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Russian Democratic Deficit  

Source   Ranking  Political system type  

Economist Intelligence 
Unit 2015  

132/167 Authoritarian  

Polity IV 2014 100-108/167 Open Anocracy  



Worldwide Governance Indicators: Voice 
and Accountability  



September 2016 State Duma Elections  

 

Voter turnout – 48% (net of irregularities – 36.5%, according 
to S. Shpil’kin) 

 

Seat distribution:  

• United Russia – 76%  

• Communist Party – 9%  

• Liberal-Democratic Party – 9%  

• Fair Russia – 4%  

• Liberal parties combined – 0%  



Russian Society  Appreciates Democracy 
…  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Источник: European Social Survey, 2015  
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… and Gives It Much Higher Scores 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Источник: European Social Survey, 2015  
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Cultural Foundations of Democratic Deficit  

Political institutions reflect norms and values in the society, 
stock of civic culture, and trust in government 

A majority of Russians perceive democracy as a fuzzy, albeit 
by and large positive, concept 

People are unwilling or/and unable to use political tools 
holding government accountable to the society 

Flipside of such attitude is the sense of vulnerability to 
government predation 

Democratic rights and freedoms are valued by just 20%  of 
the population (Волчков, Гончаров, 2015) 



Culture As a Legacy   

“By a “legacy”, we mean a durable causal relationship 
between past institutions and policies on subsequent 
practices and beliefs” (Kotkin, Beissinger, 2014)  
 
… but what legacies:  
 
pre-communism? 
communism?  
... Or perhaps post-communism?  
 
In other words, is cultural path-dependency which makes 
Russia comfortable and content with the present democratic 
deficit, long-or short-term?  
 



Long-Term Cultural Path Dependency  

Culture is a “slow-moving institution” (Roland, 2004) 

Mechanism: socialization, especially in the family (Bisin, 
Verdier, 2000)  

Evidence:  

• Trans-Atlantic slave trade and trust in today’s Africa 
(Nunn, Wantchekon, 2011)  

• Medieval history and today’s civic culture in Italy (Putnam, 
1993)  

• Pale of Settlement and social attitudes in today’s Eastern 
Europe (Grosfeld, Rodnyansky, Zhuravskaya, 2011)  

• Norms and values of descendants of Russian WWII 
veterans (Edachev, Natkhov, Polishchuk, 2015) 



Generational Memory/Political Learning  

Values, attitudes and political behavior are shaped by personal 
experience, especially in “formative years” (Mannheim, 1927), 
which produce “collective memory” of generations 

 

Evidence:  

• Growing up in a recession (Giuliano, Spilimbergo, 2009)  

• Combat experience and collective action in newly independent 
India and Pakistan (Jha, Wilkinson, 2012)  

• “Running tally”: retrospective voting in American elections 
(Fiorina 1981)  

• Experience with post-communist institutions as a driver of 
political trust and attitudes (Mishler, Rose, 2001;  Pop-Eleches, 
Tucker, 2016) 



Mechanisms of Post-Communist 
Democratic Deficit  

Most of post-communist nations, including Russia, lack civic culture 
and other forms of “democratic capital” (Persson, Tabellini, 2009), 
or otherwise exhibit  cultural democratic deficit  (Pop-Eleches, 
2014)  

 

Causal mechanisms (Tucker, Pop-Eleches, 2012, 2016):  

 

•  Communist-era political socialization  

•  “Running tally”: communist socialization updated by post-
communist experience  

•  Post-communist socio-demographic landscape   

•  Post-communist economic outcomes  

•  Post-communist political and economic institutions  

  



Communist Socialization Legacy  

 

Exposure to communism, especially in neo-Stalinist and 
reform communist periods, has a significant negative impact 
on democratic support in the post-communist world (Pop-
Eleches, Tucker, 2014)  
 
Puzzles:  
 
•  All else equal, older respondents are more  pro-democratic  
•  All else equal, respondents in more recent surveys are less  
pro-market (experience with post-communist realities 
depresses support for democracy and capitalism)  
•  Post-communism “trumps” (renders insignificant) 
education and income as factors of support for democracy  
 



Importance of Political Learning  

Rejection in a post-communist society of liberal values and 
democratic institutions is driven in large part by the 
experience and memory of relatively recent transformations, 
rather than longer-term cultural trends and path 
dependencies (Mishler, Rose, 2001) 

 

Russian socio-political trajectory was not set in stone by long-
term history. In fact, it has been shaped by a “structural 
break” in the early 1990s 



Time of Great Expectations … 

 

Prior to the post-communist reforms the ideas of freedom, 
democracy, and market economy were popular in the Russian 
society (cargo cult?)  

“Snapshots” of the early 1990s reflect optimism over the new 
economic and political order 



Snapshots 
 

A 1990 survey held in Russia had revealed high degree of 
tolerance to plurality and dissenting opinions, high value of 
freedom, willingness to respect and protect political rights 
and freedoms (freedom of speech, associations, cultural 
autonomy, equality before the law), support of competitive 
elections and openness of the government to the society 

“Remarkably similar for the Soviets and Western Europeans 
… remarkably high level of support for democracy (Gibson, 
Duch, Tedin, 1992) 

 

Another 1990 survey has shown high degree of similarity in 
the attitudes to free market between residents of Moscow and 
New York (Shiller, Boycko, Korobov, 1991) 



… and disillusionment  

 

The first years of market reforms have caused deep trauma to 
the Russian society, which can be seen in the collapse of trust 
among individuals and in public institutions, disenchantment 
in the ideas of freedom and government for the people, 
proliferation of cynicism and survival values 

 



Before and After (Consecutive Rounds of  
World Values Survey)    

  

 



Just an Economic Trauma?  

If this reaction were caused by a collapsing economy, then in 
accordance with the modernization hypothesis (Lipset, 1960; 
Inglehart, Welzel, 2005) it should have been healed by the 
subsequent economic recovery and growth 

 

“… the collapse of Communism was a onetime historical event, and 
in the long run these societies will probably reestablish economic 
growth … if they do, we predict that they move toward modern and 
postindustrial values” (Inglehart, Baker, 2000) 

 

“Russia’s economic and political systems remain far from perfect. 
However, their defects are typical of countries at its level of 
economic development. … Countries in this income range have 
democracies that are rough around the edges, if they are 
democratic at all… In all these regards, Russia is quite normal.” 
(Shleifer, Treisman, 2005) 

 



Growth Was Not a Cure …  
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Generation Change, Perhaps?   

“If we assume that support for democratic values is … a generation 
effect, then death will decimate those who most resist democratic 
reform” (Gibson, Duch, Tedin, 1992).  

“Because … the older generations would suffer the most during the 
transitional period – all hope was placed on the young people. 
Unlike their grandparents and parents, the younger generation 
would enjoy the benefits of reform and therefore embrace the 
reforms” (McFaul, 2003) 

 

“Uncivicness of the young generations relative to the old has 
increased more in transition economies than in the OECD 
countries” (Aghion et al., 2010)  

Age is positively correlated with democratic support (Pop-Eleches, 
Tucker, 2014)  



Limits of Communist Indoctrination  

High level of education under communism did not have the 
expected impact on post-communist democratic support, because 
of communist states’ efforts “to inculcate socialist values into their 
youngest citizens” (Pop-Eleches, 2014) 

 
“Когда б не отравляли детство нам, /Когда б не лгали, черт 
возьми, /То мы бы образом естественным/Росли свободными 
людьми!  
Ведь это ж только пионерия/ Растила нас среди вранья... /Лет 
двадцать прожил в этой вере я –  /И Боже, как ошибся я.  
Давно не стало пионерии,/Давно стоят ее часы,/И стало много 
парфюмерии /И даже много колбасы, –   
Но вместо гор плодятся впадины/В рельефе нынешней 
Москвы, /А в них вовсю плодятся гадины, /Хотя без галстуков 
росли. “(Bykov, 2015)  

 
 



Critical Juncture  

The post-communist dynamics of Russian economics and 
political institutions agrees with Acemoglu, Robinson’s 
(2012) “critical juncture” concept. Critical junctures could 
radically alter institutional steady-states or gradual drift, and 
set course for qualitatively different institutional trajectories  

 

A nation at a critical juncture is unstable, and short-term 
factors and choices could lock it into a stable institutional 
pattern that will be self-perpetuating over a long period of 
time 



Institutional Typology  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Extractive economic and political institutions reproduce each other 
in a vicious circle. Inclusive economic and political institutions are 
parts of a virtuous circle 

 



 
Democracy: Reform’s Asset or Liability?  

  

In the late 1980s-early 1990s democracy was routinely 
considered as an obstacle to radical market reforms due to 
transitional recession, social and economic uncertainty and 
dislocation, and other various costs reforms 

Political support to reform was expected to be absent ex ante, but 
hopefully available back again ex post 

How to traverse “the valley of transition” (A. Przeworski) on the 
way to market democracy?  

“A fundamental fault line … is the issue of how participatory 
reform politics ought to be. Most of economists are on the side of 
speed, stealth, and consequently of reform from above” (Rodrik, 
1996) 

 

 



Selling Democracy Short 

Way out – temporary suspension of democracy by removal of 
checks and balances, strengthening of the executive branch, 
rule by decrees, “insulation” of government from society, 
buying out veto-players, and massive use of political 
manipulation («полит-технологии»)   

“Many … have suggested that reformers succeed by 
constructing a ‘social consensus’ in favor of reforms. This is 
mostly not the case. In deep crisis, there is simply no 
consensus to build upon, only confusion, anxiety, and a 
cacophony of conflicting opinions” (Sachs, 1994) 

«…невозможность сказать всю правду людям о 
положении страны, о том, что делаешь, —это, к 
сожалению, приходит вместе с реальной властью. … Один 
дурак может задать столько вопросов, что сто мудрецов 
не ответят» (Е. Гайдар, 1996)  

 



Emergence of Extractive Institutions 

Representation vacuum was quickly filled by narrow interest 
groups, primarily business elites known as the “oligarchs”  

Extractive political institutions blocked the emergence of 
inclusive economic institutions which would have 
undermined the oligarchy (Hellman, 1998; Polishchuk, 
Savvateev, 2004)  

As a result, the transitional recession became protracted (one 
of transition’s “surprises” (Roland, 2000)), and resulted in a 
profound economic inequality 

First generation of Russian oligarchs was replaced a decade 
later by top management of state-controlled corporations and 
top-level bureaucracy without changing the oligarchic nature 
of the regime (Michels’ (1911) “iron law of oligarchy”)  

 



Mechanism of a Vicious Circle  
According to Acemoglu and Robisnon (2012), extractive 
economic institutions give elites the clout and leverage to 
preserve extractive political institutions, imposing them on 
the society at large which stands to lose from such 
institutions 

The Russian experience demonstrates a missing link in such 
mechanism: extractive political institutions could be 
sustained without coercion and power play by the elites, 
when such institutions are in agreement with the prevailing 
political culture in the society and are supplied “by popular 
demand” 

Cultural change making society amenable to extractive 
political institutions could also be rooted in choices and 
events at a critical juncture  



Role of Norms and Values  

Mistrust, political apathy and disenchantment in democracy 
paved the way to extractive political institutions. Attitude in 
the society to newly established institutions was largely 
endogenous and based on the observed performance (Misler, 
Rose; 2001; Mierina, Cers, 2014) 

Civic culture was supplanted by survival values and 
paternalistic attitudes, “outsourcing” public policy decisions 
to the elites and prompting a mass exodus from public into 
private life. In Hirschman’s (1971) dichotomy, the post-
reform culture gave strong preference to various forms of 
“exit” over “voice”.  



Emergence of Democratic Deficit  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Source: World Values Survey  



Participation in Demonstrations 



People Should Have More Say in Important 
Government Decisions  



People Should Take More Responsibility 
to Provide for Themselves 



Don’t Want a Strong Leader Unconstrained 
by Parliament and Elections 



Interest in Politics  



What Can Break the Mold? 

 

The modernization hypothesis so far is not being confirmed 
at the macro level, although it finds partial support at the 
micro level  

The hypothesis of generational change does not find support 
in the data. Civic culture exhibits an “inverted J”-shaped 
relation to age and declines after respondents’ formative yeas. 
This is an age effect, consistent with the adverse political 
learning hypothesis, not a cohort one.  



Social Capital Paradox  

 

Longing for paternalism co-exists in Russia with profound 
mistrust in and disrespect of public servants and institutions 
and with readiness to cheat the state 

This is an example of the “social capital paradox” first 
observed by Putnam (1993) in Southern Italy and later found 
in transition countries (Denisova, Zhuravskaya, 2010; 
Menyashev, 2012)  

 



Confidence in Legal System  



Confidence in Parliament  



Justified to Claim Government Benefits to 
Which One Is Not Entitled 



Justified Accepting a Bribe   



Perception of Democracy  

Cultural Foundations of “Competitive Authoritarianism” 
(Levitsky, Way, 2010):  

 Lack of interest in politics  

 Lack of appreciation of checks and balances and 
outsourcing of policy decisions to the chief executive  

 Refusal to participate in public life and absolving oneself 
from personal responsibility for the situation in the 
country 

All of the above are symptoms of traditional values (Inglehart, 
Baker, 2000) inconsistent with a functional liberal democracy  

 



What is Democracy? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: Volkov, Goncharov, 2015  

  2012 2013 2014 2015 

In democracy citizens can freely express 

their opinions on public matters  

40 31 30 31 

In democracy citizens can control 

government  

39 27 26 18 

In democracy citizens are protected 

from government interference in private 

life and business  

20 13 14 14 



Do We Need a “Strong Hand”? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: Gudkov, Dubinin, Zorkaya, 2008  

  1989 1994 1995 1996 2006 2007 2008 

Our society always needs a 

“strong hand”  

25 35 33 37 42 45 43 

There are situations when 

all power should be in on 

person’s hands   

16 23 27 32 31 29 29 

Under no circumstances all 

power should be given to a 

single person  

44 23 24 18 20 18 18 



Civic Culture  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: Patrushev et al., 2013  

  What do you feel 

morally responsible 

for?   

What can you 

influence? 

Own life  62 80 

Family  78 76 

Government 

performance   

5 2 

Situation in the 

country   

13 4 



Vicious Circle  

 

A lack of democracy and free market, typical for extractive 
economic and political institutions, has become chronic in 
Russia 

Culture is an important element of the vicious circle 
reproducing extractive institutions 

The cultural trauma of the early 1990s is not healed by the 
passage of time, which is a yet another “surprise of transition” 



Assessment of Democracy Postponed 

“The declines in output nowhere led to populist revolt … 
instead of populism, politics in many countries came to be 
dominated by new … elites who combine wealth with 
substantial political influence. … A reformer should fear not 
populism but capture of politics by the new elites.” 

 

A. Shleifer, Seven things I learned about transition from 
Communism” 

 



Concluding Comments  

•  Democratic deficit in Russia has become chronic and can be 
traced to the early years of transition  

•  It is driven and reproduced by ongoing political learning 
from living under extractive institutions  

•  Institutional explanation of the democratic deficit in Russia 
finds stronger support in data than economic outcomes and 
socio-demographic landscape hypotheses  

•  Entrenched cultural change is an important ingredient of 
the mechanism sustaining a vicious circle of extractive 
economic and political institutions  

•  Short-selling democracy did not work: “… subjecting the 
reform strategy to the competitive interplay of political forces 
… helps consolidate democratic institutions” (Pereira et al., 
1993) 

 


