
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approaches by Russian authors2, were not supported by alternative paradigm. The situation changed after Henry 

Hale, an American political scientist, put forward a “cyclic model” which offered an explanation for the 

phenomenon of “coloured revolutions” as an alternative to transitological ones (coloured revolution – a step towards 

democracy). In his opinion, the transformations of Post-Soviet political regimes (“elections – consolidation – 

fragmentation”) are more likely to be defined by their institutional features than by a shift on a classical 

transitological scale. All Post-Soviet regimes (with the exception of the Baltic States) with different variations were 

attributed to a single type, named “patronal presidency” (originally, the term “superpresidency” was used)3,  which 

concentrate huge amount of formal and informal power in the hands of incumbent president. The patronal 

presidency creates a ‘winner-takes-all’ situation. Patronal powers impose clientelistic relations upon other players, 

and make key national elites, primarily regional leaders and big business, dependent upon the presidentt.  

 

During elections elites do everything to confirm their loyalty to the patronal president. But as soon as the incumbent 

president starts to be perceived as leaving his office (with the termination of maximum term of office, or confronted 

with the withering of political support), elites began to defect their “patron”, try their best to guess and join the 

future winner. (The cost of wrong decision is very high, as huge patronal power will, once again, be concentrated in 

the hands of the future president.) After the national presidential election, the basic phases of a cycle will be 

repeated once more: “presidential elections – patronal presidency regime consolidation – maximum term in  
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office approximation/ withering of political support – defection of elites – fragmentation and disintegration of 

regime – new presidential elections etc.”4. 

 

The cyclic model provides an opportunity to reinterpret the development of Post-Soviet political regimes. The 

particular value of this concept is the separation of institutional dynamics from the processes of “transition”.   The 

premises on which the model in question is based are no less important. The political transformation is classified as 

a long-term process with a potential to develop in different directions. In this sense Hale returns to foundations of a 

transitological paradigm, lately modified by enthusiasts of accelerated democratisation, that often tend to produce 

inconsistent and unstable outcomes. (The most obvious examples are Georgia and Kyrghyzstan. Transformational 

http://www.peterlang.com/index.cfm?event=cmp.ccc.seitenstruktur.detailseiten&seitentyp=series&pk=456&concordeid=ISCEE


processes in Ukraine after the “orange revolution” are far from being over and cannot be defined with required 

certainty.) 

 

But the Hale’s hypothesis concerning the development of the electoral cycle of 2007–2008 in Russia and its political 

outcomes proved incorrect. In spite of the instances of successfull “managed” rotations in Russia in 2000 and 

Azerbaijan in 2003, Hale rated the ability of the “successor” of the leaving president to win elections as highly 

restricted. In his opinion, even a mild uncertainty about future access to resources of the patronal presidency would 

push elites to forge a countercoalition against the “successor”. It was assumed that if Putin would decide not to run 

for the third term, the parliamentary elections of 
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2007 would be more similar to those of 1999 than to 2003. And if the elections of 2007 would not bring high 

certainty about the winning candidate to presidency, then the presidential elections of 2008 would become more 

competitive, with a real prospect of transfer of power to the opposition for the first time in Post-Soviet history. The 

author assumed that Putin could make an attempt to break the “patronal cycle” to ensure his successor’s victory, but 

was skeptical about the success of such an endeavor.5 

 

It seems that the flaws of Hale’s concept are caused by the limits of a purely institutional approach when applied to 

to the dynamics of Post-Soviet regimes and the underestimateed importance of politics – actors’ strategies and the 

impact of context. The author distinguishes the role of public opinion and other non-institutional factors in the 

dynamics of Post-Soviet regimes. (Among the reasons for elites’ defection not only the expiration of maximum term 

in office is specified, but also the withering of popularity of the incumbent president as a result of a crisis or military 

defeat). But it seems, that the necessary conclusions were not drawn.6 Hale admits that strong  
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presidents are able to subordinate elites, prevent their defection at the eve of election campaign, and from time to 

time to arrange successor’s electoral victories. But even the successor’s success cannot essentially change anything. 

Hale does not make a distinction between the political effects of Putin’s possible re-election for the third term and 

“managed” power rotation: in both cases, the most probable outcome is the reproduction of an “autocratic cycle”. 

Putin’s successor will create his own monocentric regime. The established institutions strongly keep the patronal 

presidency in a cyclic trap. 

 

Meanwhile, the available experience allows us to qualify the patronal presidency as a more complex phenomenon 

which is conditioned by institutional as well as by non-institutional factors, and not only in descending phases of a 

transformational cycle (circumstances, inducing elite disloyalty) but also in ascending phases (elections). Patronal 

power does not proceed automatically from the extensive formal and informal prerogatives of a nationally elected 

president. More adequately it could be described as a potential, which can be realised by the president under certain 

circumstances and in a number of ways. The political power, acquired by the president at elections, plays the crucial 

role in obtaining patronal resourses: the institutional component of power could be put under control only by 

electoral victory. But besides electoral success, political context of winning elections is important, i.e. the scale of 

the electoral support and political conditions of victory – for example, whether it was achieved in one or in two 

rounds. The effects of the patronal presidency show themselves to the full extent when institutional and political 

components complement each other. However, there is also a possibility of their mismatch. 

 

For example, the president could be constrained by a set of ‘selective’ (individualized) agreements with loyal 

national elites, especially those created by market and democratic reforms (like Boris Yeltsin was in 1991–1993 and 

in 1996–1998). In these circumstances the president is not able to use the potential of his patronal power to the full 

extent.  

 

Moreover, the patronal power of the president in Post-Soviet Russia happened to be limited not only from the 

outside (by ‘selective’ agreements with elites), but also from the “inside”. Despite broad formal prerogatives of the 

president (epitomized in the phenomenon of “super-presidency”), the institutional order is not coincident with a 

“pure” presidential system (the president is not the head of the government,  
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and the candidacy of the prime minister must be approved by the State Duma). A recurrent strengthening of the 

prime minister is a political fact, and it happened each time when the prime minister held his office for a long 

period. The growth of Mikhail Kasyanov’s political autonomy in 2002–2003 (in the shade of politically powerful 

president Putin) proves this fact to an even larger degree, than the rise of political strength of Viktor Chernomyrdin 

with the failing Yeltsin beside him in 1997–1998. (The political build-up of prime minister Evgeni Primakov at the 



end of 1998 and the beginning of 1999 was more complex case, conditioned not only by the internal dynamics of the 

presidential power, but also by political intervention of the State Duma.) But when the accumulation of political 

autonomy by the head of the government was matched by political decay of the president (as in happened in the 

situation “Chernomyrdin – Yeltsin”), the ‘heavyweight’ prime minister found himself as the distributer of patronal 

resources, nominally controlled be the Russian president. 

 

Hale does not differentiate Putin’s political regime from that of Yeltsin, considering both as an embodiment of the 

patronal presidency. But a coherent application of his approach ends with a paradox: under President Yeltsin the 

patronal power is barely evident (Hale cautiously recognises that the given circumstance represents “a difficult 

case”), and at the time of Putin’s governance ‘patronal’ model of institutional dynamics manifest itself in a different 

way. 

 

The Making and Dynamics of a Monocentric Regime 
Under Vadimir Putin the transformation of the political regime into a monocentric one created the preconditions for 

overcoming of a cyclic trajectory. The making of a new regime was accompanied by a “status coup” at the higher 

circles of power: former peripheral elite factions (the “petersburgians” and “siloviki” - the proponents of a “tough” 

approach, connected to security, military and para-military government agencies) moved to the key positions in the 

power system, while oligarchs and the regional governors lost their privileged positions. For a long time the changed 

composition of the “higher circles” framed the  
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perception of Putin’s regime by the bulk of political observers as well as academic researchers in Russian politics. 

(The good example is the concept of “militocracy”, put forward by Russian sociologist Olga Kryshtanovskaya.) 

 

But it was the political context of presidential elections in March 2000, which played the decisive role in the 

acquisition of new political qualities by political regime: high personal popularity of the new president and victory 

in the first round of elections. The logic of elections in one round changed the relations within a triangle “president – 

elites – mass voters”. For the first time from the beginning of the1990s, the presidential power managed to restore 

direct links with electoral majority. It was made possible by the high popular support of the new president and by 

the fact that elites lost their critical role as electoral intemediates. The role of the public opinion in regime’s political 

base has substantially increased. Along with a set of “selective” agreements with national elites, the presidential 

power appeared to enter into a new kind of agreement – an implicit social contract with mass voters. New political 

resourse was aquired – the “Putin’s majority”, which helped to restore the political strength of the presidential 

power.  

 

Unlike Boris Yeltsin, who was not able to obtain the patronal potential of the presidential power due to contextual 

factors, Vladimir Putin really became a patronal president. But with an important difference: his power was based 

not only on institutions but also on popular political support, and the importance of the second pillar of presidential 

power gradually began to grow. The president became the strongest political player and the presidential power no 

longer needed elites as critical intermediaries with the public opinion and mass voters. The “parallel” contract with 

“masses” changed the conditions of “selective” agreements with elites in favor of the presidency. From that time it 

was possible to impose a sort of consensus upon elites. The terms of the imposed consensus implied that elites 

subordinated to the new governing group, abandon temptations to challenge presidential power at the national 

elections, and also accepted the loss of control over some of their resources, they managed to aquire in the second 

half of the1990s. But the underlying idea was not the restoration of “selective” agreements along the early pattern of 

1991–1993. Capitalising on new resources, the presidential power obtained an opportunity to reshape the relations 

with elites from a position of strength. An important contextual meaning in the relations of presidential power with 

the strongest elites after 2000 elections was the “winner – loser” frame. It was well remembered, that politically 

binding relationships were broken by the strongest elite factions, who defected politically weak Russian president 

after August default of 1998. They went into political opposition, built two coalitions, challenged the political 

regime at 1999 Duma elections, but failed.  

 

 

Page 172 

After the victory at 2000 presidential elections Vladimir Putin as Yeltsin’s successor was not obliged in political and 

moral terms to restore the terms of “selective” agreements, broken by defected elites after August 1998.7 The new 

position of political strength and the “winner – loser” frame enabled the presidential power to change the direction 

of political development: reforms during Putin’s first term in office were informed by the general idea of political 

centralization (introduction of the federal districts, the Federation Council restructuring, transformation of federal 

political parties into the central players in electoral process). Regional leaders and oligarchs lost institutional and 

political means to put pressures upon the presidential power. 

 



Politically empowered president played the leading role in reorganization of relations with elites. But the 

transformation of relations between the federal executive and the State Duma, which became the main political 

problem for Boris Yeltsin, was provided by the new “party of power” – the United Russia. From the very beginning 

the United Russia differed from the old “party of power” (Our Home – Russia) by higher degree of political 

centralization and efficiency. The increased political capacity of the new “party of power” made possible the 

unprecedented success in legislative promotion of reform program. Nevertheless, during the first period of Vadimir 

Putin’s governance, elites retained autonomy in their institutional domains. Having lost critical influence on federal 

institutions, governors preserved their personal electoral machines, redesigned as the local branches of United 

Russia, and political control over respective territories. Unlike presidential elections (after 2000), the dependence of 

the results of State Duma elections upon the political resources of regional elites remained. For that reasons, the 

initial course of the Kremlin, aimed to disempower local bosses, at the eve of parliamentary elections in 2003 was 

replaced by a policy of co-optation: the governors were made “political locomotives” in the party lists of United 

Russia.8 
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The consolidation of the monocentric regime was the main political result of the electoral cycle of 2003–2004. The 

governing group became more homogeneous. “Petersburgians” consolidated their grasp at the center of the 

governance system, while the “family” group, comprised with the key members of the inner circle of relatives and 

friends of the former president Boris Yeltsin, lost its positions. Vladimir Putin aquired the political strength of the 

dominant player and the monocentric regime became openly personalistic. United Russia assumed hegemonic 

position in the State Duma (“constitutional majority”), while the factions of socially advanced groups, associated 

with the liberal parties (the Union of the Right Forces and Yabloko) lost parliamentary representation. The political 

enhancement of the leading party was accompanied by the transformation of the party system to “one-and a half” 

model. 

 

The role of political parties began to change, but the trend was multidirectional. Parties’s functions were still 

restricted to elections and the legislature. The autonomy of poltical parties decreased but due to the partial 

“partisation” of the regional parliaments their presence in the legislative process strongly increased. Political atrophy 

of the parties was paradoxically combined with institutional strengthening. Political opposition was disempowered 

and marginalized. 9 Federal elections began to acquire the properties of plebiscite. 

 

The main political reforms of the second term of V. Putin’s governance (the abolition of direct governor’s elections, 

the introduction of a proportional electoral system to the State Duma and a mixed electoral system to regional 

parliaments) changed dramatically the balance of power between the presidentcy and regional leaders. The semi-

proportional election system unlocked regional political regimes and made them vulnerable for control from the 

federal centre. The abolition of direct elections and reduction in the autonomy of institutional domains turned 

membership in the United Russia into a kind of proposal, which regional leaders could not afford to reject. 10 

Further steps to marginalize political conflicts were made:  
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some functions of political representation were actually transferred from the federal parliament to the Public 

Chamber, a body with consultative functions, designed in 2004. Roughly from that time political governance was 

partly supplanted by administrative governance, a process, accompanied by bureaucratization of elites and a 

replacement of public actors by the agents of administrative system. (One of manifestations of the process was the 

establishment of public advisory councils before the federal ministries and agencies since 2005). 

 

The political build-up of the dominant player was accompanied by the revision of relations with big business 

(epitomised in “YUKOS case”). The private sector’s position in Russian economy became somewhat ambivalent 

and big business lost partner status in relations with the government: it’s role was confined to supplier of resources 

while the functions of strategic goal formation were assigned exclusively to the governing elite, speaking on behalf 

of the state. The institutional form of government-business relations shifted from “regime of consultations” model, 

practiced from 2000 to 2003, to the one, which conventionally could be called “administrative guidance”.  The 

government started to perceive itself as the leading force of the Russian economy. After the establishment of the 

“institutes for development” (first of all, a group of state corporations) a shift in economic policy to some version of 

“competition state” became evident.11 

 

For the dominant player, the importance of “direct” social contract with mass voters increased (especially with the 

start-up of socially-oriented “national projects”) and the political relevance of “selective” agreements with elites 

decreased. The institutional model of relations between the presidential power and national elites also began to 

change: a set of individual contracts start to be supplanted by generalized and collective one, epitomized by the 

membership in United Russia political party. The transition from personalized and particularistic contracts to the 



universal institutional agreement was facilitated by the crisis of the first generation of Post-Soviet elites: their 

propensity for collective action, political leadership and innovation in functional domains started to decrease.12 

Monocentric political regime was consolidated 
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on the conservative basis and its authoritarian degeneration seemed inevitable. 

 

 

The Dominant Player as a Source of New Political Dynamics 
 

The role of political factors in regime development started to grow after a dominant player appeared on the scene. 

The dominant president showed a growing insensitivity to the pressures of institutional cycle and became an 

independent source of political dynamics. And while in 2000–2005 time period the functioning of a political regime 

basically corresponded to the logic of a patronal president, thereafter a new factor appeared: the strategy of a 

dominant player. 

 

The purpose was not to keep the office, but to hold “managed” rotation of presidential power. For the first time this 

purpose was publicly declared by Vladimir Putin in the summer of 2003. The main task of the dominant player 

became a fight against institutional and political inertia, and to achieve this task anti-cyclical strategies were 

employed. From that moment, the movement of a political cycle ceased to be inertial and each subsequent phase 

became “managed”. 

 

The Managed Fragmentation of a Regime 

During the preparation for the electoral cycle of 2007–2008, the strategies of the dominant player enabled him to 

overcome two variations of inertial scenario: natural outcome of Post-Soviet political cycle (in case the incumbent 

president simply would leave the office with or without the promotion of a “successor”) and a transformation to a 

personalistic authoritarian regime (in case the incumbent president would make unconstitutional decision in favor of 

the third term). In order to build a strategy capable to overcome the logic and neutralize the effects of Post- Soviet 

patronal presidency, it was necessary to solve a number of serious problems. The prospect to leave the office 

inevitably transforms the president 
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into a “lame duck” with decreasing political support by elites and public opinion. Thus the “lame duck” prospect 

was identified as the main peril to the managed rotation. The main provision for successful “managed” rotation of 

power was the retention of political strength by the president in office. The choice was made in favor of keeping the 

state of high political uncertainty as the key strategy.13 Subsequent events showed that the “strategy of uncertainty” 

(accompanied by high political activity of the dominant player) was able to solve the lame duck problem: the 

leaving president managed to retain political strength and the loyalty of elites during the entire period.  

 

The state of high political uncertainty was kept by two principal means. The first one was the air of unreality around 

the prospect of power rotation: until the last moment it was not clear whether the publicly promised rotation would 

really take place despite Putin’s periodic statements that he would not violate the constitutional provisions. A 

political campaign in favor of a third term for Putin, carried out by the prominent members of elite and the loyal part 

of mass media became an important part of the “strategy of uncertainty”. In fact public endorsement for the third 

term option was integrated in the informal ritual of political loyalty to the incumbent president. (The leaders of 

political opposition became “involuntary” participants of this campaign: they perceived it as a practical proof of 

Putin’s hidden autocratic intentions.)14  

 

The second option was to keep the uncertainty about the candidacy of the prospective “successor”. Two alternative 

candidates with comparable status positions were chosen for this role - vice-premiers Dmitri Medvedev and Sergei 

Ivanov. After the attention of the media was concentrated on them, the “virtual” competition between the contenders 

for the role of successor began, and the public opinion started to differentiate and mobilize behind the competitors. 
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The logic behind the dynamics of the “virtual” rivalry was also subordinated to the main strategic goal – to keep 

political uncertainty as long, as possible. At the beginning it was Sergei Ivanov who possessed more political 

weight, and later Dmitri Medvedev caught up with him. After the latter was started to be perceived as the most 

probable successor and political uncertainty began to decrease, their fortunes changed once more and Sergei 

Ivanov’s public activity and popularity started to rise again. According to the Levada-centre opinion poll, in March 

2007, Sergei Ivanov overtook the contender by the rate of electoral support in the second round of simulated 

presidential elections. In April the gap even increased, but in May an approximate parity between the competitors 

was restored. Meanwhile the pronounced differences in contenders’ images began to fade, and both of them 



acquired the multidimensional qualities (identical compatibility with liberals and “siloviki”) which only the 

incumbent president used to have before.15 

 

By the end of the summer of 2007 Medvedev and Ivanov’s rivalry was politically exhausted. The attempt to prolong 

the state of uncertainty by bringing the perspective of an unknown third candidate to enter the game (Igor 

Shuvalov’s statement in second half of June, 2007) was not successful. Presumably the elites had gotten so tired that 

they had become ready to identify the situational advantage of any contender at a given moment as the final 

outcome of the contest. At the end of August, 2007, manifestations of spontaneous (or not so spontaneous) 

consolidation around Sergey Ivanov, who happened to get ahead slightly in the public opinion once more, 

endangered the rotation to become “unmanageable” – with a real prospect of a “lame duck” for Vladimir Putin. 

Victor Zubkov’s appointment as a prime minister at the beginning of September 2007 prevented the untimely 

consolidation of elites around Sergey Ivanov. The possible third candidate to the role os “successor” was advanced 

in a way hardly to be ignored: by the sake of position and also by the precedent, already created by Yeltsin and Putin 

in 1999, the holder of prime minister’s office was the natural candidate for a successor. Practically at once the new 

prime minister publicly declared that he did not exclude the option to become a candidate in the upcoming 

presidential elections. That was unusual for a high-ranking official who had to avoid personal statements on 

electoral topics. 
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As a candidate to the role of “successor” Victor Zubkov quickly outstripped by a wide margin both Sergei Ivanov 

and Dmitri Medvedev. Political uncertainty was restored - along with the “managed” character of preparation for the 

rotation of power.  

 

The strategy of uncertainty was combined with relevant activities in the other fields. They were informed by 

understanding, that the political fragmentation of regime was inevitable, and also by the willinness to restrict and to 

control the process. Actually, regime transformation started before the electoral campaign of 2007–2008. The new 

configuration at the higher circles of power was created beforehand to facilitate the players’ subsequent adaptation 

to it. Aside from the reproduction of political uncertainty, the introduction of competing candidates to successor role 

corresponded to the logic of managed fragmentation of a political regime. Two more important steps also were made 

along “managed fragmentation” model. Demonopolization of the Kremlin party niche became the most 

pronouncedt: the Fair Russia, the second political party, which was also supported by the incumbent president, was 

established alongside of United Russia in 2006. The trend towards the monopolisation of the political market, 

prevalent during the previous period, was stopped.16 

 

The other manifestation of the managed fragmentation of a political regime was the establishment of six new public 

corporations, controlled by the federal government. The list of corporation, created from May until November 2007 

included: Vneshekonombank [A State Corporation “Bank for Development and Foreign Economic Affairs”], 

Rosnanoteh [The Russian Corporation of Nanotechnologies (RUSNANO)], FSR JKH (Fond sodeistviya 

reformirovaniyu jilishno-kommunal’nogo hozyaistva) [A State Corporation “Foundation for Housing and Utilities 

Reform Assistance”], GK Olimpstroi (Gosudarstvennaya Korporatziya po stroitel’stvu olimpiiskih ob’ektov i 

razvitiyu goroda Sochi kak gjrnoklimaticheskogo kurorta) [A State Corporation for construction of Winter Olimpic 

Games facilities and the Development of the City of Sochi as Mountain Climatic Resort], Rosatom [The State 

Corporation on Atomic Energy], Rostechnologii [State Corporation “Russian Technologies”]. The establishment of 

new state corporations is usually treated as an indicator of a turn to “dirigisme” in economic policy. But it also had a 

political dimention: economic decision-making was partly removed from functional domain of the federal 

administrative elite and was delegated to semi-independent centres - the top management of the state corporations. 
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Top managers at some of the new state corporations were also closely connected to Vladimir Putin. (The most 

frequently mentioned examples are Sergei Chemezov in Rostechnologii and Mikhail Kovalchuk in Rosnanotech). 

The leaving president used his patronal power to link the future prime minister to the administration of resources 

that formerly were concentrated around presidential power. The managed fragmentation of the regime before and 

during the election campaign of 2007–2008 created the preconditions for deconcentration at the center of political 

governance system. 

 

Deconcentration at the Higher Circles 

The important role in the preparation of the managed rotation was played by “castling”, i.e. the shift to new 

positions in the system of governance. Castling happened to be a complex process and was carried out over a long 

period of time. The transition of the leaving president to the new political shape began half a year before he left 

office, and was accomplished by two successive steps. At first a conversion of political strength was conducted: on 1 

October 2007 V. Putin accepted the offer by the leadership of United Russia to head the party electoral list. He also 

publicly displayed an interest to head the government, with some preconditions: the United Russia would have to 



win the elections to Duma, and the newly elected president would have to be a deserving figure “capable to work in 

team”. 

 

In such a way favorable conditions for the conversion of political strength were set: after the parliamentary elections 

the political strength of the leaving president would be reconfigured into new and legitimate fashion, not related in 

formal terms to presidential power. In any case, Putin managed to jump on a departing train: if he hadn’t headed the 

list of United Russia then he would have turned into the hostage of the winners of the forthcoming parliamentary 

and presidential elections. The outcome of electoral cycle of 2007–2008 would vest  
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United Russia’s party leadership and the new Russian president (no matter who it would be) with fresh electoral 

mandate. After new political leaders had been chosen by the voters, the main source of Putin’s political strength 

inevitably would have started to melt away: public opinion ratings aquire real political strength only when they are 

based on a legitimately expressed political will of voters. In any case, the chances of the former president to retain 

public support once he left the center of political governance would be greatly reduced. Despite the sketchy 

similarity to the previous electoral cycle, the parliamentary phase of elections of 2007–2008 was subjected not to 

another round of consolidation of a monocentric regime, but to alternative logic of managed deconcentration. 

 

Putin’s direct involvement in the Duma election campaign bred important political effects. Regime fragmentation 

was suspended. In full conformity with the cyclic model, the prospect of power rotation was capable not only to turn 

the leaving president into a “lame duck”, but also to abolish the entire system, that was built upon him. The 

disintegration of the political regime could have begun during the electoral campaign of 2007. In September, two 

trends became visible: the electoral ratings of United Russia dropped while the electoral mobilisation of other 

participants started. The prospect of the negative mobilization along the line “all others vs. the leading party” came 

out. The FOM (“Public opinion” Foundation) poll at 5 - 7 December 2007 discovered a considerable increase in 

negative motivations among electoral supporters of the Communist Party and Liberal-Democratic Party as compared 

with 2003.17 

 

Under the circumstances, it could turn out that the traditional political blessing from Vladimir Putin would not be 

enough to provide United Russia with the necessary electoral results: after all the president (no matter how popular), 

is leaving the office, and the party would remain in the State Duma long after his departure. This prospect 

disappeared after Putin’s personal involvement in parliamentary campaign. The electoral attractiveness and 

mobilisation capacities of United Russia increased considerably, but  
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the ability of the party to appropriate the change was sharply reduced: the leaving president simply crushed the party 

with his political weight. Putin’s intervention provoked another political effect.The personification of elections to 

the State Duma (at least, for supporters of United Russia) transformed the voting for a political party into a 

plebiscite on the political future of the leaving president. 

 

The political uncertainty also started to decrease, but in an uneven way: in the first instance Putin’s new location in 

the system of governance became clear, and only then the personality of the “successor” became certain. The 

reduction of political uncertainty brought into being a new set of political expectations, with a disciplinary impact 

upon the governing group and elites. But the new problems also were born. The retention of the strong political role 

for the leaving president made it necessary to built a new balance at the center of the governance system, 

presumably on the basis of comparability of Putin’s former electoral rating (as a president) with those in his new 

position (the electoral rating of United Russia in December 2007). The latter figure must be proportionate to the 

electoral result, which the new president would likely to get at the elections in March 2008. 

 

The change of strategy by the dominant player in the midst of election campaign also generated new political risks: 

the election of a two-party Duma, Putin’s loss of encompassing status as a result of excessive identification with 

United Russia, a gradual erosion of his popularity as a result of increased responsibility for government policies, the 

appearance of the “technical” (inadequate) successor (in comparison with Putin practically any figure would not 

look impressive, so the departing president could be suspected of deliberate choice in favor of “weak” candidate), 

the  emergence of conflict between the president with wide constitutional powers and a politically strong prime 

minister.18 Later some of these risks managed to be neutralised by the preservation of a non-membership status for 

Putin at the head of United Russia  and by the transformation of the structure of government; but other political risks 

– the dangers of a “weak” successor and the possibility of conflict at the center of political governance – gave an 

impression of just being postponed. 
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The risk of political conflict between the president and the prime minister as the result of the “managed” rotation 

was clearly identified by public opinion. According to VTSIOM (public opinion research agency), at the end of 



October 2007, 52% of those questioned considered the perspective of redistribution of powers between the president 

and the prime minister as inevitable if Putin would become prime minister. In case such conflict would happen, 

voters expected the new president, whose name they did not know at that moment, to be the winner. (51% of the 

respondents believed, that basic powers would be concentrated in hands of the new head of the state.) During the 

election campaign this kind of political risk was partially neutralised by reassurances, that the governance system 

would remain within constitutional framework and no institutional changes would be made. Vladimir Putin several 

times publicly rejected the prospect of the redistribution of formal powers in the executive branch, and earlier - the 

expediency and feasibility of parliamentary model in Russia. (Later, Dmitri Medvedev, who had not yet become a 

“successor”, made similar statements.) 

 

At the final stage of electoral campaign the main objective of the strategy of the leaving president was to bring the 

level of United Russia’s electoral support closer to the presidential rating. The personification of elections to the 

State Duma was strengthened. In the middle of October 2007, Putin made an unexpected movement: he publicly 

distanced himself slightly from United Russia, whose party list he had recently headed. The extention of Putin’s 

political appeal beyond the “party borders” was also informed by the activity of his “non-party supporters”, who 

held highly publicised forum in Tver in the middle of November. At the end of November 2007 United Russia’s 

electoral campaign and a “non-partisan” one were consolidated. At a joint forum in Luzhniki (Moscow), Putin threw 

all his political weight in favor of electoral mobilisation around United Russia: he reminded about the linkage 

between parliamentary and presidential elections and declared that the fortune of the country is at stake.  

 

Putin’s public consent to head the government at the party congress of United Russia on 17 December 2007 could 

be considered as the last step in the process of political strength conversion. The perspective of prime minister’s 

office made the leaving president safe from the risk of public disassociation from the attributes of power, which 

seemed to be crucial for the retention of political strength. The foundation for  
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a new political balance at the center of the governance system was also established. The coherence of the governing 

group along the lines, built after in 2004, played a key role for that purpose. The managed rotation made possible the 

continuity of political course, but at the same time generated a new problem, the so-called “successor dilemma”.19 

The successor to the leaving president had to be chosen from one of the several competing groups. Irrespectively of 

the person, which would be chosen, the other groups would most likely have become dissatisfied and that could pose 

an obstacle for the consolidation of political regime around the new president. 

 

The effects of the patronal presidency with the “winner-takes-all” situation befind it, aggravate anxiety in groups 

which did not perceive the new president as being “theirs”. In 1999–2000 the solution for “successor dilemma” was 

provided by coalition structure of the new governing group (the alliance between “family” and “petersburgians”). In 

2007-2008 the possible effects of “successor dilemma” were neutralised in another way – by the decision of the ex-

president to share power with the new president. The possibility that Putin would have remain in politics (and in 

power) even after he would left his office, was not considered by Henry Hale in his cyclic model. Meanwhile, such a 

prospect (“rotation with castling”) looked as the most probable. The managed rotation with the retention of the ex-

president as a powerful player logically led not to the reproduction of a monocentric regime with the new president 

on the top, but rather to a deconcentration at the center of political governance. (The only thing which remained 

unclear was the position to which Putin would shift, since each of the discussed options had its own proportion of 

advantages and disadvantages.) 

 

During the parliamentary campaign the intrigue concerning the personality of successor returned and did not 

disappear immediately after the announcement of the elections results. Public opinion ratings of contenders began to 

level off: the indisputable “virtual” leader, Victor Zubkov, saw his presence in the electronic mass-media reduced 

while the 
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first vice-premiers Sergey Ivanov and Dmitry Medvedev continued to appear regularly on television. Dmitry 

Medvedev’s image had been strenghtened: he conducted a series of meetings with the leaders of key religious 

confessions (Russian Orhodox Church, Muslems, Buddhists and Judaists). Such public contacts had earlier been an 

exclusive prerogative of Vladimir Putin, and Sergey Ivanov did not obtain such an opportunity.20 There was also an 

additional intrigue: how the successor would be nominated.  

 

The nominating procedure appeared to be complicated enough. Contrary to expectations, United Russia did not 

receive a monopoly over the nomination. Actually the candidate for president was put forward twice. Dmitri 

Medvedev was nominated as the candidate of the four “pro-regime” political parties (United Russia, Fair Russia, the 

Agrarian party and a tiny liberal group, called “The Civil Force”) at a meeting of the leaders of these parties with 

Vladimir Putin on 10 December 2007. The distancing of the departing president from the nomination procedure at 

this stage (at a meeting with party leaders, Putin only supported the decision made by them earlier), and the 



participation of several political parties, presumably, legitimised the transformation of a “successor” of a particular 

“physical” person into a real “candidate”, that is, a representative of political parties, which nominated him to the 

office”. (The special role of United Russia in this procedure was apparent only in the fact that Medvedev’s 

nomination was offered to Putin by party’s leader Boris Gryzlov on behalf of all four parties.) 

 

The nomination of Dmitri Medvedev fundamentally changed the political situation. The strategy of uncertainty, the 

chief instrument to maintain the political balance, completely exhausted itself. But the necessity to keep control over 

electoral situation remained, taking into account the political weakness of Medvedev as a candidate. Probably for 

this reason, the political resources, that the leaving president could use to resist any manifestation of a “cyclic 

model”, reached the critical amount at the time period from the start of presidential electoral campaign to the 

moment of the formal transfer of authority to the new president  (from December 2007 till May 2008). At this period 

of time the dominant player concentrated maximum political strength: the remaining presidential powers, the 

exclusively high public support, the leadership in the dominant political party which had recently acquired the 

constitutional majority in the State Duma, and, finally, a publicly declared prospect to head the government. 
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From the start of the presidential electoral campaign D. Medvedev’s progress as a candidate to the office was 

intimately connected to V. Putin’s prospect to become prime minister.  

 

Medvedev–Putin tandem displaced uncertainty as a focal point of ‘anticyclic’ strategy. The particular qualities of the 

nomination process assigned clear obligations to the key presidential candidate: Medvedev was put forward not 

simply as a “deserving” candidate, but also as a person ready to work in close collaboration (‘tandem’) with Putin. 

The day after his first (‘technical’) nomination Dmitry Medvedev publicly made a proposition to the leaving 

president to head the Russian government after the presidential elections. The second nomination of Medvedev (a 

public one) took place at the party congress of United Russia on 17 December. This time Vladimir Putin and other 

leaders of United Russia played the central role in the process. The image of a tandem received more reinforcement: 

the leaving president gave public consent to head the government if Dmitri Medvedev is elected to the position of 

president.  

 

The particular propreties of Medvedev’s election on 2 March 2008 also strengthened “the tandem”: the possibility of 

direct personal links with voters to appear was practically excluded and, hence, the prospect for the new president to 

turn to a contender of the strongest political player – Vladimir Putin. The electoral victory was won in one round, 

but Medvedev in 2008 – in contrast with Putin in 1999 – was not able to appropriate his electoral support: the 

presence of the strong leaving president did not allow this. At the time of elections the new president was highly 

politically dependendent upon the leaving president: Dmitri Medvedev was primarily supported by resources that 

are controlled by Vladimir Putin. Anticyclic strategies, aimed to prevent the disintegration of a political regime in 

the process of power rotation, changed the meaning of voting at the presidential elections in March, 2008: not only 

the new president was elected (even though with resource assistance of the leaving president), but also a 

plebiscitarian support for the ‘join government’ of the new president Medvedev and the future prime minister Putin 

was built. 

 

A reorientation of the new political course, corresponding to the requirements of joint government by Medvedev and 

Putin, also started at the time of the presidential campaign. It seems, that the general framework of the new course 

first was designed collectively by memebers of “Putin’s team”, and then specified by initiatives alternately put 

forward by the future prime minister Putin and the presidential candidate Medvedev from the end of December 

2007. The new political course was a mixture of moderate version of “dirigisme” 

 

Page186 

and liberal approaches: innovative economy, the restricted role of the state, though the priority of the “grand 

projects” was preserved, new incentives for small and big business development, start-up of a “systemic” anti-

corruption policies, reinforcement of the legal foundations of the state and, presumably, restoration of elements of a 

competitive political environment. The new political course was focused on the political reintegration (as well as the 

utilization of resources) of socially-advanced minorities (business and a new middle class) which appeared to be 

alienated from the political regime during Putin’s second term of office. 

 

The Bipolar Structure of Governance 

The main political effect of the electoral cycle of 2007–2008 was the reinforcement of the deconcentrated 

governance system, created by the anticyclic strategy in the process of managed rotation. A restrained 

transformation of the political regime was completed. The new configuration at the center of political governance, 

which emerged after Dmitry Medvedev’s ascension to power, finalized changes that had begun during the 

preparation for the elections of 2007–2008. 

 



The most important developments happened at the “core” of political governance. Politically strong Putin left the 

restored institution of the presidency and became the prime minister. The prospect for the stronger role of 

government appeared. Simultaneously Putin headed the strongest party, having provided himself with institutional 

and political autonomy. At the “core” of political governance a second centre emerged. The symbiosis of the two 

centres displaced monocentric governing structure. The system with the dominating centre was maintained, but the 

centre of the system became more complex: now it is bipolar. Deconcentration at the top generated a “disjointed” 

kind of domination, having separated the political component from the institutional one, and endowed two key 

institutions – the president and the prime minister as the chief executive – with new qualities. 
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At first sight, the position of a strong prime minister, represented by a dominant political player, deprived of familiar 

institutional properties (wide presidential powers) became the main innovation. 
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The strength of the prime minister is defined by his powers as a head of the government, backed by wide electoral 

base, the support of the leading party in the State Duma, the political control over regional parliaments, and the 

retention of close links with the key figures of the governing group and its immediate administrative and political 

setting, including the ministers from “the power block” (defence, security and emergency agencies) and the CEO’s 

of largest companies with state ownership. 

 

But the presidency also changed: the president kept the whole volume of the constitutional powers, but ceased to be 

the most powerful player, having lost the direct control over key political resources. For the first time the Russian 

presidency lost (at least for a while) its patronal attributes. (Now they can be executed only by mutual consent, as 

result of coordination between two key players.) The president became less powerfull in political terms, but, taking 

into account his former “tzar”-like status in a monocentric regime, there are reasons to speak about the 

“normalization” of the institution of the presidency. With the president’s and the prime minister’s new political 

properties in mind, the “disjointed” domination can be interpreted as a start of a new transformation of political 

regime. The effects which grasped both centres of governance are also important: deconcentration and 

depersonalisation of power became reality. 

 

The promotion of two “non-petersburgians”, Igor Shuvalov and Sergei Sobjanin, to key positions close to the prime 

minister induced changes in the composition of the governing group. Taking into account the important role that the 

third non-petersburgian Vladislav Surkov played for a long time at the administration of the president, it is possible 

to speak about an increase in the proportion of other groups at the center of political governance system, which since 

2004 had been considered as an exclusive domain of “petersburgians”. At present only preliminary assessments 

could be made, but the extention of this trend opens the possibility of an evolution of the governing group along the 

route which may be called “from clan – to class”.21 
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Several changes in the structure of the ruling elite also became apparent. The most pronounced was the relative 

decrease in the status of ‘siloviki’ and the emergence of a new group of influencial players – the judiciary and the 

chiefs of the law-enforcement agencies.22 Public statements about termination of expansion of the state in the 

economy together with a number of practical steps, designed to confirm the value of the market system (for 

example, the reform of corporate governance in state-owned companies and the abolition of the privileges of state 

corporations), opened the prospect for enhanced status of private business elite. New directions in the public policy 

(anticorruption policies and, probably, new regional policy) create favourable conditions to the new round of 

political change - the reform of elites, their functional and institutional domains. 

 

The main side effect of deconcentration and bipolar governance model was the appearance of institutional tensions. 

The joint governance of the president and the politically strong prime minister supported by the domimant party 

produced political-institutional configuration that is not congruent with super-presidential (“patronal”) system. 

 

 

The Prospects of a Rupture with Monocentrism 
 

The Future of the Bipolar Model 

By consensus opinion the immediate prospects of political regime after rotation would be determined by the stability 

of a bipolar organization of governance. In general terms, the future of the new model, created by the managed 

rotation, can be described by two alternative scenarios: consolidation or disintegration of a bipolar regime. 

 

The disintegration scenario is discussed most oftenly. Its popularity could be explained by the fact that bipolar 

governance is rather unusual and also by the high conflict potential at the top, associated with joint governance.  
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The disintegration scenario may be provoked for three principal reasons. The first one: Medvedev’s enhancement 

(gradual familiarization with the “patronal president’s potential”) and Putin’s attenuation. The second one: 

Medvedev’s inability to obtain adequate political weight to balance strong Putin. The inability to be ‘embedded’ in 

an institutional model in which the president acts as the ultimate power-holder can lead to political destabilization: 

in this case the new president will not be perceived as the key decision-maker by the public opinion, elites and 

foreign leaders. 

 

The disruption of coordination inside the joint governance at the top – caused by leader disagreements, team rivalry, 

or significant political assymetries – could work as a third reason of disintegration. In this case the regime 

breakdown potentially could be the most destructive since it implies polarisation and disintegration of the governing 

group with tiny prospects of reconstruction. On the contrary, the first and second versions of disintegration (actually, 

based on the reunion of institutional and political component of the domination) cannot generate ‘fatal’ 

consequences as they provide an opportunity for at least some sections of the opposite ‘team’ to join the winner. 

 

The consolidation scenario is discussed less often, but the devices created in the process of the managed rotation 

work to its advantage. Among them: mutual trust and psychological rapport (created by a long experience of 

teamwork), dense interlocks, which interconnect the teams of two leaders, a jointly elaborated political programme, 

cohesive effects, generated by the presence of politically strong ex-president as the prime minister, resource 

dependence of the new president upon the old, the separation of control over institutional and political resources, the 

complementarity of the institutional and political centers of governance, which make it impossible to make decisions 

that ignore or infringe the other party (e.g., Putin’s refusal to intervene in Medvedev’s presidential prerogatives in 

combination with the recognition by Medvedev of Putin’s political leadership), the successful “rooting” in the office 

and familiarization with constitutional prerogatives by the new president, the organization of a reliable system of 

coordination between two centers of governance. 
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In the case of disintegration, the new political properties of the prime minister (political strength) and the president 

(normalization of power) would be lost. The institutional inertia would get the best of it and (depending on a 

particular version of disintegration) the regime would turn back to one of the two already familiar political 

conditions – “monocentric” or “polycentric”. But if a bipolar model remains stable (at least until the end of new 

electoral cycle of 2011–2012), new political qualities of the president and the prime minister can create 

preconditions for the gradual dissolution of monocentric system and the growth of polycentric institutions. 

 

 

The Possibility of a New Institutional Choice 

The managed rotation of power created a critical junction: the cyclic dynamics of the patronal presidency were 

prevented, but the configuration of institutions which informed it was not changed. The effects of institutional 

inertia which the patronal presidency creates cannot be permanently neutralised by anti-cyclic strategies. If the 

institutions remain unchangeble, traditional pressures will come out again with the forthcoming electoral cycle.  

 

The anti-cyclic strategies generate their own negative side effects: next federal elections held in the same 

plebiscitarian style could irreversibly modify the expectations and motives of voters. The campaign of 2007 strongly 

deviated from the institutional pattern: the Duma elections became a referendum of trust for the national leader, 

which was carried out by popular voting for the political party with which the national leader did not completely 

identify himself.23 The movement away from the point of political equilibrium, fixed by the bipolar model of 

governance, is possible in two directions: the return to the logic of patronal presidency (along the two trajectories 

under the disintegration scenario) or the transformation of established institutions. 
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From the very beginning Post-Soviet institutional transformation were driven by political domination and “imposed 

transitions”. In this sense it is possible to consider the transformation of the political regime which began in 2000 

either as the third imposed transition, following those of 1991 and 1993, or the third phase of the large imposed 

transition that began in 1991. The first imposed transition in 1991 was caused by a political catastrophe – an 

unsuccessful attempt to use ‘force strategy’ against reformers, followed by the disintegration of the conservative 

camp and the dissolution of the USSR. The reformers found themselves in a position of involuntary winners. The 

popular mandate was ambivalent, because it combined both – the endorsement of “parade of sovereignties” (Russia 

including), as well as a desire to save the Soviet Union, expressed at March 1991 referendum. With fragmented elite 

it was difficult to build consensus in the public opinion.  

 



The second imposed transition of 1993 also was triggered by the use of ‘force strategies’. But at this time there was 

a real winner (President Yeltsin). The popular mandate was also less inconsistent, so imposed transition was partly 

authorised by public opinion (the results of the March 1993 referendum are well known: “yes – yes – no – yes”24). 

 

The third imposed transition began in 2000 and has not yet come to the end. The big difference is that elites’ 

political polarization on the threshold of transition (the electoral cycle of 1999–2000) was not accompanied by the 

use of ‘force strategies’ and the transition appears to be slow, gradual and a prolonged one.  

 

In all cases, it was the governing group (not of the counter-elite or political opposition) who initiated the change and 

took responsibility to shape the model of political development. (In the first case, however, political responsibility 

was practically imposed on the ‘winner’, and the task was not to ‘shape’, but to change the model completely.) 

Political, ideological and personal changes notwithstanding, it is possible to say that the successive governing 

groups kept at least minimal programmatic continuity. (In this respect it is also possible 
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to speak about punctuated line, connecting Gorbachev and Putin: Putin’s transformational agenda at the beginning 

of the 2000s can be considered as an embodiment of unaccomplished fragments from Gorbachev’s reformist agenda 

at the end of the 1980s.) 

 

Unlike first two, the third imposed transition to a much larger extent is centered on the main trends in the public 

opinion and established political practices. By the end of the 1990s Russian elites had made substantial advances in 

familiarizing with and the subsequent modification of the imported political and economic institutions (e.g., insider-

dominated privatization, personalistic regional political regimes, authoritarian adaptation of elections etc.).25 In 

turn, Russian society by this time expressed deep dissatisfaction with the established political system. Public 

hostility against imported institutions and new practices grew substantially and was manifested in the expansion of 

negative attitudes to the presidency as an institution, reendorsement of the one-party system, renationalization, and 

nostalgic feelings about the Soviet Union).  

 

All the same the third transition retained some attributes of being “imposed”: it was initiated from ‘above’ by the 

governing group, accomplished with relatively high autonomy from elite and mass pressures and involved the 

selective use of ‘force strategies’ (or a threat to use force).  The third imposed transition was started with substantial 

political caution: changes were implemented within established constitutional framework, concessions were made to 

elites as well as mass groups of voters, pluralism and political competition were restrained, but not abolished, and 

the strategic orientation to “modernity” was retained. (The authenticity of these statements is strongly challenged by 

the political opposition and many academic researchers). 

 

The presumable purpose of the third transition is to lay foundations for the system of governance strong enough to 

cope with the regular personal alternation of power. If this assumption is correct, then the managed rotation of 2008 

is only the first step. The ability of the dominant player to restrain himself from the temptanions of the ‘third term’ 

basically makes the institutional reform possible.  
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And if a two-polar model of governance is not a result of contingency, but is a product of calculated choice, then we 

can expect a number of future political actions which could fix the new political qualities for the president and the 

prime minister in institutional terms. It is possible to specify two rounds of institution building on the escape route 

from the trap of the “patronal presidency” and “winner - take – all” situations. 

 

The “party cartel”. This direction is closely related to the conversion of United Russia into the pillar of the new 

party system. Despite Vladimir Putin’s participation in the Duma elections at the top of United Russia party list, the 

monopoly over political market was not restored after the end of 2007-2008 electoral cycle. Fair Russia reaffirmed 

its location within in the exclusive “Kremlin niche”. In 2008-2009 President Medvedev initiated a series of changes, 

aimed to preserve restricted party pluralism and moderately competitive political environment, as well as to 

introduce new procedural devices of the executive democratic accountability. Presumably, the competitive 

environment (at least in a limited form) could help to reduce the effects associated with a hegemonic type of 

political dominance and stimulate the transformation of United Russia into in a ‘real’ political party (reinforcing 

holders of electoral and communicative skills within the party and squeezing out bureaucratic elements, addicted to 

monopoly position and the usage of administrative resources).26  

 

The cumulative effect of changes could create new party system of the “cartel” type (vertically organised initially, 

but basically flexible both in internal proportions and the composition of participants), embedded in normative and 

values consensus. The domination will lose its institutional component and become mainly political (electoral). The 

political regime finally ceases to be 
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monocentric, but retains ‘hybrid’ characteristics, and the system of governance is transformed to 

presidential/parliamentary model. In contrast with classical hegemonic parties, the party cartel basically is capable to 

to solve the problem of uncertainty, the elites regularly have to confront with the prospect of rotation of power. At 

the same time political cartel (with several participants instead of one) reduces the dangers, associated with poltical 

monopoly (especially ‘the principal-agent’ problem). But the implementation of the “party cartel” scenario is 

impossible without institutional reform. 

 

The Reform of electoral cycle. Favorable opportunities for the “party cartel” to emerge could be opened by the 

deconcentration of electoral mechanism. In Henry Hale’s concept, the patronal presidency itself creates ‘winner-

takes-all’ situation and aggravate to the extreme the price of victory and that of defeat with a powerfull impact on 

the motives and behavior of political players. But there is one more factor which produces high uncertainty and risk 

for Russian elites: it is the dual electoral cycle which brings time limits of parliamentary and presidential elections in 

close proximity. The electoral mechanism becomes concentrated and focused on presidential elections: 

parliamentary elections, as elections of the second order, lose their independent value and appear to be subordinated 

to the logic of the presidential elections (“elite primaries”, by Olga Shvetsova’s definition). 

 

In the 1990s the concentrated electoral mechanism enhanced the political strength of incumbent reformers. At the 

same time it reduced the power, autonomy and efficiency of other institutions. After a new round of political 

reforms from the early 2000s, hierarchical subordination of elections basically lost sence. The monopolisation of the 

State Duma by United Russia after parliamentary elections of 2003 in many respects was a side-effect of super-

mobilisation for the presidential elections of 2004. The retention of dual electoral cycle became counterproductive 

both for the presidency, overburdend with excessive power and responsibilities, as well as for impaired State Duma 

and political parties. 

 

The prospect of reform of electoral cycle first appeared with the proposal of the speaker of the Federation Council 

Sergei Mironov to increase President’s term of office. (The proposal was publicly supported by Vladimir Putin in 

June 2007.) The immediate outcome of this proposal – in case it is implemented – is an enlarged interval between 

presidential and parliamentary elections. This purely procedural change contains strong political and institutional 

potential.  The shift of the regular timing of presidential elections a year forward (five years’ term) 
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weakens the link with parliamentary elections. And if time interval for presidential elections is increased to two 

years (six years’ term), the link with parliamentary elections would be broken completely. The disconnection of an 

electoral cycle opens up great opportunities. Partiamentary elections will be released from the grasp of presidential 

elections. After that the relative value of parliamentary elections for political players will be increased. It would be 

possible to to carry two separate national electoral campaigns independently. The electoral formation of parliament 

and the presidency would be separated politically. Goals, motives, expectations and strategies of the players would 

be restructured and refocused on a particular kind of national electoral campaign. Disconnected electoral cycle 

abolishes the ‘winner-take-all’ situation and creates the prospect of normalisation of political institutions. The 

simple increase in term in office arranges an escape rout from “patronal” (super-concentrated) presidential power.27 

 

In case of success, “the party cartel” and “the reform of an electoral cycle” scenarios could fix the new qualities of 

the president and the prime minister, complete the separation of the institutional and political components of 

domination (which started in 2008), and dismantle the monocentric regime. 

 

The Start-up of the New Transformation? 

At the end of 2008 the first substantial amendments to the Russian Constitution of 1993, initiated a month earlier by 

the new president Dmitri Medvedev, were adopted. According to the amendments, the terms of the president and the 

State Duma are extended to six and five years, respectively. Sergei Mironov’s proposal was carried out, though in a 

revised and politically secure way. The deconcentration of the electoral process has already started, at least, in legal 

terms. In procedural terms the time interval between parliamentary and presidential elections was increased from 

several months to two years. The amendments will not affect the terms of current president and the State Duma and 

would take effect only after the end of 2011-2012 electoral cycle. It means, that the next parliamentary campaign 

will start in 2016, and the next campaign for the president’s office – in 2020 = 2018!!! From that time the political 

players would have to run two national electoral campaigns independently and the “winner-takes-all” situation 

would start to wither. The political effects of constitutional amendments will enhance institutional autonomy of the 

State Duma.  

 

Another constitutional change would give an additional strength to the Russian parliament: the federal constitutional 

law “On the Government of Russian Federation” was also amended at the end of December 2008. According to the 

amendments, the federal government is obliged to submit reports before the State Duma about its performance. In 

contrast to amendments extending the terms of the president and the State Duma, the procedure of government 



accountability was introduced at once. The first report of the government before the State Duma took place in April 

2009. Though it was not particularly impressive (the deputies did not have enough guts to question prime minister 

Vladimir Putin), it is fair to suggest, that after the head of government would be changed, the newly established 

accountability procedure would start to transform from a purely “technical” to a political one. It means that the 

political effects of all constitutional changes are suspended in time, but could be cumulative and strong enough to 

withdraw the Russian State from the logic of Post-Soviet political cycle. 

 


