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The Origins of Dominant Parties: Commitment Problems and the Rise of United 
Russia 
 
Indtroduction 
 
My dissertation explains why dominant parties emerge in some non-democracies, but not 

in others.  The key to understanding the emergence of dominant parties lies in the 

incentives of individual elite actors to affiliate with the party. Where many previous 

scholars have sought to explain the endurance and institutional makeup of authoritarian 

regimes with reference to the preferences of the ruler, my approach shifts the locus of 

analysis to individual elites.  In general, these elites are unwilling to commit to the party 

until they are sure that central rulers are going to make the party the primary channel for 

distributing rents, policy goods, and careers.   Moreover, I show that the more 

autonomous political and economic resources held by elites the more they will resist 

binding themselves to a potential dominant party.  Thus, variation in elites decisions to 

join the party is explained as a function of the benefits they perceive that they can receive 

from the dominant party and the autonomous resources they control.   I test implications 

of this theory with a study of the recent emergence of United Russia as a dominant party 

in Russia.  Under this fellowship, I conducted interviews with regional elites, academics, 

and United Russia officials.  I also collected data on the dominant party affiliation 

behavior of 400 regional legislators in eight regions. The preliminary findings from this 

research demonstrate strong support for the hypothesis that elites with autonomous 

resources resist joining the party longer.  Moreover, the findings lend additional support 

to the argument that Kremlin decisions to invest in United Russia were contingent on 

their evaluations of the strength of powerful governors and their capacity to control those 
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governors.  Lastly, the findings demonstrate the increases institutional capacity of the 

ruling party, United Russia. 

This research explores the workings of a non-democratic model that is based not 

upon fraud, repression, mass mobilization, coercion, or patronage, but simply upon elite 

cohesion. Moreover, it demonstrates how this model works in a country that is of great 

strategic importance to the United States.  This explanation stands in contrast to many 

existing assessments of the foundations of the Kremlin’s rule, both in Washington and 

academia. It shows how the factors affecting the stability of the current political order in 

Russia are the same that affect elite coordination in Russia.  If policymakers are to 

accurately gauge the type and extent of cooperation that is possible with Russia in the 21st 

century they must have an accurate view of its domestic political order.   This research 

provides that view. 

In the next section, I describe the dissertation project, emphasizing those 

components related to my field research this summer.  Here I discuss the hypotheses that 

guided my work over the summer.    Then I move to describe the specific activities 

undertaken as a Title VIII Research Scholar.  The third section lays out some preliminary 

finds and the final section offers policy implications. 

Project Description 

My dissertation examines why dominant parties emerge in some non-democratic regimes, 

but not in others.  A dominant party is one that has the leading role in determining access 

to most political offices, shares powers over policy-making and patronage distribution, 

and uses privileged access to state resources to forestall meaningful political competition. 

Some authoritarian leaders use a dominant party to secure victories at the ballot box, 
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reduce transaction costs, and bind allies to the ruling coalition.  Others prefer to rule 

through a combination of charisma, patronage, and coercion, rather than sharing power 

with a party.   Regimes that rule with the aid of a dominant party are now the most 

common form of authoritarian regime, existing in 45% of all such regimes in 2006. 

Examples range across time and space.  The PRI in Mexico, the NDP in Egypt, ZANU-

PF in Zimbabwe, the PDP in Nigeria, the CCP in China, and United Russia in Russia are 

just a few of the 118 dominant parties that have existed at some time since 1945 in just 

under half the world’s authoritarian regimes.  Yet the puzzling thing about dominant 

parties is not their prevalence but rather their nonexistence in so many non-democracies.  

After all, dominant parties contribute to elite cohesion and regime stability by reducing 

uncertainty over the distribution of spoils and extending the time horizons of party cadres 

(Geddes 1999, Smith 2005, Brownlee 2007, Magaloni 2008).  If dominant parties fortify 

authoritarian rule, why do many leaders eschew building them?  There are two reasons, 

both of which are related to the autonomous strength of elite actors vis-a-vis leaders.  

First, dominant parties will not emerge when elites are very weak, because the leader 

cannot commit to delegating some authority to another group of actors when the regime 

can be governed without such cooptation.  On the other end of the spectrum, dominant 

parties will not emerge when elites are so strong that they cannot credibly commit 

themselves to a dominant party i.e., when they hold sufficient autonomous resources to 

ensure their political survival without relinquishing autonomy.   

The Argument in Brief 

 I argue that the problem of dominant party building is a bilateral commitment 

problem faced by a ruler choosing whether to invest in a dominant party and a body of 
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other elites who choose whether to cast their lot with the party.  Dominant parties confer 

an array of benefits on leaders.  The party may reduce transaction costs associated with 

achieving desired policy and political outcomes, serve as a mechanism of cooptation and 

control, and/or an information-gathering device. But dominant parties also impose costs 

on rulers.  By committing to the party, the ruler delegates certain rights, privileges, and 

spheres of policy or institutional control to the party and may.  In addition, the ruler may 

suffer under the fear that the party or one of its leaders could challenge him.   Party 

membership gives elites access to spoils, reduces uncertainty over the distribution of 

spoils and permits easier monitoring of agreements over this division.  But by joining the 

party, elites give up autonomy; they may be precluded from running their own lists of 

candidates in elections, voting against the party line in legislative organs, and rejecting 

party-backed cadre nominations. If it were possible, they would prefer to retain the 

flexibility to bargain with opponents, make side payments to supporters, and control their 

own clientelist networks. 

 The leader wants other elites to bind themselves to a ruling party but also wants to 

retain maximum freedom of maneuver for himself.   For their part, elites will not tie their 

fates to the party unless they can be sure that the leader will make it a mechanism for 

guaranteeing the supply of careers and resources.  Nor will they consent to commit 

themselves when the resources at their disposal afford them the possibility to ensure their 

own political survival without relinquishing their own autonomy.  

  The costs and benefits described above are determined primarily by the 

distribution of political resources between elites and rulers.  When the balance of political 

resources is skewed heavily in favor of elites, they will not risk investment in a dominant 
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party because they can secure their own political survival and achieve their goals without 

relinquishing their autonomy to the party.  When the balances of resources is skewed in 

favor of the leader, he will not commit to the party because elites do not need to be 

coopted and the costs of building a party institution are unnecessary. Thus, dominant 

parties emerge when elites are strong enough in political resources (relative to the ruler’s 

supply of political resources) that they need to be coopted, but not so strong in political 

resources that they are reluctant to tie themselves to a ruling party.   

Commitment Problems and the Rise of United Russia 

The dissertation provides a general theory of dominant party formation that is 

tested around the world.  The lion’s share of the study, however, examines the rise of one 

of the world’s newest and most significant dominant parties, United Russia.  By the mid 

2000s United Russia had attained a commanding position in Russian politics, controlling 

two thirds of the seats in the State Duma, majorities in 81 of 83 regional legislatures, and 

79 governors posts.  At every level, the party is increasingly being used as device for 

distributing patronage, controlling careers, and containing elite conflict, making it one of 

the key institutions in Russia’s new regime. 

 The first empirical chapter of the dissertation is a narrative comparing the failure 

of Russia’s parties of power in the 1990s with the incremental transformation of Unity 

into United Russia and the latter’s subsequent rise to dominance.  The size of Russia, the 

dispersion of economic production within its borders, its decentralized state structure, 

ethnic divisions, and the political imperatives of the transition from Communism 

combined to make regional elites especially strong in post-Soviet Russia.  This created an 

insurmountable commitment problem for regional elites in the 1990s and early 2000s.  
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Fearing the power of these elites should they become organized, the Kremlin undermined 

the very parties of power that supported it, while governors and other elites defected and 

invested in their own political machines. Yet by the mid 2000s, sustained economic 

growth, windfall oil revenues, and the precipitous rise of President Putin’s popularity 

ratings had shifted the resource balance between the Kremlin and regional elites.  With 

this change, the Kremlin granted its unequivocal support to United Russia and the party 

began to secure serious commitments from regional leaders.  

 This chapter also serves the descriptive purpose of demonstrating the extent to 

which United Russia has become an institution that constrains the arbitrary use of power 

and keeps elites loyal.  Existing literature in political science speculates about how 

dominant parties solve commitment problems through their institutional mechanisms of 

rent distribution, but there is little empirical work showing exactly how this is 

accomplished.  On this project, I continued conducting interviews and collecting primary 

source data to show how the party manages recruitment and maintains elite commitment.  

 Since my theory centers on the incentives of elites to commit to a dominant party, 

it is necessary to demonstrate that 1) elites have interests in retaining autonomy, 2) 

recognize those interests, and 3) act upon those interests.  The recentness of United 

Russia’s emergence permits collection of quantitative and qualitative data on the 

individual behavior of elites that is difficult to collect in a large cross-national sample of 

non-democracies.  To this end, I have collected original data on when regional governors 

and legislators joined United Russia to test micro-level implications of the theory.  The 

hypothesis tested here is that individual elites with significant stores of political, personal, 

and/or economic resources that are difficult for state leaders to repress or control will be 
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more reluctant to commit to the nascent dominant party. Using original data on when 121 

governors joined United Russia from 2003 to 2007, I show this to be the case.  Governors 

in regions with diversified economies that permitted the construction of strong political 

machines were less likely to join United Russia, as were those who had governed their 

regions for long periods of time, had won their seats by large margins, and/or were from 

ethnic republics.   Additional background materials for this article were gathered while in 

Moscow. 

 However, using individual level data permits us to test the relationship between 

resource ownership and dominant party commitment even more precisely.  For this, I turn 

to an analysis of regional legislators. In Russia’s federal system, regional legislatures are 

primary arenas for the division of spoils.   The most prominent figures in a regional 

political and economic elite are also typically members of the legislature--directors of the 

largest industrial and agricultural enterprises, representatives of large federally owned 

corporations and utilities (such as Gazprom and UES), and directors of major hospitals 

and research institutes are all likely to be members of the regional parliament in any 

given Russian region.  Thus, by testing these propositions in regional legislators we can 

be confident that they apply to a large and significant cross-section of the Russian 

political and economic elite.   

 As with governors, legislators’ decisions to join the party are a function of the 

resources under the legislator’s control.   In particular, this relates to economic assets.  In 

Russia’s regional legislatures, representatives of federal and regional businesses typically 

occupy a majority of seats, especially in single member districts (see data below).  

Representation in parliament is a way for deputies to secure rents and influence for their 
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enterprises (Gelbach, Sonin and Zhuravskaya 2008).  When membership in the ruling 

party is necessary in order to secure rents for their business, these businessmen will join 

the party.  Thus as the size of the party grows so do the incentives for affiliation.    In 

addition, those whose careers are built on basis of business enterprises that are difficult to 

tax or control by the Kremlin will be unwilling to commit.   Relatedly, representatives of 

those enterprises that do not rely on state subsidies, government contacts, or tax breaks 

are less likely to seek affiliation with the governing party.  These individuals are likely to 

make weak commitments to the ruling party if they were to join and thus the Kremlin is 

not likely to seek their entry.1  In addition, the difficulty of expropriating their resources 

(their ability to hid tax revenue) makes it difficult for the Kremlin to systematically 

repress them.  Thus, the autonomy of enterprises is largely a function of size, sector, and 

ownership structure.2  Ceteris paribus, large enterprises are less autonomous than small 

ones.  State and partially state-owned enterpries are less autonomous than private 

enterpries.  Sector is more complicated, but enterprises engaged in natural resource 

extraction, heavy industry, and financial services tend to sell their goods through 

government bottlenecks and require government permits.  They also may be more 

vulnerable to punitive taxation or government pressure.  Enterprises in the services, 

export, and commercial trading on the other hand face less of these pressures.  

 Other important political resources that regional legislators may enjoy are more 

political in nature.  This may include direct, personal ties to their districts.  Legislators 
                                                
1 This empirical analysis concerns only Russia from 2001-2008.  It therefore cannot examine situations 
when the center has no incentive to coopt or bargain with other elites.  For the period from 2001-2008, the 
Kremlin has been in a position in which it needed to contract with other elites (either through the party or 
bilaterally). 
2 Ownership structure (state vs private) is self evident.  Gehlbach (2006) provides evidence from a firm-
level survey which confirms that revenue hiding is less prevalent in large enterprises, heavy industry, and 
monopolistic sectors.  Service, transportation, and export sector firms, on the other hand are more difficult 
to tax.  
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who are natives of or live in their districts may have personal vote gathering abilities that 

others do not (Smyth 2006).  As with governors, incumbency, margins of victory, length 

of tenure, and opposition- disposed districts are factors that may enable legislators to 

build up personal political machines that can be counted upon in lieu of ruling party 

affiliation. 

 I test these hypotheses on the relationship between resource ownership and 

dominant party affiliation with data on the fraction membership of regional legislatures in 

17 Russian regions from 2002-2005. These are crucial years, when uncertainty over the 

future of United Russia as a dominant party produced significant and useful variation in 

the affiliation behavior of regional elites.  If in the 1990s only a small handful of regional 

legislators affiliated with the various parties of power and by 2007 nearly three quarters 

all important elites were United Russia members, then the intervening years were times 

when we can observe useful variation in elite affiliation and a dynamic process of party 

formation.   This is why I concentrated on collecting data for these years.3    

 This data on fraction membership is paired with biographical information on the 

deputies and data on the nature of the enterprises they represent.  I describe in the section 

below how this data was collected this summer.4 

Research Activities 

 

                                                
3 Formal membership in United Russia is a more valid indicator of commitment to the party, but data on 
formal party membership is not widely available.  Fraction membership is a sufficient proxy given the 
constraints placed on deputies voting behavior by United Russia fraction leaders.   
4 The penultimate empirical chapter of the dissertation tests the implications of the theory cross-nationally 
via a quantitative analysis of dominant party emergence in transitional and authoritarian regimes from 
1946-2006.  The final empirical chapter complements the cross-national analysis with case accounts of 
party building (and non-party building) in Ukraine, Georgia, and Azerbaijan.  Since work carried out on 
this fellowship did not center on these cross-national components, I will not belabor their details here. 
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On this ACTR fellowship, I carried out interviews in six Russian regions and Moscow.  I 

also collected primary and secondary data from United Russia party officials and the 

apparatus of regional legislatures.  Lastly, I collected and compiled the fraction 

membership data described above.  In the section that follows, I describe these activities.  

 First, I describe my research activities in Moscow.  In Moscow, I conducted 10 

interviews with journalists and experts, including with several experts close to the 

presidential administration who were able to provide me with crucial new data and inside 

information on the strategy of the Kremlin with respect to United Russia in the early 

2000s.  I also conducted two interviews with officials close to Yeltsin in the 1990s and 

familiar with the decision-making calculus employed vis a vis parties of power in that 

era.   

 Also in Moscow I met and made agreements with several firms whom I have 

contracted to code the data on regional legislatures.  One in particular (SKRIN Ltd) will 

code the data on the enterprises represented by the 625 regional legislators for which I 

have data at the moment.  This company will code the size, ownership structure, and 

sector of the firms.  I also came to an agreement with ITAR-TASS to have them code 

data on a further 2000 legislators’ enterprises being collected in concert with a working 

group of political scientists in Moscow (see below).    In Moscow, I also conducted 

interviews with three members of the Moscow Oblast Duma and collected fraction 

membership data (for the early 2000s) from the Moscow Oblast Duma.  Lastly, I used my 

time in Moscow to send faxes and solicit via telephone fraction membership data from an 

additional four regions (in addition to the five regions for which I had data previously and 

the six regions for which I collected data this summer). 
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 In addition to the work in Moscow, I spent a significant amount of time in 

Yaroslavl, Russia.  Here I conducted seven interviews with journalists, experts, and 

academics to get briefed on the situation in the region.  I also conducted eight interviews 

with United Russia party officials and four interviews with regional deputies.  The United 

Russia branch here was especially helpful in providing information on the penetration of 

the party in local councils in Russia and on the operation of the party’s kadre reserve 

system.   Lastly, I collected fraction membership data for three convocations and met 

with members of the legislative apparat. 

 In many ways the centerpiece of my research this summer were the six research 

trips I took to regional capitals.  Over the course of the summer, I visited Ryazan, Nizhnii 

Novgorod, Ivanovo, St. Petersburg (Leningradskaya Oblast), Tula, and Smolensk, in 

addition to Yaroslavl.   In these cities, my main task was to collect fraction membership 

and biographical information from the apparat of the regional legislature.5 The regional 

apparat employees were also key interview respondents as they were able to tell me about 

how party discipline has increased with the advent of United Russia fractions (see 

below).  In each of the regions, I also conducted interviews with regional experts, United 

Russia officials, and, usually, regional legislators. This amounted to an additional 26 

interviews in the regions. 

 The initiation of this dataset was the main achievement of the summer.  In 

addition to collecting this first wave of data, I used my time in Moscow to be begin a 

collaborative project with scholars at Moscow State University to collect comprehensive 

biographical and party membership on all regional legislators in Russia since 1999. 

While in Moscow, we coordinated this project, and data collection is already underway.  
                                                
5 I was successful in this in all regions but Tula. 
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This data will spawn a new project on elite recruitment in contemporary Russia. In the 

Soviet Union, political recruitment was based on party connections and ties to clientelist 

networks.  In democracies, recruitment is achieved through the mechanism of 

competitive elections. What balance of these two operates in modern hybrid regimes?  

More specifically, this project will answer the following questions:  1.  What role does 

United Russia play as a mechanism of career advancement?  2.  What elite networks are 

most important to political advancement?   3.  What are the main factors that explain 

leadership tenure and what permits regional elites to build strong political machines? The 

answers to these questions will shed new light on how power is exercised in Russia in 

particular and hybrid regimes generally.  

Preliminary Findings 

First, I discuss the significance of the interviews and materials collected this summer.  

Generally speaking, the interviews and primary source material added to a growing body 

of evidence that I have collected for my dissertation testifying to the growing importance 

of United Russia as an institution.  Information gleaned from these interviews and from  

In addition, interviews with legislators cemented my intuitions about the considerations 

that legislators undertake in making their party affiliation decisions.  Lastly, 

conversations with individuals close to the Kremlin in Moscow provided key insight into 

the logic the Kremlin was employing as it made its decisions to invest in United Russia in 

the early 2000s.    The highlights are as follows: 

• United Russia continues to make party discipline a top priority. Party discipline, 
in United Russia’s view, concerns not only voting discipline in legislatures, but 
also coordination and oversight in the nomination of candidates and refinement of 
intra-party institutions that govern cadre politics.  Indeed, a strong indication of 
the party’s importance as institution is given by the fact that party discipline 
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increased markedly in regional legislatures just as the formal United Russia 
fractions were founded (even if informal groupings existed prior to the fractions).    

• United Russia regional leaders are particularly concerned with establishing rules 
and procedures for the career advancement of individuals in government and 
within the party.  The aim is that that these two career ladders should be fused.  
Multiple party leaders in the regions conveyed this goal to me. This career ladder 
serves the purpose of demonstrating to potential and current party members the 
benefits of United Russia membership. The more certain the promise of career 
advancement within the party, the more credible the commitments the party can 
receive from regional elites.  

• Nonetheless, the party’s formal personnel reserve (kadrovyi reserv) system for 
posts in government and business remains highly underdeveloped and has only 
just begun operating (as of July 2009).   

• Resistance to increased party discipline is displayed primarily by those who have 
recently joined United Russia or those whose careers were built outside and apart 
from the party.   Thus, the difficulty in achieving party discipline is an extension 
of the fundamental commitment dilemma facing all regional elites in their 
affiliation decisions with the party.  All realize that a hierarchical, highly 
disciplined party may provide them with more benefits than the current 
arrangement, but no one is willing to join the party until they are sure that such an 
arrangement has the support of the regional governor or the Kremlin and that 
perks, privileges, and policy will be distributed through the party. 

• Kremlin decisions to invest in United Russia in 2001 and 2002 were influenced 
heavily by debates about the extent to which the party would provide a platform 
for Moscow Mayor Yurii Luzhkov to challenge President Putin.  There were also 
concerns that if Kremlin created the party too early, they would not be able to 
control its actions. 

• United Russia continues to struggle in its efforts to extend its influence into 
organs of local self-government.  While the party is successful in recruiting local 
elites to its party ranks, these party members often lose in elections to unaffiliated 
candidates.  Nonetheless, the party continues to pour much of its energy into 
expanding its reach at the local level, both by raising the profile of local branches 
and coopting local politicians.  

Preliminary findings based on the regional legislators data remain just that—preliminary.  

This is primarily because I am waiting for the SKRIN company to finish its coding of the 

data.  Therefore, formal statistical analysis of the data has yet to be undertaken. Coding 

should be completed by SKRIN before the end of October 2009 and a paper based on the 

analysis of this data will be presented at the 2009 meeting of the American Association 

for the Advancement of Slavic Studies. 



 14 

 The results from this fieldwork will be incorporated into my dissertation.  Chapter 

4 will use the interviews and primary source materials collected to compare the non-

formation of a dominant party in 1990s Russia with the emergence of United Russia as a 

dominant party after 2003.  This chapter will also make ample use of the insights 

gathered this summer about the institutional role played by the party. Since interest in 

Russia extends beyond academia, I will also prepare a public interest article on this topic 

that debunks several myths about the personalization of power in Russia today.  Indeed, a 

manuscript currently under revise and resubmit at Europe Asia Studies uses some of the 

materials collected this summer (“The Politics of Cooptation:  United Russia and 

Russia’s Governors.”    Chapter 6 will use the data collected on regional legislators as the 

centerpiece of an analysis of dominant party affiliation behavior.  A conference paper 

based on that manuscript will be presented at the November 2009 meeting of the 

American Political Science Association.  Furthermore, the collaborative effort to collect 

comprehensive party affiliation data initiated this summer will spawn several publications 

about political recruitment in contemporary Russia.  Finally, the end product of these 

efforts will be a book manuscript on dominant parties to be submitted to university 

presses in the Spring of 2011. 

Implications for US Analysts and Decision-makers 

In recent years, scholars in political science devoted significant attention to variation in 

authoritarian regimes.   Scholars have concluded that institutions, such as parties and 

legislatures, have significant impacts on regime survival and policy outcomes.  

Authoritarian regimes have never shared a natural, common interest or set of values, 

largely because their means of reproduction are different.  In other words, the institutions 



 15 

and conditions upon which their rule is founded differ significantly.  The transmission of 

this body of knowledge to the policy community is still incomplete, however. 

My research shows how authoritarianism can persist in the absence of fraud, 

repression, coercion, mass mobilization, or revolutionary propaganda. The political 

regime that United Russia embodies is founded upon elite cohesion and by extension the 

factors that contribute to this elite cohesion.   This is no secret.  The Kremlin avers 

openly that elite cohesion and regime continuity are important goals.  This is the first and 

most significant policy relevant conclusion that I have to offer. 

More specifically, understanding the conditions that contribute to elite cohesion 

provides insight into the foundations of the current regime and its policy course.  In 

general, Moscow will be unwilling to pursue policy courses that risk elite discord.  First 

and foremost, this means continuing a developmental economic policy that places a 

premium on economic growth.  The strong position of the Kremlin in their bargain with 

regional elites is founded largely upon the rising real incomes that many citizens attribute 

to the Kremlin’s policy course.  Moreover, the fiscal situation of the federal center is 

much improved since the 1990s, a fact that grants the Kremlin significant bargaining 

advantage in its deals with regional elites.  

Continued economic growth, further increases in commodity prices, and the 

gradual weakening of regional elites positions could eventually lead to the Kremlin 

abandoning its commitment to the maintenance of a dominant party system.  If the 

Kremlin becomes so strong vis-à-vis other elites that it sees no need to share policy-

making with a dominant party, then it may abandon this course.    At the current rate, 
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however, such a change would require a significant de facto and de jure weakening of 

regional elites.  Such a dramatic change is unlikely in the immediate future. 

On the flip side, the increasing diversification of the Russian economy and the 

expansion of the secondary goods export sector could weaken the commitment that 

regional elites are willing to make to the dominant party.  If continued economic 

development is not pared with further state-intervention in the economy, then many 

political elites are likely to accumulate stores of economic resources that are difficult or 

exceedingly costly for the Kremlin to expropriate or tutor.   This could lead them to 

reexamine their subordinate position in the party ranks.   However, as the current crisis 

and my fieldwork demonstrated the institutional bonds provided by the party are 

operating as intended. That is, despite falling incomes and the potential for widespread 

social unrest, regional elites have felt compelled to remain in the ranks of the party.  This 

compulsion, I find, is driven in large part by their calculations about the role the party can 

play in helping these actors achieve their preferred policy outcome or rent.  Thus, at the 

present time, we can say that the party has a regime-stabilizing effect. 
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