1
Introduction

Parliament has become the ‘Ministry of Approval’, turning into a legislative
conveyor belt, which quickly adopts the legislative initiatives of the president
and the Government.
Vedomosti editorial1

The State Duma is a controlled body. The legislative branch stamps decisions
taken by the executive branch.
Valerii Gartung, State Duma deputy2

Legislatures in authoritarian regimes are often dismissed as ‘rubber stamps’.3 Indeed,
the ‘rubber stamp’ moniker has been used to describe bodies such as the National
Assembly of Thailand (Er 2013: 25), the Supreme Soviet of the USSR (Armstrong
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Editorial from 24 November 2011. Vedomosti is a Russian-language, business-focused, independent
daily newspaper.
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Quoted in Novikova (23 January 2013, Vedomosti ).
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This dissertation uses the words ‘legislature’, ‘parliament’, and ‘assembly’ (as well as their
cognates) interchangeably (cf. Kreppel 2014: 84; cf. Laver 2006).
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1978: 165), the People’s Consultative Assembly of Indonesia (Rüland, Jürgenmeyer,
Nelson, and Ziegenhain 2005: 30), the Supreme People’s Assembly of North Korea
(Baldwin 2004: 296), and China’s National People’s Congress (NPC) (Xia 1999: 104;
cf. Tanner 1999: 4), as well as local People’s Congresses (cf. Cho 2002: 724).4
Conventional wisdom holds that these legislatures are entirely orthogonal to policymaking, serving only to dress elite decisions in the ‘garb of constitutional legality’
(Fainsod 1965: 384).5 Rather than acting as a check on executive power, legislators
provide uncritical endorsement for executive initiatives. The purpose of such nominally democratic institutions is simply to act as ‘window dressing’ — a superficial
display of a regime’s supposed democratic credentials. Brancati (2014: 317) summarises a widely held view, therefore, when arguing, ‘because authoritarian legislatures
exist at the discretion of the dictator, they do not have real decision-making power
and only rubber-stamp government-proposed legislation.’
Executive dominance and legislative subservience supposedly have observable eﬀects:
executive bills are adopted quickly and without amendment; they certainly never
fail to become laws. Indeed, the ‘rubber stamp’ model claims that executive bills
pass through the legislature with no resistance precisely because parliamentarians are
perfect agents of executive principals. As long as the ‘electoral connection’ (Mayhew
1974) is compromised, authoritarian legislatures will not introduce ‘friction’ (Jones
4

The ‘rubber stamp’ label is not restricted in the extant literature to non-democratic legislatures.
The term has been applied, inter alia, to the UK Parliament (cf. Kalitowski 2008: 694), the
French National Assembly (cf. Huber 1996: 5), the German Bundestag (n.a., 30 November
2012, Spiegel Online), and the New Zealand Parliament (Ganley 2001: 81). Although one
interesting research path would be to explore the similarities and diﬀerences between democratic
and non-democratic ‘rubber stamp’ assemblies, this dissertation focuses solely on bodies of the
latter type.
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Quoted in White (1982a: 126).
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and Baumgartner 2005: 145) or ‘viscosity’ (Blondel 1970: 80) into the law-making
system, given their lack of autonomy from the executive.
Russia’s Federal Assembly (Federal’noe sobranie) — the bicameral federal parliament
— has also been labelled a ‘rubber stamp’ body, particularly since the consolidation
of executive power under Vladimir Putin and the country’s authoritarian turn.6 In
addition to the quotations at the beginning of this chapter, this comment from Taylor
(2014: 245) is indicative of such characterisations: ‘although the Duma formally has
the power to discuss and amend laws, its real function is simply to pass laws — it is
not an opportunity for influence.’ Also representative of widespread opinion is Karen
Dawisha’s observation that ‘the Duma is empty, completely empty, both actually
and virtually of real debate, real opposition.’7 Such comments are not, moreover,
restricted to Western commentators. Oﬀering an explanation for the large number of
unusual initiatives proposed by Duma deputies, legislator Evgenii Fedorov outlined
the Russian parliament’s role in contemporary politics:
The main task of the political system is to divert the attention of citizens from
the real mechanisms of adopting decisions. All methods are good [ . . . ] as long
as people do not pay attention to the fact that all important decisions are
taken in another place.8
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For a use of the ‘rubber stamp’ label with respect to the State Duma before the 2000s, see Holmes
(1993: 124). Russia’s regional assemblies have also been similarly dismissed: Gel’man (2015: 2),
for example, refers to ‘rubber-stamping legislatures at the national and subnational levels’ in
contemporary Russia.
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This quotation is taken from comments made by Karen Dawisha during an interview at Merton
College, Oxford, available here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zogTrzFKGro (accessed 1
October 2015).
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See Fedorov’s comments, as well as those of other Russian parliamentarians, in Ukolov (2 December
2014, Lenta.ru). Supposedly reflecting the status of deputies as merely actors performing the
Kremlin’s script, Russian commentators point to the fact that deputies have often not been able
‘to explain the meaning of [their legislative] initiatives. Neither to society, nor to themselves.
Neither publicly, nor behind the scenes’ (editorial, 7 July 2015, Gazeta.ru).
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Parliamentary subordination is seen as a key feature of Putin’s project to consolidate
and centralise power — the construction of the so-called vertikal’ (Chaisty 2012;
Monaghan 2012; Remington 2008a). With the dominance of United Russia — the
pro-executive ‘party of power’ — in the State Duma (the lower chamber), and the
loyalty of senators in the Federation Council (the upper chamber), the executive has
been able to construct ‘unity of purpose’ in a formal separation of powers system
(Haggard and McCubbins 2001: 4). This diﬃcult combination was manufactured, it
is argued, through institutional innovations — such as electoral legislation reforms
and changes to the method for selecting senators — electoral manipulation, media
control, and the popular association of economic success and stability with the Putin
regime (McFaul and Stoner-Weiss 2008; Rose, Mishler and Munro 2011; White
2011).9 The putative eﬀect is legislative subservience. As Remington (2007: 123)
describes,
[s]uch a parliament may well go through the motions of parliamentary procedure,
but the outcomes are foreknown, and the members, although they may use
their status as deputies to obtain other benefits of oﬃce, have no opportunity
to aﬀect policy.

The Duma’s putative lack of autonomy from the executive, and its apparent willingness simply to stamp executive proposals, has given rise to a variety of derogatory
terms beyond ‘rubber stamp’, such as ‘rabid printer’ (vzbesivshiisia or beshenyi
printer ), legislative ‘Xerox’ machine, and legal ‘conveyor’ belt.10 These labels all
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On the institutional roots of the separation (or unity) of purpose, see Shugart and Haggard
(2001: 91-95).
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Examples of these Russian terms can be found (respectively) in Epifanova (9 July 2014, Novaia
gazeta), Zotova (5 July 2015, Novaia gazeta), editorial (25 December 2014, Nezavisimaia gazeta),
and editorial (24 November 2011, Vedomosti ).
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serve to paint a sharply contrasting impression to accounts of Russian legislative
politics in the early post-Soviet period, which often pointed to episodes of conflict,
bargaining, and negotiation — see, for example, accounts of vote cycling in the Supreme Soviet (Andrews 2002) and gridlock in the second Duma convocation (Ostrow
2000).

1.1

‘Rubber stamping’ in action

The following account provides an apparent case of ‘rubber stamping’ in action. On 21
September 2012, the State Duma unanimously adopted a Government-sponsored bill
— ‘On the introduction of changes to the Criminal Code of the Russian Federation
and article 151 of the Criminal Procedural Code of the Russian Federation (on
improving criminal legislation in the sphere of protecting state secrets from criminal
endeavours)’ — in first reading.11 The bill — drafted by the Federal Security Service
(FSB, successor to the Soviet-era Committee for State Security, KGB) — proposed
amendments to legislation on state treason, espionage, and divulging state secrets.
The stated aim of the legal changes was to improve the security of Russia by closing
gaps and resolving contradictions in current legislation that were (according to
the FSB) being exploited by ‘foreign special services’.12 According to the bill’s
11

The bill’s website is available here: http://asozd2.duma.gov.ru/main.nsf/(Spravka)
?OpenAgent&RN=139314-5 (accessed 1 October 2015). 449 deputies voted in favour of the
bill, with no votes against and no abstentions. The one ‘missing’ vote is explained by the
removal of deputy Gennadii Gudkov’s (Just Russia party) mandate on 14 September 2012
(Astapovich and Samokhina, 23 October 2012, Kommersant”). Voting results are available here:
http://vote.duma.gov.ru/vote/78674 (accessed 1 October 2015).
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See the bill’s explanatory note — from which this phrase is taken — here:
http://asozd2.duma.gov.ru/main.nsf/(ViewDoc)?OpenAgent&work/dz.nsf/ByID&
6A9E625C85E0AF26C325752000414031 (accessed 1 October 2015).
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explanatory note (poiasnitel’naia zapiska), a review of FSB activities had revealed
that the requirement to prove the ‘hostile’ quality of activities was hindering the
likelihood of successful prosecutions, given the diﬃculty of presenting suﬃcient
evidence of ‘hostility’. Moreover, whereas existing legislation defined state treason
as certain activities carried out to the ‘detriment of the external security of the
Russian Federation’, the bill proposed to remove the word ‘external’. These changes
broadened the scope of these articles significantly: according to Anna Stavitskaia —
a lawyer with experience of state treason cases — the exclusion of ‘external’ permits
‘a free interpretation of the law, since security can “be informational, industrial or
God knows what” ’ (Ivanov, 19 October 2012, Kommersant”).
Despite these concerns, the bill was adopted in first reading with little discussion
— ‘on automatic’, as described by Dmitrii Gorovtsov, a Just Russia (JR) deputy.13
Furthermore, the opposition parties with seats in the Duma did not oppose the initiative: the Liberal Democratic Party of Russia (LDPR) welcomed the modernisation
of legislation to allow the FSB ‘to counter external enemies’; the Communist Party of
the Russian Federation (KPRF) argued that, although the provisions might be used
selectively, they supported the idea of improving the protection of state interests; and
Just Russia reasoned that, if subsequent enforcement of the provisions demonstrated
their improper use, then the issue could be returned to in the future (Ivanov, 19
October 2012, Kommersant”).14
13

Gorovtsov made this comment during the bill’s second reading in the Duma. Transcripts of the
bill’s discussion on the Duma floor are available here: http://transcript.duma.gov.ru/api_
search/?search_mode=number&sessid=4119&dt_start=&dt_end=&deputy=&number=1393145&keyWords= (accessed 1 October 2015).
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These party positions are clear from the speeches made by party representatives on the Duma
floor, transcripts of which are available via the URL cited above.
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The bill was adopted with no discussion in second reading on 23 October with 85
percent of deputies in favour.15 This was followed three minutes later by adoption in
third reading. During this short period, deputy Gorovtsov criticised the bill, arguing
that it ‘violates the balance between the protection of state security and observing
human rights to the detriment of the latter’.16 As a result, he announced that his
party’s parliamentary faction would not support the executive initiative.17 Despite
this rhetorical resistance, the bill passed comfortably in its final Duma vote with 83
percent.18
The Federation Council similarly provided little resistance: the bill was adopted on
31 October with 83 percent of senators voting in favour of the initiative.19 Although
the chair of the Russian Presidential Human Rights Committee, Mikhail Fedotov,
submitted an appeal to the chair of the upper chamber, Valentina Matvienko,
criticising the bill, senators argued that these criticisms were largely the result of an
incorrect interpretation of the bill.
Following the bill’s adoption by the Federation Council, Liudmila Alekseeva — chair
of the Moscow Helsinki Group — argued that the law returned Russia ‘not simply
15

Voting results are available here: http://vote.duma.gov.ru/vote/78895 (accessed 1 October
2015). Before this plenary session, the Duma Committee on Civil, Criminal, Arbitration and
Procedural Legislation discussed the bill behind closed doors, with all committee members
supporting the initiative (Ivanov, 19 October 2012, Kommersant”).

16

This quotation is taken from the Duma floor transcripts.
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Note how this constituted a shift in party position from party statements before second reading
(see, for example, the quotation in the preceding paragraph). Importantly, the vast majority of
Just Russia deputies did not vote against adoption of the bill; they simply did not take part in
the vote.
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Voting results are available here: http://vote.duma.gov.ru/vote/78896 (accessed 1 October
2015).
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Transcripts of the floor discussion are available here: http://council.gov.ru/media/files/
41d44e66730c1e82b0c2.doc (accessed 1 October 2015).
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to the Soviet, but to the Stalinist past’ (n.a., 31 October 2012, Vedomosti ). As a
result, Alekseeva stated that human rights activists would appeal to Putin not to
sign the law. These eﬀorts, however, came to naught: President Putin signed the
bill on 12 November 2012 as federal law 190.
In short, the legislature supported an executive initiative — with seemingly worrying
implications for civil liberties — with very little discussion. Indeed, the bill was cited
as one of number of repressive measures simply ‘stamped’ by the Russian parliament
(n.a., 5 March 2013, BBC Russkaia sluzhba). As such, the case appears to provide
a stereotypical account — for Russia in particular and authoritarian regimes more
generally — of the inconsequential role played by legislatures in the policy-making
process.

1.1.1

Or is it?

There is, however, a basic feature missing from this narrative: although the first
reading of the bill took place on 21 September 2012, the bill was originally introduced
into the Duma on 11 December 2008 by the then Putin Government. What explains
the nearly four year delay from bill introduction to first reading? A corollary
expectation of bill passage in ‘rubber stamp’ legislatures is that initiatives pass
through quickly.20

20

Blondel (1970: 80) writes: ‘Where the legislature is very compliant, bills do not merely pass,
they pass very easily and, in particular, the time spent or the number of speakers engaged in
debate is very small’.
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It could be that legislators resisted bill passage. The votes in favour of the bill were
not, after all, unanimous — a possible indication of legislator resistance suﬃcient
to hold up consideration of the bill. This possibility is consistent with accounts of
legislative influence in democracies. Calvo (2007: 264), for example, demonstrates
that even highly disciplined pro-executive partisans in presidential systems (in this
case, Argentina) sometimes employ negative agenda powers to prevent the passage of
executive initiatives. Thus, unpopular executive proposals are blocked, not by votes
on the floor, but by less visible means such as committee gate-keeping prerogatives.
This legislator-centred picture is also consistent with recent theories of authoritarian
legislatures, which claim that these bodies are important insofar as parliamentarians
have some degree of autonomy — that is, insofar as legislators are not perfect agents
of executive principals (see Chapter 2 for a discussion of these approaches). Such
latitude could result in bill delay. Could it be that the same story explains this
particular case in Russia — that State Duma deputies prevented the quick adoption
of a seemingly repressive executive bill?
The actual reason is surprising: rather than a function of legislative opposition,
the delay was the result of presidential intervention. Following submission of the
bill at the end of 2008, the Presidential Administration — then under President
Medvedev — blocked the bill’s progress in January 2009, arguing that the bill needed
further development in order to remove the possibility of a ‘wide interpretation’ of
its provisions (Dmitrienko, 21 September 2012, Vedomosti ).21 As such, although the
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The subsequent use of the amended criminal and procedural legislation might give credence to
this worry: a Vedomosti editorial written by Nikolai Epple from 26 March 2015 suggests that
the rise in the number of cases initiated relating to espionage and state treason in Russia is

9

bill was blocked during parliamentary passage, it would be wrong to infer legislative
agency: one executive actor simply blocked the initiative of another executive actor
during the legislative stage of policy-making. President Medvedev’s intervention
was, moreover, consistent with the ‘liberalisation’ and ‘humanisation’ reforms he
sponsored during his term in oﬃce (Solomon 2013). In other words, this case of
intra-executive disagreement is consistent with observed policy diﬀerences between
Medvedev and Putin.22 Once Putin returned to the presidency, however, political
conditions were more propitious for bill passage.

The inadequacy of existing theory
Existing theories of authoritarian legislative politics provide little insight into this
Russian bill case.23 The ‘rubber stamp’ model cannot account for deviations from
the speedy adoption of all executive bills with no amendment. Indeed, in addition
to significant delay, the above bill was amended in its second Duma reading, with
four amendments changing the text by 37 percent.24 One prominent approach to
linked to the legal changes introduced by this bill, which have ‘unleashed the hands of accusation’
(razviazyvaet ruki obvineniiu).
22

Such publicised disagreements could, of course, be treated cynically: ‘Some analysts believe that
while disagreement between Putin and Medvedev may exist, there is no real rupture in their
relationship and their occasional political back and forth is meant to give the appearance of
plurality under Putin’ (Grove, Reuters, 21 September 2012). And yet, this scepticism can go too
far, particularly in light of the numerous other examples of apparent policy diﬀerences between
Putin and Medvedev on both sides of the presidency swap between the two. For example, whilst
the head of United Russia’s General Council, Sergei Neverov, and Vladimir Putin enthusiastically
backed an initiative prohibiting oﬃcials owning property and holding bank accounts abroad,
Dmitrii Medvedev — the nominal leader of United Russia — and members of the Federation
Council opposed the bill, citing a violation of civil rights (see Gorodetskaia, Nagornykh and
Ivanov, 19 September 2012, Kommersant”).
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See Chapter 2 for a more in-depth discussion of existing theoretical and empirical approaches to
authoritarianism, including co-optation, information, and power-sharing theories.
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See Chapter 4 for an account of how this metric of text change is calculated. In brief, the
percentage relates to unique word frequency diﬀerences between the introduced bill draft and
and final law.
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authoritarian institutions known as ‘co-optation’ theory — although critical of the
‘rubber stamp’ picture of non-democratic legislatures — argues that these bill changes
should reflect the influence of opposition policy preferences, with the regime granting
such policy concessions in return for increased regime support from members of the
opposition. However, the amendments included at second reading are not consistent
with this expectation: rather than softening the initiative’s provisions — in line with
the appeals of human rights activists — the changes reflected a tougher approach.
For instance, one amendment added an aggravating circumstance to article 283.1 of
the Criminal Code, which relates to taking information deemed to be a state secret
abroad.25 Limited evidence suggests that this bill change was crafted by the FSB,
updating its proposal after the nearly four year delay.26
In most existing work, authoritarian executives are portrayed as unified entities, using
legislatures to oﬀer concessions to members of the opposition or gather information
about possible citizen grievances. In contrast, this episode from contemporary Russia
points to the legislative eﬀects of intra-executive diﬀerences, with Dmitrii Medvedev
blocking the progress of an initiative supported by Vladimir Putin. This dissertation
is motivated by the inability of existing comparative scholarship to account for this

25

See the committee’s amendment table here: http://asozd2.duma.gov.ru/main.nsf/
(ViewDoc)?OpenAgent&work/dz.nsf/ByID&EADFE50D324242BE43257A9B003CA29B (accessed 1
October 2015).
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Although not conclusive, the biographical details of one of the amendment’s sponsors is suggestive:
Otari Arshba — a United Russia deputy and member of the lead legislative committee — was an
oﬃcer in the FSB. It could be, therefore, that the FSB — the original drafter of the Governmentsponsored bill — used Arshba to tailor its initiative, particularly given the significant delay
between bill introduction and second reading. Unfortunately, there are insuﬃcient data to
evaluate this possibility, although see Chaisty (2013) for an argument that we can (somewhat)
infer policy-making influence from the biographical details of Duma deputies.

11

centrality of executive concerns in the policy development observed during legislative
review.27
This is, of course, only one episode from one non-democratic regime. It could be that
this case is exceptional, even for post-Soviet Russia — a sui generis manifestation
of the ‘tandemocracy’ between Medvedev and Putin, perhaps (Sakwa 2011: 302).
Regardless of its representativeness, however, this bill passage history from Russia
intimates an alternative, executive-centred explanation regarding policy development
during legislative review that is absent from recent work on non-democratic parliaments. The key attraction of this executive-centred explanation is its parsimony.
Extant attempts to explain policy-making ‘deviations’ (including executive bill failure
and amendment) in authoritarian legislatures invoke legislative autonomy and influence — a significant modification to conventional views of the executive-legislative
balance of power in non-democracies. By contrast, the suggestion that bill developments observed during legislative review reflect shifts in executive preferences keeps
intact our assumptions or impressions of authoritarian executive-legislative relations
— of dominance and subservience. What changes is our image of the executive —
from a unified, resolute actor to a factionalised body containing actors and groups
with a heterogeneity of preferences that might be motivated to modify its legislative
proposals during parliamentary review.28

27

Work on contemporary Russian legislative politics — discussed in section 6 of Chapter 2 —
has sometimes referred to the eﬀects of intra-executive policy conflict on the development of
executive bills during Duma review. This dissertation builds on these insights, carrying out a
systematic analysis of such dynamics, and integrating these findings into the broader literature
on authoritarian legislatures.

28

See Charap (2007) for a conceptualisation of executive strength that can accommodate both
external dominance and internal fragmentation simultaneously.
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1.2

Research questions

Are authoritarian legislatures merely ‘rubber stamps’ when it comes to policy-making?
The dissertation will tackle this main research question by answering two related
questions:
1. Do executive bills fail and/or change during legislative review in nondemocracies?
2. If so, why?
As will be argued below, asking two separate questions is necessary for two reasons. Firstly, there is a paucity of empirical work on bill failure and change in
non-democracies, never mind in democracies. Establishing that there are, in fact,
observations of interest is, therefore, the first step. Secondly, although it might
be tempting to move immediately from the mere observation of bill failure and
amendment to the claim that a particular legislature is influential or autonomous,
this would be premature. The dissertation will demonstrate how both phenomena
are equifinal — that is, there are various causal paths to the same outcome. As
such, executive bill failure and amendment need not result from legislator influence,
opening up space for the alternative, executive-centred account proposed by the
dissertation.

1.3

Argument in brief

This dissertation makes three key claims. The first, empirical claim is that executive
bills do sometimes fail and change during legislative passage in authoritarian sys13

tems. Although the empirical focus will be contemporary Russian policy-making,
comparative evidence of bill failure and amendment will also be presented from other
non-democracies. The second, conceptual claim is that this evidence is not necessarily
an indication of legislative influence or autonomy — there are various causal paths
to failure and amendment. The third, causal claim is that one such path takes the
form of executives amending and killing oﬀ their own bills during the legislative
stage of policy-making. In short, there are, indeed, unexpected outcomes of interest;
there are conceptual grounds to question the suﬃciency of existing explanations for
these observations; and there is a plausible theoretical account attributing these
observations to executive, rather than legislative, influence.
Contrary to the widespread impression that work on draft bills is concluded by the
executive before initiatives are introduced into parliament for review, the legislative
passage of executive bills can became another opportunity for executive policy development. As will be argued in Chapter 2, this includes cases when executive actors
with diﬀerent policy preferences battle over the content of policy proposals, using
legislative institutions for this contestation. As such, evidence traditionally interpreted as the result of inter-branch, executive-legislative conflict is, rather, evidence
of intra-branch, intra-executive conflict.
This claim — that the executive is responsible for phenomena that, at first sight,
appear to signify non-executive influence — chimes with other recent studies of
non-democratic politics. For example, in analysing the logic of ‘patronal politics’,
Hale (2014: 14) criticises ‘the standard approach to regime transition, which has
been to think in terms of “authorities” (often divided into hard-liners and soft-liners)
14

and “opposition” as discrete “actors” ’. The worry is that, if we adopt this bifurcated
frame — of elite-opposition, or executive-legislature — then we might ignore the
possibility of other, more consequential cleavage structures. Indeed, in his study of
patterns of protest in Russia, Robertson (2011: 209) finds that protest has largely
been ‘structured by elite politics’, rather than elite-society relations.29

Democratic parallels

The dissertation’s argument also resonates with recent work on democratic legislative
politics. Specifically, Martin and Vanberg’s (2004, 2005, 2011, 2014) work on
coalition governments challenges the conventional wisdom that legislatures only
‘matter’ in the policy-making process insofar as they provide the opposition with an
opportunity to shape executive policy. In contrast, Martin and Vanberg argue that
legislative institutions are used by coalition partners to prevent partisan ministers
from crafting policy proposals closer to their own party’s ideal point than to the
coalition agreement’s compromise position. Put diﬀerently, their work shows how
legislative institutions can be used to help overcome the commitment and monitoring
problems faced by executives containing actors with divergent policy preferences.30
That executives face decision-making diﬃculties across the full spectrum of regime
types — from totalitarian dictatorship to liberal democracy — should not be sur-

29

Specifically, Robertson (2011: 4) argues that ‘large numbers of protesters in the streets are
usually the result of fissures in the incumbent elite coalition but are not necessarily a sign of the
kind of civil society organisation that promotes longer-term democratic development.’

30

See Huber (1996) for an influential work with a related claim: that French executives have used
the institutions of the Fifth Republic, inter alia, to protect policy deals reached in cabinet during
legislative review.
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prising.31 That executive actors in democracies use legislative institutions under
certain conditions to tackle these problems has only recently been acknowledged.
That authoritarian executive actors might also use legislative institutions in this way
is the core proposition of this dissertation.
For the most part, debate in the recent authoritarianism literature has addressed
a more general question: are authoritarian legislatures ‘semidemocratic’ (Gandhi
2008a: 185) or do they, rather, ‘serve quintessentially authoritarian ends’ (Svolik
2012a: 13)? This question is certainly important insofar as it reminds us to be
cautious ‘of ascribing the same characteristics to dictatorial institutions that happen
to bear the same names as democratic ones’ (ibid.: 186).32 The danger, however, is
that we fall into the trap of assuming one model of democratic legislative politics —
that legislatures are important in democracies only when opposition-party legislators
are meaningfully able to influence executive policy-making.33 In eﬀect, this is the
model of executive-legislative relations that King (1976: 17) labelled the ‘two-body
image’ — a model that he (and many others) have critiqued. Just as there are
various ‘modes’ of executive-legislative relations in democracy, so it is plausible that
this variety is also found in non-democracies. When focusing on the fine-grained
details of the policy-making process, political activity can be remarkably similar
across regime types, regardless of electoral dynamics.

31

For example, see Hertog (2010: 31, footnote 67) on similarities between Saudi Arabia and the US
regarding policy-making practices, and see Brzezinski and Huntington (1964) for a comparison
of the US with the USSR.

32

Indeed, Svolik (2013: 9) argues that, ‘while many institutions in dictatorships nominally mirror
their democratic counterparts, their political ends may be distinctively authoritarian’.

33

Note that, in this sense, importance is related specifically to policy-making, and not to other
putative functions performed by legislatures, including oversight, representation, and linkage.
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1.4

Research design

The dissertation tackles the main research question by examining the legislative stage
of executive policy-making in one contemporary authoritarian regime — post-Soviet
Russia. In contrast to much recent work combining cross-country correlational
analysis and formal theory to explore the roles played by authoritarian legislatures,
this dissertation focuses on within-country-case analysis, drawing on causal process
observations.

1.4.1

Case selection

This section will discuss case-selection issues, focusing on the logic of deviant case
analysis, the choice of contemporary Russia as an authoritarian country case, and
the trade-oﬀ between internal and external validity.

Deviant case analysis
Cases of executive bill failure and amendment are selected as ‘deviant’ observations
in relation to the ‘rubber stamp’ model.34 Executive bills — that is, legislative
initiatives formally sponsored by the Russian president and Government — are
the focus of analysis, given the executive’s putative dominance over subservient
legislatures in non-democracies; if any class of bills is likely to be ‘rubber stamped’
by parliament, then executive bills are the most likely. In eﬀect, these cases are
34

Gerring (2007: 105, 106) defines as deviant a case that ‘by reference to some general understanding
of a topic (either a specific theory or common sense), demonstrates a surprising value’. As such,
‘[d]eviance is model-dependent’.

17

‘black swans’ (Popper’s 1959) with regard to the ‘rubber stamp’ model’s claims that
executive bills never change or fail during legislative passage in non-democracies.
The mere observation of these deviant phenomena, however, reveals little about what
actually caused them. If — as will be argued in Chapter 2 — their are various causal
pathways resulting in executive bill failure and amendment, then we need more
information to move from the observation of outcomes to a robust causal account.35
The goal of deviant case analysis is to remove impressions of deviance. As Levy (2008:
13, footnote 29) notes, the purpose of such analysis is to ‘eliminate the set of deviant
cases’, either by demonstrating ‘that a case is not really deviant, or, by refining the
theory to eliminate the anomaly, eliminat[ing] its status as deviant’. Existing work
on authoritarian legislatures attempts to eliminate deviance by positing some degree
of legislative autonomy in authoritarian systems: non-democratic parliaments do
not necessarily ‘rubber stamp’ all executive initiatives insofar as they provide an
opportunity for non-executive influence. In contrast, this dissertation eliminates
deviance by suggesting that bill failure and change are simply further manifestations
of executive dominance over the legislature, since legislators simply ‘rubber stamp’
developments crafted by executive actors to executive initiatives.36
With its focus on unexpected outcomes, deviant case analysis necessarily selects on
the dependent variable. Contrary to the warnings in King, Keohane and Verba (1994:
142), this selection strategy is not necessarily flawed, as long as we are clear about the
type of causal insight being sought and the scope of resulting generalisations (Collier,
35

On the synergies between deviant case analysis, process-tracing, and theory building, see George
and Bennett (2005: 161), and Beach and Pedersen (2013: 155).

36

Such development can include the executive’s desire to kill of its own bills — see Chapter 3.
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Mahoney and Seawright 2010: 85-102). For example, selecting on the dependent
variable is appropriate ‘when we know the outcome but are unsure about what
mechanism(s) made it happen’ (Beach and Pedersen 2013: 154), and the results are
used as the basis for theory building. Indeed, in order to generalise the findings from
deviant analysis to a broader set of cases robustly, the refined theoretical claims
must be subjected to further tests. As Levy (ibid.) argues,
The examination of deviant cases is not the end of inquiry, as the theory
refined on the basis of deviant case analysis must be subject to subsequent
testing against new evidence, whether in either large-N or small-N analysis, by
applying the revised hypotheses to other cases or to unexamined aspects of
the same case.37

Country case: Russia
Contemporary Russia is selected as a non-democratic country case. To be sure, scholars diﬀer in classifying post-Soviet Russia’s regime type. Recent large-N comparative
regime classifications code the whole post-Soviet period as non-democratic. Thus,
Wahman, Teorell and Hadenius (2013) code Russia, 1991-2010, as a multi-party
authoritarian system; Cheibub, Gandhi and Vreeland (2010) categorise Russia as a
civilian dictatorship, 1991-2008; and Geddes, Wright and Frantz (2014) classify Russia as a personal autocratic regime, 1994-2010. Levitsky and Way’s (2010) medium-N
classification contends that Russia, 1990-1995, was a ‘competitive authoritarian’
regime, whereas by 2008 it had become a ‘fully authoritarian’ regime. And in their
study of post-communist regime variation, Bunce, McFaul and Stoner-Weiss (2010:
37

Regarding the important distinction between within-case and cross-case analysis, Collier, Mahoney
and Seawright (2010: 98) warn that ‘qualitative researchers must be particularly careful to avoid
overestimating the general causal importance of context-specific factors on the basis of these
cases.’

19

330) include Russia in the set of post-communist countries which have shifted ‘in
an authoritarian direction’ from hybridity. Russian country specialists show further
variation: whereas Fish (2005) describes the ‘derailment’ of democracy in Russia,
Sakwa (2011) speaks only about its ‘crisis’. During the same period, therefore, Russia
has been variously classified as a democracy, a hybrid regime, and a consolidated
authoritarian regime.38 In spite of this variety, however, there is a current consensus
that the Russian regime is authoritarian.39
What is at stake when classifying Russia’s regime type? For this dissertation, the
main concern is the extent to which elections are free and fair, given the putative
eﬀects of these electoral dynamics on legislator behaviour.40 Cox (2014: 701),
for example, argues that the reason why authoritarian regimes interfere with the
‘electoral connection’ (Mayhew 1974) linking voters and legislators is to ‘undermine
the independence of the legislature’. The dissertation follows recent works examining
Russian politics in using Freedom House and/or Polity IV scores to classify the
country’s regime type (see, for example, Chaisty, Cheeseman and Power 2014;
Schleiter 2013; Schleiter and Morgan-Jones 2008). Figure 1.1 presents Polity IV and
Freedom House scores for Russia, 2000-2014.

38

See Gunitsky (2015) for a critical discussion of this variation and its implications for analysing
contemporary Russian politics.

39

As Gel’man (2015: 2) writes, ‘almost everybody agrees that the political regime in present-day
Russia is genuinely nondemocratic (although for various reasons some observers, until very
recently, hesitated to label it “authoritarian”).’ And Holmes (2015): 48) goes so far as to write
that contemporary Russia is ‘universally acknowledged to be nondemocratic’.

40

Diﬀerent regime classification systems do, however, vary in their focus, with some less interested
in electoral dynamics and more concerned with civil and political liberties.

20

Figure 1.1: Polity IV and Freedom House scores for Russia, 2000-2014.
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Note: In the lower graph relating to Freedom House ‘Freedom in the World’ scores, ‘F’ stands
for ‘Free’, ‘PF’ stands for ‘Partly Free’, and ‘NF’ stands for ‘Not Free’. The Polity IV cut-oﬀ
point between democracy and non-democracy is a score of six. The dotted vertical lines mark
change point for both measures on both graphs, with the middle third marking a period of
disagreement between the two measures. These data are taken from the respective organisations’
websites: http://www.systemicpeace.org/polityproject.html (accessed 1 October 2015); and
https://freedomhouse.org/ (accessed 1 October 2015).

The dissertation will treat as authoritarian those years for which both Freedom House
and Polity IV measures code Russia as not free or non-democratic. When both
classification systems refer to Russia as free or democratic, these years will be referred
to as democratic. This leaves the period from 2004 up to 2007, when Freedom House
and Polity IV disagree. The resulting three periods are marked on both graphs in
figure 1.1 with vertical dashed lines at 2004 and 2007.
This periodisation ties in neatly both with Duma convocations — the third, 2000-2003,
the second, 2004-2007, and the fifth and beginning of the sixth, 2008- — and with
accounts from scholars of Russian legislative politics regarding the stages of Russia’s
authoritarian turn. Indeed, the middle period, on which Polity IV and Freedom
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House disagree, can be treated as a period of authoritarian consolidation. Shul’man
(2014: 133), for example, notes the institutional reforms carried out between 2004
and 2009, aimed at reducing the legislature’s autonomy. Shevchenko and Golosov
(2011: 210) also delineate a number of partisan and institutional developments that
translated into legislative subordination to the executive. They contend, for instance,
that changes to the composition of the Duma Council — the nominal agenda-setting
body of the lower chamber — has ‘turned the Duma into a tool in the hands of
the president and his administration’.41 Similarly, but more generally, Gel’man
(2015: 12) notes that, ‘[b]y the end of Putin’s second term in oﬃce [in 2008], the
political regime, which he built so carefully, consistently, coherently, and consciously,
seemed to achieve a state of equilibrium’ — that is, the period of authoritarian
consolidation was, in a sense, complete. Other important changes taking place during
the 2004-2007 period, or diﬀerentiating it from the later period, include: the shift
from a mixed electoral system to a pure party-list PR system;42 a reduction in the
number of parties represented in the Duma; an increase in the majority size of the
‘party of power’, United Russia; and reforms to the Duma’s standing orders, reducing
opportunities for opposition influence, including changes to the budget review process
(see Chapter 6).
41

The Duma Council’s (Sovet Gosudarstvennoi Dumy) composition — and, thus, responsiveness
to executive preferences — changed in the third and fourth Duma convocations (Chaisty 2005a).
However, see also Pomiguev (2015) for a discussion of whether the Council is a veto player in
the policy-making process in its own right.

42

Up to and including the fourth Duma convocation, 225 of the 450 deputies were elected by
plurality vote in single-mandate districts (SMD). Existing research from Russia suggests that
these SMD deputies provided a source of relatively autonomous activity in the Duma: Kunicova
and Remington (2008: 555) found ‘modest evidence that SMD representatives defect from the
faction position on budget bills more often than proportional representation representatives’. We
might expect, therefore, that the shift to a pure PR system for the 2007 parliamentary elections
would result in tighter party discipline in the fifth Duma convocation.
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This periodisation is not perfect. On the one hand, area specialists might object to
the use of Freedom House and Polity IV as blunt measures of the political dynamics
in Russia. On the other hand, comparative scholars might question whether Russia
was, in fact, democratic in the early 2000s (as evinced by the references above).
However, the three periods constitute plausible stages in the increasing executive
dominance over the lower chamber of the Russian federal parliament.
That Russia has undergone a regime shift also presents an analytic opportunity:
it allows us to examine how policy-making dynamics have changed over time with
these changing electoral conditions. That is, as well as presenting a contemporary
non-democratic case, available data allow us to see how policy-making practices and
outputs have varied with the transition into this regime type. As will be discussed
in the empirical chapters, extant literature frequently refers to electoral dynamics
when explaining variation in outcomes of interest. Changes in the level of electoral
competition in one country over time allows us to isolate these eﬀects, whilst holding
other variables constant.43
The objection might be made that Russia is ‘not authoritarian enough’ — that if we
really want to study a ‘rubber stamp’ assembly we should focus on regimes with, say,
much lower Polity IV scores. There are a number of responses to this point. Firstly,
Russia is not selected as the modal non-democratic case.44 Rather, it is selected
as a contemporary non-democracy, the parliament of which is referred to by both
43

Of course, in light of this diachronic regime shift, we should also be attentive to the possibility of
path-dependent dynamics, which might diﬀerentiate Russia from other non-democratic regimes
without a recent period of democracy, as well as other, non-electoral changes.

44

Indeed, in light of the variety of non-democracies, it is probably unhelpful to think in terms of
modal cases.
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domestic and foreign commentators as a ‘rubber stamp’. Secondly, if the objection
is made that we should not expect ‘rubber stamping’ from the State Duma in light
of the presence of at least some degree of political competition both in elections and
in parliament, then this simply becomes a hypothesis for testing — in eﬀect, that
executive bill failure and amendment reflect the inclusion of oppositional voices in
the political process, consistent with characterisations of hybrid regime forms such
as competitive authoritarianism.45
In fact, we might think of Russia as a ‘most likely’ case for the co-optation explanation for authoritarian legislative activity. Indeed, existing work on Russia has
explicitly argued that legislative institutions have been used by the elite to co-opt
members of the Communist Party (KPRF), with committee leadership positions in
regional legislatures exchanged for reduced protest activity on the streets (Reuter
and Robertson 2015). As such, if the ‘executive development’ approach proposed by
this dissertation outperforms co-optation theory in explaining cases of bill failure and
amendment in contemporary Russia, then there are good grounds to accept ‘executive

45

Note that the legislative eﬀects of competitive authoritarianism are ambiguous. Levitsky and
Way (2010: 63) write:
Legislative control is critical in competitive authoritarian regimes. For one, it
enhances the executive’s capacity to manipulate and control other areas of politics
[ . . . ] Control over the legislature may also allow the governing party to modify
the constitution (for example, eliminating presidential term limits) to extend or
deepen authoritarian rule. Finally, legislative control has a defensive purpose: to
eliminate the legislature as a potential arena for contestation.
Put diﬀerently, in electoral authoritarian regimes, institutional subversion (electoral manipulation)
underpins institutional observance (majoritarian voting in the legislature) — the electoral playing
field is un-levelled in order to engineer comfortable voting blocs in parliament. Insofar as the
legislature’s autonomy is, thus, undermined, we would expect to observe classic ‘rubber stamping’
activity. And yet, in light of the possibility of opposition groups winning legislative seats, there
are also possible sources of policy-making viscosity.
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development’ as a valid alternative explanation to the most popular existing approach
to authoritarian legislatures.
For those still unsatisfied by these points, the dissertation also presents data consistent
with the ‘executive development’ approach from other regimes with consistently lower
scores across a range of regime measures, including China and the USSR.

Internal vs. external validity
The focus on only one country case over a relatively short time period has advantages
and disadvantages. The upside is that cases of failure and amendment can be
analysed in detail, drawing on knowledge of country-specific factors. Indeed, there is
a nascent body of work on authoritarian single-country cases — see, for example,
works on Brazil (Desposato 2001); China (Hou 2015; Truex 2014a, 2014b); Mexico
(Magaloni 2006; Greene 2007); and Vietnam (Malesky and Schuler 2010; Schuler
2015). The downside is the ostensibly reduced ability to generalise from this single
country’s experience.
The aim of the dissertation is not, however, to propose an approach purporting to
explain all types of legislative activity in all non-democracies. Such an endeavour
would either be hubristic or simply impossible. As Geddes (2012: n.p.) notes,
‘[a]utocratic legislatures play diﬀerent roles and serve diﬀerent functions in diﬀerent
dictatorships.’46 And it is plausible that the same legislature can perform various
roles at the same time:
46

Similarly, Pepinsky (2012: n.p.) is ‘sceptical that there is a single coherent logic, structure, or
function of authoritarian legislatures that is applicable across modern authoritarian regimes’.
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There is no reason why an assembly cannot both create a check on the dictator
and provide him with information about the location of the opposition. At the
same time, elites may also use the same assembly to prevent the dictator from
amassing personal power.47

The task is not to present a zero-sum rival to existing theories. Rather, the dissertation
has a theory-building goal, suggesting an alternative explanation for observations so
far attributed to legislative autonomy.
In light of the current stage of the research programme on authoritarian institutions,
there are strong arguments for ‘internal validity [ . . . ] [to be] privileged over external
validity [particularly] when it is diﬃcult to defend the assumptions about measurement
validity and data generating processes that are necessary for making externally valid
inferences’ (Pepinsky 2014a: 649). In light of the data issues confronting researchers
of authoritarian politics (see below), and the variety of non-democratic systems, we
need more work examining what authoritarian ‘assemblies actually do’ (Schuler and
Malesky 2014: 690). Such works can aid our understanding of the roles played by
legislatures in non-democracies, especially in ‘understanding the mechanisms through
which they influence outcomes’ (Wilson and Wright 2015: 15).48 In short, given how
little we know about what takes place within the ‘black boxes’ of non-democratic
parliaments, it makes sense to complement cross-national research designs with
studies able to get a better purchase on the actual causal processes at play.

47

Schuler and Malesky (2014: 689); see also Truex (2014b: 56-57).

48

Indeed, these works are congruent with a form of analysis encouraged by Pepinsky (2014b:
4), who calls for more ‘within-country research designs that carefully specify the observable
implications of the logics of rule and test them using hard-to-find data’.
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In order to increase internal validity for the Russian case, exhaustive — or populationwide — samples are used where possible for the outcomes of interest. Thus, all cases
of executive bill failure, executive bill amendment, and budget changes are analysed
in the empirical chapters, albeit for varying periods defined by data availability. In
order to help improve external validity, the Russian data are nested in comparative
evidence of policy-making in other non-democracies when such data are available.49

1.4.2

Methods

The dissertation uses both process-tracing and statistical methods.

Process-tracing analysis
As discussed in works such as Beach and Pedersen (2013), Bennett and Checkel
(eds) (2014), Brady and Collier (eds) (2010), Checkel (2006), Elster (2007), George
and Bennett (2005), and Hall (2003, 2008), process-tracing is a within-case method
for examining the putative causal mechanisms linking independent and dependent
variables. Thus, rather than assess the covariant relationship between independent
and dependent variables — for example, between the degree of opposition inclusion
in authoritarian legislatures and the proportion of executive bills that fail to become
laws (see Gandhi, Gochal and Saiegh 2003, as well as Chapter 3 of this dissertation)
— process-tracing draws on fine-grained data to analyse the details of particular
cases; Collier, Brady and Seawright (2010: 2) refer to such data as ‘causal process
49

Note, therefore, the diﬀerent case levels analysed in the dissertation — that is, from the individual
bill level to the country case level.
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observations’ (CPO). The aim is to assess whether the causal pathways invoked by
existing theory or correlational analysis to explain relationships are, in fact, found
to be in operation, or whether these cases suggest other mechanisms.50 Indeed,
process-tracing analysis is particularly well-suited for deviant case analysis, as the
method is sensitive to causal heterogeneity and equifinality — the idea that the same
observation can be produced by various causal mechanisms (George and Bennett
2005: 161, 215; Haggard and Kaufman 2012: 498). In this dissertation, detailed
information on the policy-making process will be used to reconstruct episodes of
executive bill failure and change, with the goal of evaluating diﬀerent explanations
for these outcomes of interest.

Statistical analysis

Conscious of the diﬀering contributions to causal inference provided by qualitative
and quantitative methods, as well as the feasibility of particular techniques in relation
to the number of cases included in the analysis, this dissertation uses both descriptive
statistics and regression analysis — specifically, negative binomial regression for the
analysis of count data in Chapter 4. This mixed-method approach constitutes a
‘nested’ design (Lieberman 2005), with the amendment case studies in Chapter 5
placed in perspective by the population-wide analysis in Chapter 4.

50

As Haggard and Kaufman (2012: 498) write, ‘the empirical question is not only whether
antecedent conditions are linked statistically to the outcome but whether they also do so through
the stipulated causal mechanisms.’
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1.4.3

Data

The dissertation draws on various types of data: documents and information relating
to the Duma passage of executive bills taken from the State Duma’s policy-making
information portal (Avtomatizirovannaia sistema obespecheniia zakonodatel’noi deiatel’nosti);51 Duma floor voting records; documents from the parliamentary archives;
interviews with politicians, parliamentary staﬀ (both current and former), and
Russian experts; political party documents; interest group documents; and media
reporting.

Data availability and quality in non-democracies
Non-democratic regimes are often seen as ‘black boxes’. Morse (2012: 163, 189)
writes of ‘the secretive veil of authoritarianism’: ‘the study of authoritarianism [ . . . ]
is a diﬃcult challenge given the opaqueness of the inner workings of authoritarian
regimes’. Similarly, Malesky and Schuler (2010: 482) report that ‘the opacity of such
[authoritarian] regimes [ . . . ] [makes] empirical confirmation [of theories] diﬃcult’.
As a result, Art (2012: 365) argues that ‘it would be foolish to hold students of
authoritarian or hybrid regimes to the same standards of data quality as students of
advanced industrial democracies’.
There is certainly a relationship between regime type and data availability. In a
novel design, Hollyer, Rosendorﬀ and Vreeland (2011: 1192) use information on
51

This is the website’s address: http://asozd2.duma.gov.ru/ (accessed 1 October 2015). Individual bill webpages include, inter alia, bill chronologies, bill texts at various stages of preparation,
committee reports, and evaluations of initiatives from political bodies.
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missing data from the World Bank’s World Development Economic Policy and Debt
development indicator (reporting data on 181 countries, 1960-2008) as a proxy for
transparency, defined as ‘a government’s willingness to disseminate policy-relevant
data’. They find that the presence of electoral competition itself is linked with
greater transparency regarding policy-relevant data. Similarly, Ross (2006) looks
at data availability for a number of development indicators in both democratic and
authoritarian regimes, 1970-2000, finding that missing data correlates with regime
type, with more missing data being associated with non-democratic states.
These findings pose a particular challenge for process-tracing analysis. As George
and Bennett (2005: 222) argue:
Process-tracing provides a strong basis for causal inference only if it can establish
an uninterrupted causal path linking the putative cause to the observed eﬀects,
at the appropriate level(s) of analysis as specified by the theory being tested.52

And yet, assuming a simple relationship between non-democracy and information
opacity is simplistic. Recent research has revealed the variability of transparency
across authoritarian regimes. For example, using data on the transparency of information on natural resource management and extraction, as well as the quality and scope
of statistical data from non-democratic regimes, Boix and Svolik (2013: 302) find
that ‘institutionalised dictatorships are more transparent than non-institutionalised
ones’, where institutionalisation relates to the presence of legislatures and parties.53

52

Emphasis added.

53

This is in contrast to Barros (2011: 32), who argues that ‘it would appear that authoritarian
elections and legislatures do not fundamentally alter the information problems that non-publicity
poses for scholars studying authoritarian regimes, though certainly this is an area for future
research’.
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Furthermore, Croissant and Wurster (2013) note that ‘data accessibility has improved
significantly for various policy outcome variables’ for non-democratic regimes. And
Roller (2013: 50) goes a step further by arguing that data from diﬀerent outcome
areas ‘display diﬀerent patterns of availability’.54 In brief, these studies suggest that
data availability varies along at least three dimensions: regime type (both democratic
versus non-democratic, as well as diﬀerent authoritarian sub-types); time; and policy
area or stage.
These data challenges have motivated some scholars of authoritarianism to pursue
within-country-case analysis. For example, Magaloni (2006: 31) partly justifies
her single-country-case research design for her influential book on hegemonic party
rule with reference to the fact that ‘[t]hese types of data [on voting behaviour and
the behaviour of party elites] are extremely diﬃcult to obtain for most autocratic
regimes’, but that ‘through the years of my study of this regime, I have collected
ideal macro- and micro-level data’. And Pepinsky (2014a: 649) applauds the research
presented by Malesky and Schuler (2010) for its use of ‘impressive data collection and
[the fact that it draws on] a deep understanding of the inner workings of Vietnam’s
national legislature.’ This dissertation draws on similar, fine-grained knowledge
of Russian parliamentary activities, as well as the (possibly surprising) volume of
publicly available data relating to the policy-making process.

54

This authoritarian information variation is illustrated nicely by the divergent experiences with
data availability regarding the law-making process in Mexico under the dominance of the
Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI). Whereas Weldon (1997) reports an absence of voting
data for the Mexican Congress, Nacif-Hernández (1995) reports bill passage rates with impressive
detail.
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New dataset and database
A key empirical contribution of the dissertation is a new dataset (created by the
author) containing information on all bills considered by the State Duma, 19962013. The basic information is taken from the State Duma’s online archive via
its application programme interface (API).55 As well as this raw information —
including bill initiators, involved committees, and policy areas — the dataset includes
additional information calculated from these basic data — including the total number
of committees involved and bill velocity — as well as information drawn from other
sources — including the level of text change experienced between draft introduction
and final law promulgation. Indeed, this latter information is taken from a new
database (created by the author) containing complete texts of all executive bill drafts
and final laws, 2003-2013. (See Appendix D for an account of how this database was
constructed.)
Although the scope and depth of these data provide the means for novel and interesting
analysis, they often do not provide a complete picture. Specifically, the processes
responsible for the ‘outer features’ (Pereira et al. 2011: 60)56 of policy-making
are often hidden. In other words, although we might have exhaustive data on the
chronologies of bill passage through the Duma, these same data tell us little about
why one bill is, for example, amended more than another during passage through
the lower chamber.57
55

This is the website address: http://api.duma.gov.ru/ (accessed 1 October 2015).

56

These include features such as stability and volatility, and decisiveness and resoluteness — see
Pereira et al. (2011: 84, footnote 1).

57

See Chaisty (2014) for an analysis of the correlates of bill velocity in contemporary Russia.
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Interviews
Interviews with the actors involved can help to fill in these information gaps. Securing
access to relevant and credible interview subjects is a challenge in democracies
(Goldstein 2002), never mind in non-democracies (Shih 2015). Ideally, the participant
observation approach adopted by Fenno (1978) in his study of Congress — involving
‘soaking and poking’ into the gritty details of everyday activities — and emulated by
Ostrow (2000) in his study of the State Duma in the 1990s, would be reproduced,
albeit including the observation of executive actors. However, the level of access to
the Duma achieved by Ostrow (ibid.) in the late 1990s is no longer possible, in light
of changed political circumstances.58 As a result, the interviews — see the list in
the References section at the end of the dissertation — helped provide interesting
details, rather than forming the core of primary data analysed in the dissertation.

Media reporting
Russian media reporting is able to make up somewhat for the paucity of interviews.
Journalists writing for publications such as, Kommersant”, RBK Daily, and Vedomosti
58

These diﬃculties were compounded by the timing of the fieldwork carried out for this dissertation.
Following Putin’s return to the presidency in May 2012, a series of measures were passed reversing
liberalising reforms introduced by President Medvedev, as well as legal changes directed at the
political opposition and the activities of foreign organisations. This involved the passage of
a bill, ‘On the introduction of changes to various legislative acts of the Russian Federation
regarding the regulation of activities of non-profit organisations, carrying out the function of a
foreign agent’. (The bill’s website is available here: http://asozd2.duma.gov.ru/main.nsf/
(Spravka)?OpenAgent&RN=102766-6 (accessed 1 October 2015).) The initiative was targeted at
foreign-funded non-profits — or non-governmental organisations — involved in (vaguely defined)
‘political activity’. Unfortunately, the phrase ‘foreign agent’ entered the popular lexicon, with its
negative connotations of espionage. Indeed, a Levada Centre poll conducted in 2012 reflected
the negative associations of the ‘foreign agent’ label, in spite of oﬃcial protestations that it was
merely a technical label — see tables 8.5.7-14. In the author’s experience, this translated into
a wariness on the part of Russian oﬃcials when dealing with foreigners, particularly when the
research subject was manifestly political.
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have unparalleled access to policy-making actors — including, and crucially for this
dissertation, in the executive branch — and frequently report on intra-executive
decision-making dynamics.59 As discussed in Chapter 5, the very possibility of these
insights is, in part, a reflection of the intra-executive policy diﬀerences analysed in
the dissertation — that is, executive actors sometimes use the strategic leaking of
information in policy-making battles.60
The dissertation is not alone in drawing on journalism as a key source of secondary
data. Various studies of authoritarian politics draw on press coverage as a means
of analysing intra-executive dynamics (Lü and Liu 2015); in predicting changes to
military spending (Zimmerman and Palmer 1983); or in constructing networks of
elites implicated in corruption scandals (Wang and Keller 2015). Indeed, recent
works on the Russian policy-making process have drawn heavily on Russian media
accounts — see, for example, Fortescue (2009, 2015), and Taylor (2014).

1.5

Unexplored areas

This dissertation does not touch on all areas of legislative activity. This section will
briefly outline those related areas not analysed in detail.

59

As is clear from the media sources cited in the References section at the end of this dissertation,
other sources include Rossiiskaia gazeta, Izvestiia, Pravo.ru, Gazeta.ru, the BBC’s Russkaia
sluzhba, Nezavisimaia gazeta, and Novaia gazeta. This constitutes a mix of media, some critical
of the authorities, others less so. Articles will be referred to in the text according to the following
format: writer’s surname, date of publication, publication name.

60

Huskey (1996b: 464), for examples, writes that ‘individual departments within the executive,
most notably those responsible for defence, agriculture, and social spending, have publicised
intra-executive conflict as a means of mobilising support for their positions in parliament, the
executive, and the nation’.
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Federation Council
The dissertation will not systematically analyse the activities and outputs of the
Federation Council, the upper chamber of the Russian federal parliament. Existing
work suggests that the current Council is a ‘weak, rubber stamp chamber’ — a
body that Russian sectoral interests do not regard as a venue in which to ‘influence
policy-making’ (Ross and Turovsky 2013: 81, 59). This contrasts with the more
influential role played by the Council before institutional reforms — including changes
to the method of its composition — carried out in the 2000s (for an overview, see
Remington 2013: 49-51).61
Consistent with this impression of reduced influence, the Federation Council has used
its authority to return bills to the Duma for redevelopment — known colloquially as
its ‘veto’ power — less over time (Chaisty 2008: 447; Ross and Turovsky ibid.: 83).
Although the number of Council ‘vetoes’ has reduced, this has not reduced to zero
under authoritarianism. Indeed, the figure so far for the (incomplete) sixth Duma
convocation is higher than for the whole fifth convocation. Figure 1.2 presents the
number of Council ‘vetoes’ by Duma convocation.
These include cases of executive-sponsored bills. For example, so far in the Duma’s
sixth convocation, of the 19 bills returned by the Federation Council, seven were
sponsored by the Government and one by the president.62 Like bill failure and
61

However, regarding the policy-making process, the State Duma has always been the most
important venue for analysis. Indeed, Ostrow (2001: 647, footnote 1) suggests that, ‘[f]or all
intents and purposes, the Duma is the Russian legislature.’

62

See the bill details here: http://www.duma.gov.ru/systems/law/?periodType=convocation&
periodValue=6&section=10 (accessed 1 October 2015).
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Figure 1.2: Number of Federation Council ‘vetoes’ by Duma convocation.
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Note: These data are taken from the Duma’s website: http://www.duma.gov.ru/legislative/
statistics/ (accessed 1 October 2015). These figures exclude cases of joint ‘veto’ by the Federation
Council and the president. The figure for the sixth Duma convocation is not necessarily final, given
that the convocation has not yet ended.

bill amendment, these cases are deviant with respect to the ‘rubber stamp’ model.
And yet, consistent with the executive-centred picture proposed by the dissertation,
there are reasons to doubt whether these contemporary ‘veto’ cases reflect legislative
autonomy. A ‘veto’ used by the Federation Council at the end of the Duma’s 2015
spring session was, according to some Russian commentators, used at the insistence
of the Ministry of Finance (Moskovkin, 8 July 2015, Livejournal ; Shul’man, July
2015, Novoe vremia). Thus, evidence that might appear to reflect legislative influence
is, on closer inspection, a manifestation of executive control.63

63

To be sure, the fact that the Ministry of Finance had to use the rarely-used tool of a Federation
Council ‘veto’ suggests a lack of executive control at earlier stages of the policy-making process.
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Bill velocity
Although the speedy adoption of executive bills is a clear expectation for ‘rubber
stamp’ legislatures, the dissertation will only use velocity data when analysing the
determinants of bill amendment, when it is used as an (imperfect) proxy for bill
scrutiny (see Chapter 4).

Non-executive bills
As stated above, the dissertation will focus on the development of executive bills in
the State Duma. This is not because executive bills are the only initiatives considered
in contemporary Russia. Although Brancati (2014: 317) argues that authoritarian
legislatures only pass ‘government-proposed’ bills into law, this is not necessarily the
case:64 a substantial proportion of bills signed into law in contemporary Russia are
formally sponsored by non-executive actors, most often Duma deputies. (See figure
7.1 in Chapter 7 for a diachronic picture of bill sponsorship in Russia.)65
64

Taylor (2014: 247) makes a similar argument to Brancati (2014), when arguing that, ‘[i]n a
competitive authoritarian regime the only actors who can succeed as policy entrepreneurs are in
the executive branch, not legislators or civil society actors, a major diﬀerence from the policy
process in democracies’.

65

There is also evidence of successful non-executive policy-making in other non-democracies. For
example, writing of the Mexican Congress during the dominance of the PRI, Nacif-Hernández
(1995: 216) reports that ‘congressional parties are the main source of legislative initiatives
submitted [to] the body. Nevertheless, the great majority of Deputy bills (more than 80 percent)
regularly come from the opposition parties, and therefore have little chance of making any
progress in further stages of the legislative process’. To be sure, not all initiatives are submitted
with the expectation of passage into law. As Chaisty (2006: 99) argues, many initiatives are
introduced to raise the public profile of their initiators — ‘PR’ bills (see also Kamakin, 28
September 2015, Moskovskii komsomolets). Or initiatives are sponsored by actors with a view to
raising the profile of a particular subject (interview with senior State Duma committee oﬃcial,
13 June 2013), as with bill 57721-6 on aggressive driving (interview with State Duma deputy, 4
June 2013). In Mexico, De la Garza (1972: 59) argues that deputy-introduced initiatives are
used by ‘major groups or interests that feel it necessary to emphasise their position so as to spur
some kind of action from the executive either through the Chamber or through administrative
channels’ (cited in Nacif-Hernández 1995: 216). A similar dynamic is observable in contemporary
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Although certain successful bills are formally sponsored by non-executive actors, there
are suggestions that these actors may not be the real bill sponsors.66 For example, a
bill formally introduced into the Duma by United Russia deputy Aleksandr Remezkov
was, in fact, developed by the Investigative Committee (Petrov, 31 January 2014,
RBK Daily).67 Indeed, one opposition legislator — deputy Il’ia Ponomarev — has
argued that almost 80 percent of bills formally sponsored by Duma deputies were
not, in fact, truly deputy initiatives (n.a., 28 August 2013, Polit.ru).68 And deputy
Evgenii Fedorov goes so far as to argue that ‘[s]erious bills, are not prepared within
the Duma walls, even if they are signed by deputies. The State Duma only adopts
laws that come here from other places’ (cited in Ukolov, 2 December 2014, Lenta.ru).
As a number of episodes examined in the dissertation will suggest, the real sponsors
of non-executive bills can often be executive agents, using deputy proxies in order
to circumvent intra-governmental policy sign-oﬀ procedures (see Chapter 5). Again,
therefore, it is the executive — and not legislators — that appear responsible for
observations of interest.69
Russia, for example, with initiatives drafted by the All-Russia People’s Front (ONF) (Bocharova,
22 November 2013, Vedomosti ).
66

To be sure, this is not a uniquely non-democratic phenomenon: Bräuninger and Debus (2009:
809), for example, refer to ‘[d]isguised governments bills in Germany’, as well as “handout bills’
in the United Kingdom’.

67

The bill’s webpage is available here: http://asozd2.duma.gov.ru/main.nsf/(Spravka)
?OpenAgent&RN=440058-6 (accessed 1 October 2015).

68

Apart, perhaps, from the scale, this practice is nothing new: Chaisty (2006: 130) cites a
Russian report on the Supreme Soviet from 1992, claiming ‘that executive agencies were actually
responsible for a quarter of all the bills oﬃcially initiated by deputies’; and Chaisty (2012: 96-97)
suggests that ‘the vast majority of private members’ bills introduced since 2004 were authored
by United Russia deputies, often on behalf of their colleagues in the executive branch’.

69

By contrast, Remington (2008a: 985) proposes another explanation for successful non-executive
law-making: ‘United Russia, using its enormous majority in parliament, gave the president
unchecked power to control the state, but in return received the right to use its power over
regulatory and distributive legislation to reward its supporters and ensure its perpetuation
in power’. In other words, Remington points to a trade-oﬀ between pro-executive support
from deputies and a certain degree of legislative autonomy and influence in particular areas of
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1.6

Dissertation structure

The dissertation contains seven chapters. Following this introductory chapter,
Chapter 2 discusses literatures and theories relevant to the study of authoritarian
legislatures, before developing an executive-centred approach to explaining the legislative stage of policy-making in non-democracies. Chapter 3 — the first empirical
chapter — examines cases of executive bill failure in contemporary Russia. Chapter
4 — the first of three empirical chapters on executive bill amendment — presents
and analyses population-wide data on bill text change. Chapter 5 then drills down
into particular cases of bill amendment, substantiating the claim that bill change can
result from intra-executive dynamics. Chapter 6 looks at changes made to Russian
federal budgets — an area of statutory policy-making selected for its significance.
Chapter 7 concludes.
Bill failure is tackled first, as such cases are arguably the most deviant with respect
to the ‘rubber stamp’ model. For the three chapters on executive bill amendment,
the first chapter provides an overview of broad trends, drawing on the whole set of
cases and providing context for the next chapter, which looks in detail at particular
episodes of change. The final empirical chapter then analyses the changes made to a
set of bills not included in the two previous chapters.
The structures of the empirical chapters are largely similar. This similarity is driven
by three key goals of the dissertation: firstly, to present theoretical and empirical
policy-making. Evaluating the explanatory power of this hypothesis against the ‘non-executive
sponsor as executive proxy’ hypothesis will not be attempted in this dissertation.
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challenges to the conventional ‘rubber stamp’ model of authoritarian legislative
politics; secondly, to present theoretical and empirical challenges to two recent
alternative approaches — co-optation theory and information theory; and, thirdly, to
present evidence in support of the ‘executive development’ model of non-democratic
legislative activity. Since the empirical chapters touch on diﬀerent literatures — or,
at least, particular research questions within the same literature — this common
structure is used to engage with, and challenge, existing wisdom. At the same time,
the chapters build on the findings of earlier chapters. Finally, it is worth noting
that the time periods covered across the chapters vary in light of data availability.
Given the primary interest in policy-making under authoritarianism, all chapters
contain data spanning 2008-2013; when data is available, however, the start year
is extended back to 2003, 2001, or 1996 in order to explore the changing dynamics
across Russia’s putative political regime shift.
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