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Abstract 

This paper aims to investigate the grounds of political legitimacy on which 
Vladimir Putin relied and still relies to sustain his popularity and remain in 
power today. Special emphasis is placed on the period after the opposition 
protests that took place in 2011-2012 and demonstrations on Bolotnaya 
Square in Moscow. These protests had a dramatic effect on the Russian re-
gime and showed that there is opposition to Putin’s leadership, at least 
among a segment of Russian society. This study is based on Max Weber’s 
three ideal types of political legitimacy: civil-legal, traditional, and charis-
matic, which will be used to investigate, how Vladimir Putin has been able 
to stay in power for more than 20 years.  
This requires investigation of grounds for legitimacy that Vladimir Putin 
successfully exploited during his 2000-2008 period in the presidency that 
made him so popular among the majority of Russian citizens. It also means 
the investigation of the grounds for legitimacy that Putin began to exploit 
after the protests on the Bolotnaya Square 2011-2012, namely during the 
2012-2020 period, to stay in power despite the dissatisfaction of some citi-
zens with his rule. 
This study will use a qualitative analysis to examine the corresponding em-
pirical and analytical data related to the two periods investigated in this 
study. In addition, data from the currently disenfranchised Levada Center 
will be used to follow the development and changes in approval and disap-
proval of Putin’s leadership. 
 
Key words: political legitimacy, Russia, protests on Bolotnaya Square, 
Putin’s rating. 

    



Аннотация 

 
Данное исследование ставит своей целью изучение основ политической 
легитимности Владимира Путина, способствовавших его популярности 
среди большинства российских граждан и позволивших ему оставаться 
у власти более 20 лет. Анализ основывается на теории Макса Вебера о 
трех идеальных видах легитимности: гражданско-правовом, традици-
онном и харизматичном.   
Исследование предусматривает изучение основ легитимности в период 
с 2000 по 2008 годы и в период с 2012 по 2020 годы. Уделяется внима-
ние протестам 2011–2012 года на Болотной площади в Москве, пока-
завшим недовольство части населения правлением Путина и ставшим   
переломным моментом в политике Путина.  
Для проведения данного исследования используется квалитативный 
анализ с целью изучения эмпирических и аналитических данных, отно-
сящихся к выбранным периодам. 
Основываясь на статистических данных Левада Центра, исследование 
анализирует позитивное и негативное отношение россиян к правлению 
Путина. 
 

Ключевые слова: политическая легитимность, Россия, протесты на 
Болотной площади, рейтинг Путина. 



Abstract 

Denna undersökning har målet att analysera grunderna för den politiska 
legitimitet som Vladimir Putin utnyttjat och fortfarande utnyttjar för att 
underhålla sin popularitet och förbli vid makten fram till i dag, särskilt efter 
det oppositionella utbrottet 2011–2012. Det senare är centralt, eftersom 
protesterna på Bolotnajatorget i Moskva hade en chockartad effekt på den 
ryska regimen och visade att det finns missnöje med Putins ledarskap, 
åtminstone bland en del av den ryska befolkningen. 
Denna undersökning utgår från Max Webers tre ideala typer av politiska 
legitimitet, som kommer att användas för att begripa hur Vladimir Putin 
kunde förbli vid makten under mer än 20 år. 
Det krävs därför en analys av grunderna för den politiska legitimitet som 
Putin framgångsrikt utnyttjade under 2000–2008 års presidentperiod och 
som gjorde honom så populär bland de flesta ryska medborgarna. Det blir 
också nödvändigt med en analys av grunderna för den politiska legitimitet 
som Putin började använda efter protesterna, nämligen under 2012–2020 års 
presidentperiod för att förbli vid makten trots missnöjet med hans ledarskap. 
Denna undersökning ämnar använda en kvalitativ textanalys för att gå 
genom motsvarande empiriskt och analytiskt material som anknyts till de två 
tidsperioderna som undersöks i denna studie. 
Dessutom kommer undersökningen att använda sig av de statistiska data från 
Levada-Center för att vidare följa förändringar i godkännandet eller icke-
godkännandet av Putins ledarskap. 
 
Nyckel ord: den politiska legitimitet, Ryssland, protesterna på 
Bolotnajatorg, Putins rankning 
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1. Introduction 

This study aims to analyse Vladimir Putin’s political career from the mo-
ment when Boris Yeltsin announced that Prime Minister Vladimir Putin 
would become his successor during his New Year’s speech in 1999 (Yeltsin, 
1999, Pomeranz, 2018:144). 

After the presidential elections in 2000, Putin has remained in power until 
today, and it is difficult to assume for how much longer he will serve as Rus-
sia’s president. However, this study considers only the 2000 -2008 and 2012-
2020 periods, though it would be possible to consider the whole period be-
tween 2000 and 2020, because even as a prime minister, Putin continued to 
be in charge of Russian state policy. There have even been discussions about 
a tandem between Vladimir Putin and Dmitriy Medvedev and about 
Medvedev being only a de jure president of Russia (Pomeranz, 2018:155). 

However, since Russia’s president during the period 2008-2012 officially 
was Medvedev, this study concentrates on the periods of Putin’s presidency 
before and after Medvedev’s term and the protests on Bolotnaya Square in 
2011-2012, which serve as midline in this study. Since these protests marked 
the transition from liberal to conservative system of power in Russia, accord-
ing to Engström (Engström, 2014:357). 

It is worth mentioning that the massive protests were a quite rare event in 
Russian history after the downfall of the Soviet Union, and that was why the 
Russian government was not accustomed to them. That was the reason why 
the protests on the Bolotnaya Square 2011- 2012 surprised and even shocked 
the Russian government. What was even more surprising for the regime was 
the fact that the protests started in Moscow, which is the country’s capital 
and wealthiest city. The government considered that it would be enough to 
contribute to a comfortable way of living for residents of Moscow to gain 
their loyalty, but it became clear during the protests in 2011 – 2012 that peo-
ple needed political rights as well for example, to choose their president in 
elections.  

For this reason, when it became obvious that Putin was about to become 
president in 2012 without any elections, the opposition started to gather on 
Bolotnaya Square and express its anger with this situation. Although most 
Russian citizens supported Putin, disappointment with the regime became 
more visible than before. These events demonstrated convincingly that 
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Putin’s seemingly unbreakable rating had started to crumble. Despite this, 
Putin remained in power and still had a large share of the electorate. By 
2020, Putin’s rating was not the same as in the beginning of the 2000s and 
between 2014- 2018, but nevertheless almost two thirds of the Russian citi-
zens supported him and approved of his leadership (Levada, 2022). 

The fact that Putin managed to remain in power is important to investigate, 
because during the periods analysed in this study, Russia and its citizens 
went through several very dramatic domestic events in parallel with success-
ful actions on the international scene, which provided Russians with a reason 
to be proud of their leader. In 2020, Putin was even able to introduce 
amendments to the 1993 Russian Constitution that allowed him to stay in the 
presidency until 2036 (BBC, 2020a).  

This is the reason why it is so important to investigate what the grounds of 
legitimacy are that Putin has exploited for the last twenty years, have they 
changed and if so, how and what is the main ground of Putin’s legitimacy. 
These questions became even more important in the light of the recent 
events. 

1.1. Problem of the study 
Putin was first made Yeltsin’s appointee in 1999, when Yeltsin announced 
him as an acting president during his New Year’s speech on 31 December; 
he was later elected Russian president after the presidential elections on 26 
March 2000. According to Yeltsin, Putin was a very influential person who 
deserved to be the country’s president (TASS, 2015; Radio Svoboda, 2008).  

Putin got hold of the presidential office after a quite rapid career develop-
ment from an employee at the presidential property-management directorate 
in Moscow, to head of the Federal Security Service (FSB in Russia), and 
then the prime minister, before rising further to the presidential post (Pomer-
anz, 2018:144). One of the facts about the election in 2000 is that two of 
Putin’s main opponents, Evgeniy Primakov and Yuriy Luzhkov, withdrew 
their nominations just before the elections, which was why Putin’s main 
opponents during the elections were Vladimir Zhirinovskiy, Gennadiy 
Zyuganov, and Grigoriy Yavlinskiy, who did not get enough votes to win the 
presidential elections (TASS, 2015; Radio Svoboda, 2008).  

Another important aspect of the election was that Putin did not participate in 
any TV debates with his opponents. This would become a special feature of 
all subsequent elections in which Putin would take part. Moreover, 
Medvedev, who was head of Putin’s pre-election office, later became his 
successor in the presidential office. Despite this, on 7 May 2000, Putin was 



 

 9

officially announced as president of Russia after a ceremonial procession in 
the Kremlin’s Great Palace (TASS, 2015; Radio Svoboda, 2008). 

From that moment, Putin has remained the actual leader of Russia. However, 
despite the long period of Putin’s presidency and the many troubles to which 
it contributed, such as the obvious turn from a path of Russia’s democratic 
development towards a more authoritarian one and Russia’s almost complete 
isolation from international society, Russians still supported him in 2020. 
Moreover, most of Russian society has fallen under the power of propaganda 
and is still inspired by events of the past. People who lived in a wealthy and 
stable developing state during Putin’s first two terms in office, which played 
one of the key roles in world politics, are still waiting for new Russian 
achievements to be provided by Putin.  

Russians remember how at that time, Russia started to struggle away from 
the difficult years of the 1990s. Those years were dominated by criminality, 
poverty, and crisis. From the 2000s, people began to see a better future, and 
they associated it with Putin (Golos Ameriki, 2013; Minaev, 2020). Putin 
claimed that “We have left the tough 1990s behind”, and, when his decisions 
were contradicted, used the popular phrase: “Do you want to return to the 
1990s?” (Navalny Live, 2020). Russians are still waiting for Putin to make 
Russia one of the leading countries in the world. They were, for example, 
very happy to reunite the Crimean peninsula with Russia in 2014, and be-
came careless about any consequences, because they knew that Putin was 
doing everything right and was able to stand for his actions. 

Additionally, in Russian TV propaganda, Putin is shown as the one and only 
savior and protector of the country. “Russia cannot survive without Putin”, 
said famous Russian journalist Dmitriy Kiselyov (Vesti Nedeli, 2020). This 
introduction by the media to the idea of Putin’s greatness contributed to the 
creation of a specific stratum of society called vatniki (a direct translation 
would be “quilted jackets”).  These are people who can turn any shame of 
Russia’s into glory, and do not believe that Russia can be defeated in any 
possible competition with other countries (Vatniki).  

Today, it is difficult to imagine what might be able to change the current 
state of affairs in Russia, which is why it is important to analyse how Putin 
has survived during these twenty years in power, what grounds of legitimacy 
he has employed referring to Weber’s three ideal types of legitimacy, and 
what is the feasibly main ground of his legitimacy. This is necessary to in-
vestigate in order to understand, at least, what the international society may 
expect from Russia and Putin in the future. 
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1.2. Goals of this study and the research questions 
The main goal of this study is to reveal the main grounds of political legiti-
macy, on which Vladimir Putin has relied on during the two selected periods 
of his presidency, and to subsequently compare them. In order to do this, the 
current study will investigate the decisions that Putin has made and events 
that have taken place in Russia during his leadership. These decisions and 
events are directly connected to grounds for political legitimacy that Putin 
has made (and still makes) use of while he has served as the Russian presi-
dent. In addition, it is also necessary to investigate the dynamic of Putin’s 
rating, because this is an important indicator of changes; in order to do this, 
statistical data from the Levada Center will be used.  

Special attention will be focused on events that have had worldwide conse-
quences, because these have had an impact on Russia’s international rela-
tions. This point is crucial, because the events of 2022 have demonstrated 
that Russia has become a source of global problems. Another goal of this 
study follows the first, and concerns what is the main ground of Putin’s le-
gitimacy, which will be clear from the results of the study. 

The first period examined in this study is from 2000 to 2008, and the second 
period is from 2012-2020. The reason why these two periods were chosen is 
mainly the protests on Bolotnaya Square, which separate them. These pro-
tests are crucial because they divided Russia’s history of the XXI century 
into two stages, before and after the protests. These protests revealed the 
disappointment with Putin’s regime in some groups of Russian society that 
he should have addressed upon becoming president in 2012. 

The research questions are as follows: 

How and by what means have Putin’s grounds for legitimacy changed be-

tween the two time periods of 2000-2008 and 2012-2020, with the protests 
on the Bolotnaya Square as their turning point? 

What is the probable main basis of Putin’s legitimacy? 
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2. Previous research 

The concept of legitimacy (more specifically, political legitimacy) is in focus 
in this current study, and that is why this literature review consists of articles 
about the notion of legitimacy and its application in the Russian context, as 
well as a critique of previous studies. 

The minimalist interpretation of the concept of political legitimacy, accord-
ing to Peter, is that any political decisions of a legitimate leader have a nor-
mative ground. However, this minimalistic interpretation does not take in to 
account different institutions or people who make political decisions. The 
analysis of political legitimacy from this broader point of view, which in-
cludes decision-makers, makes it possible to recognise the relationship be-
tween political decisions and the persons responsible for them. Then it is 
possible to investigate what makes people justify the actions of the state. 
This means that the state can make both legitimate and illegitimate deci-
sions, and how citizens react to them shows the level of legitimacy that the 
decision maker has obtained (Peter, 2020:372). 

Normative grounds of political legitimacy are the rights and obligations that 
all citizens and state agencies have. The general rule is that if a political de-
cision is legitimate, the relevant political institution, such as a government or 
the democratic constituency as a whole, has a responsibility to make that 
decision and simultaneously citizens have to follow it (Peter, 2020:373). 

According to M. Weber’s classic theory of legitimacy, it is an idea or con-
ception and a symbol of faith and that is why it is part of people’s con-
sciousness. This idea, or conception, is a result of the confidence, that the 
state has a right to make decisions which, in their turn, all citizens must fol-
low. This explanation of the concept implies two main points: 

1. Admission of state power means, that citizens have to submit to it. 

2. If citizens are confident that the institutions existing in their country are 
well-functioning, these institutions are considered to be legitimate. 

This interpretation of legitimacy through citizens’ admission of the state’s 
legitimacy can be compared to what M. Lipset defined as legitimacy. He 
described legitimacy as the ability of the state to create and sustain people’s 
belief in a perfect state consisting of institutions that rule over them. 
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J. Linz suggested a similar definition of legitimacy, namely, a belief in the 
irreproachability of state institutions, despite their disadvantages and mis-
takes (Dogan, 1988:1-2; Dogan, 1994:147). Coicaud quoted Rousseau’s 
definition of legitimacy: 

The strongest is never strong enough to be always the master, unless 
he transforms strength into right and obedience into duty… Then let 
us agree, that force doesn’t create right, and that legitimate powers 
are the only ones we are obliged to obey1 (Coicaud, 2019:446). 

Ivanov identified also various signs of the political legitimacy of a leader, 
such as support of the state by the majority of citizens; an active participa-
tion of citizens in the political and legal life of the state, which shows their 
inclusion; the non-existence of the use of political violence if the state can-
not persuade people to follow its decisions; and external legitimacy, which 
means factual and judicial acknowledgement of the state’s power. This gives 
state representatives the opportunity to refer to the authority of international 
society, which in turn justifies the system of power that was established in 
the country (Ivanov, 2012:11-12). 

Moreover, according to Coicaud, understanding and analysis of politics is 
impossible without involving the concept of political legitimacy, because it 
reflects the social reality and state of affairs in the country. The political 
regime and its institutions, leaders, and state policy can be legitimated when 
they govern in the right way. Coicaud states also that political legitimacy 
also involves the knowledge that not only the leader has rights, and that the 
state has duties, obligations, and responsibilities. The concept of political 
legitimacy means that, even with the right to govern, the leader of a country 
and its entire government have not only rights but also duties. One of these is 
provision of security and stability. If these can be provided without use of 
power, but by responsibly taking care of citizens and by providing them with 
anything they need, this will be a sign that the state has political legitimacy 
(Coicaud, 2019:444-446). 

There is also a distinction between the rival conceptions of political legiti-
macy that originates on the meta-normative level. This distinction is based 
on grounds of political legitimacy, and different types of legitimacy are fact-
based, belief-based, and will-based legitimacy (Peter, 2020:372). 

The first, a fact-based ground of political legitimacy, consists of normative 
facts. These normative facts decide what should be done, and these measures 
are carried out without regard for the attitudes of citizens. In this case, the 
political decision has legitimate grounds because it rests on normative facts 
(Peter, 2020:373). 
                               
1 Rousseau, Jean-Jacques. (2012). The social contract (The social contract and other later 
political writings). Book 1, Section 3. Trans. Victor Gourevitch. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 
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The second, or belief-based, conception of political legitimacy means that 
political legitimacy is based on a sufficiently justified belief concerning what 
should be done. In this case, the decision will be legitimate depending on 
how well it will respond to people’s beliefs about what should be done (Pe-
ter, 2020:373). 

The third, or will-based, conception of the grounds of political legitimacy 
indicates that the decision will be legitimate if it will not lead to citizens 
disagreeing with it. In this case, it is important to take a decision that satis-
fies the potentially conflicting wills of citizens (Peter, 2020:373). 

Closer consideration of the first concept or ground for legitimacy shows that 
actions in this case are justified because they are warranted by normative 
facts. This means that if the decision that an authority takes is based on nor-
mative reasons, the recipient has to obey it. This means, for example, that if 
the commander of an army orders soldiers to turn left to avoid a collision 
with enemies, there will be a normative reason to do so to avoid danger. 
However, according to Peter, there is a problem with the ability or right of 
the decision-maker and the recipient to decide on, what the normative reason 
is in each particular case (Peter, 2020:374-375). 

The second concept of legitimacy is based on the notion and belief of what 
should be done. Both the belief-based and fact-based concepts of legitimacy 
consider the normative facts that warrant certain decisions. The difference 
between them is that belief-based legitimacy takes the ground of legitimacy 
to be a belief about warranted facts, not the facts as such. Belief-based and 
fact-based legitimacy concepts are different only with regard to the role that 
normative facts play in the conception of legitimacy – a distinction that is 
easily missed (Peter, 2020:381). 

Talking about the third concept, will-based conception of political legitima-
cy, the main point is how the authority judicates between the conflicting 
wills of citizens. The best example of will-based legitimacy is the liberal 
principle of legitimacy, which means that the exercise of political power is 
proper only if it occurs “in accordance with a constitution that is supported 
by some form of reasoned agreement among the citizens” (Peter, 2020:377). 
The liberal principle of legitimacy lays the basis for the so-called public-
reason conception of political legitimacy. Other will-based concepts of polit-
ical legitimacy are the unanimity concept and participation concept. Accord-
ing to the unanimity concept, political decisions are legitimate only if they 
were made unanimously. The difference between the public-reason and una-
nimity conceptions is that the latter focuses on reasons that justify decisions 
and the former focuses on citizens’ endorsement of a political decision. The 
participation concept means that a political decision is legitimate because it 
was made in a process that allows equal participation of all citizens (Peter, 
2020:377-378). Looking at the two last examples, i.e., belief-based legitima-
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cy and will-based legitimacy, it can be noted that they both face serious ob-
jection, because will-based legitimacy fails to accommodate normative au-
thority, and people are not sources of originated claims, i.e., claims that shall 
define legitimate decisions. In some cases, “the validity of claims about what 
should be done depends on what we (people) should believe about what 
should be done” (Peter, 2020:385). 

This particular moment is highlighted in belief-based legitimacy, because 
normative authority is the ground of political legitimacy. However, this con-
cept is difficult to use when normative authority cannot be established. It is 
easy to see that both these two grounds of legitimacy can complement each 
other to create a hybrid account of the grounds of political legitimacy. The 
hybrid concept “includes both responsiveness to normative authority and 
adjudication between valid, but conflicting, claims as grounds of legitimacy” 
(Peter, 202:385). Peter called this kind of political legitimacy a disjunctive 
conception (Peter, 2020:386). 

This hybrid conception means that a political decision is legitimate depend-
ing on how it reflects the normative authority, “when normative authority 
can be established, or, when normative authority cannot be established in 
virtue of how it adjudicates between the conflicting, but valid claims made 
by the citizens” (Peter, 2020:386). In addition, the disjunctive ground of 
legitimacy means that different grounds determine the legitimacy of political 
decisions in different circumstances (Peter, 2020:386). 

The difference between Peter’s and Weber’s approaches (Weber distinguish 
between the civil-legal, traditional, and charismatic grounds of legitimacy), 
which is used in the present study, is primarily one of terms.  However, in 
the Russian context, it is preferable to use Weber’s terminology and grounds 
of legitimacy (see Chapter 3), because in Russia it is possible to observe a 
decline of the people’s will and growth when it comes to presidential cha-
risma, at least in regard to Putin.  

The difference also disappears, as the Russian Constitutional Court is loyal 
to the regime and justifies any decision, even risky decisions that Putin 
makes, such as the annexation of Crimea. This is why any decision of the 
Russian regime will be justified in the eyes of citizens (Trochev, Salomon, 
2018:10). That said, it is worth mentioning that despite different visions or 
conflicting ideas (that were discussed above under will-based legitimacy), 
the annexation of Crimea was seen by most Russians as a correct action, 
which was crucially important (Levada, 2019). However, it would be very 
naive to suspect such popular unity in relation to every political decision of 
the Russian regime. That is why the current study will be based on Weber’s 
concepts of legitimacy: they are closer to reality, especially in the Russian 
context. In regard to Weber’s theory, it can be added that, historically, tradi-
tional and charismatic legitimacy have often been represented in authoritari-
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an regimes. Civil-legal legitimacy is a characteristic of pluralistic democra-
cies and of authoritarian systems that are authoritarian only to some extent 
(Dogan, 1994:148). 

Dogan also means that because there are only a small number of monar-
chical states left, the traditional legitimacy exists only in Morocco, Saudi 
Arabia, Jordan, Oman, Kuwait, and Nepal (Dogan,1994:148). However, in 
present-day Russia, it is possible to see examples of traditional legitimacy in 
the highly ceremonial accession to the presidential office and the adoption 
the idea of Katechon, which refers to Russia’s succession to the Byzantine 
Empire, when it was considered to be the second Rome (see Chapter 5.5.1) 
(Engström, 2014). 

Dogan goes on to state that even charismatic legitimacy is in the process of 
being extinguished now, and that the last charismatic leaders were Gandhi 
and Atatürk, which prejudices Weber’s theory (Dogan, 1994:149).  Howev-
er, this statement, too, can be disputed by analysing Putin’s presidency, be-
cause he considers himself to be a person who contributed to the country’s 
development after the period of devastation in the 1990s (Malinova, 2018), 
which can be compared with the role that Atatürk played in Turkey. 

All of the above makes it very important to study the Russian case as well. 
When it comes to the grounds of political legitimacy in Russia, close atten-
tion has to be paid to the historical background. Considering this historical 
background, according to Kerimov, the legitimacy of presidential power is 
based on a moral ideal, and on a belief in the perfection of leader anointed 
by God. This leader is often viewed as a person of moderately conservative 
nature who, at the same time, possesses a charismatic character.  Society 
does not consider him to be an ordinary leader, but an imagined, ideal leader 
of the country. The idealization of the leader and praise of him using magical 
characteristics always position that person in power above any other existing 
power (Kerimov, 2015:121). 

Russian leaders have always had, and still have, a high level of protection 
against charges of illegitimacy. However, if citizens are disappointed in their 
leader, this can lead to severe consequences. Concerning the government and 
its grounds of legitimacy, there is a notion that if the government corre-
sponds to citizens’ needs and beliefs, it will be considered legitimate. This 
distinction shows that people in Russia consider the president and the gov-
ernment to be separate entities. In Russia, people have historically had a 
notion of a good tsar and insufficiently good boyars, compared with the 
leader, and that is why the whole of blame for problems with the state usual-
ly fell on the unwise decisions of boyars (Kerimov, 2015:122).  

According to Kerimov,  the legitimacy of state power in modern Russia is 
based on a belief in personalized power and the belief that the leader will 
develop the country’s social, economic, and political status on the interna-
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tional arena, provide external and internal stability, establish an effective 
system of state institutions, provide improvement to welfare, contribute to a 
just distribution of wealth between all citizens, control the arbitrariness of 
state and police officials, and fight corruption (Kerimov, 2015:122). 

In addition, during Putin’s years in the presidential office, legitimacy of state 
power increased significantly. This depended on the facts such as auspi-
ciousness in the economy, an increase in people’s living standards, provision 
of security in the state, reinforcement of Russia’s international status, and 
state propaganda. However, the legitimacy that means the exchange of dem-
ocratic freedoms for relative economic auspiciousness is a non-systemic, 
because it lost common characteristics of legitimacy and represents another 
type of it. In eyes of Russians Putin had several times demonstrated his 
strong character and proved the effectiveness of his activity and that is why 
he associates with stability and is a guarantor of the future development of 
Russia. However, the realities of the current situation in Russia indicate that 
the country’s regime has become authoritarian. The signs of this are, for 
example: diminishing political competition inside the country, the absence of 
any possibility to establish a multiparty political system, the corrupt nature 
of the elite, mistrust of business in the state, and the elimination of certain 
elements of direct democracy. This, in turn, has led to the rise of paternal-
istic emotions and the personification of power (Kerimov, 2015:121-123). 

 
On its turn, a personalised kind of power is based on various political, eco-
nomic, and social projects and rituals, as well as new symbols.  In modern 
Russia, one can highlight the following: the direct live presidential dialog 
with Russian citizens, severe sovereign rhetoric, and events that build Rus-
sia’s image on the international level, such as the Olympic Games and foot-
ball World Cup. Despite the positive meaning of these events, they actually 
hide the real policy of the state, namely, to directly influence society. At the 
same time, the inability of the state to satisfy societal needs can lead to a 
situation in which state power loses its legitimacy (Kerimov, 2015:122-123). 

Simultaneously, according to Wood, Russian leaders also used hyper-
masculinity as a method to establish not only legitimacy but also power. 
Putin’s official scripts and behaviour in different moments of time were a 
result of his masculinity that would be impermissible for Russian women. 
Russian leaders often used different ways at different moments of time, such 
as words and jesters to show their dominance over any subordinated man. 
That is why the creation of Putin’s image and his scenario of power became 
a “hegemonic project” (Wood, 2016:329). 

 
Putin’s persona stands from special registers such as visual imagery of a 
“Marlboro man” (Wood, 2016:330) and his superiority on the political scene 
due to verbal attacks on other men as well as a “series of crude macho apho-
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risms which has been collected as Putinisms” (Wood, 2016:330). The crude-
ness of Putin’s speeches is that he often uses iazyk podonkov, literally “the 
language of the scum” (Wood, 2016:332). Scenarios of power can be under-
stood as political messages, which are expressed through symbolism and 
signals, ceremonies and rituals as well as texts and doctrines, which to some 
extent resemble what Kerimov is talking about. Putin used such symbols and 
ceremonies to demonstrate Russians his greatness and by this contribute to 
loyalty in the population to sustain his legitimacy (Wood, 2016:330-331). 

 
Different types of masculinity that Putin employed during the first two terms 
in office (2000-2008) were Putin in uniform in connection to different mili-
tary activities, dominance over other men as in the case of Khodorkovsky 
trials in 2003 (see Chapter 5.1.1.), and the “Marlboro manhood” in 2007 (see 
Chapter 5.1.1. and Chapter 5.2.2.) (Wood, 2016:332).  

 
Even before becoming president, when Putin was prime minister in Russia 
he represented himself as a warrior or a “tuff guy” due to different photo-
graphs that were “clearly planned” and language that was sometimes impro-
vised but also planned (Wood, 2016:334-335). These approaches should 
show Putin as all-powerful due to the combination of his heroism as a warri-
or, in image form, and his “tuff” nature through language (that means Putin’s 
crude language). Promoters who tried to reinforce Putin’s impression on 
Russian citizens made this by spreading his images and speeches using me-
dia propaganda, especially during the war in Chechnya in 1999. Media prop-
aganda showed him as a pilot of a fighter jet SU 27 and transmitted his fa-
mous speech on September 24, 1999 after the apartment bombings (see 
Chapter 5.3.3.2). Russians liked Putin at that moment as he spoke like ordi-
nary citizens (Wood, 2016:334-335). 

 
Moreover, Putin’s photos with Sergei Shoygu in Siberia where he fished, 
Putin riding horses and drinking tea from an aluminum cup, bearing army 
fatigues, shades, a cowboy-style hat, and a knife at his belt gave an impres-
sion of his closeness to ordinary Russians and simultaneously his masculini-
ty. As Russia approached the presidential elections in 2008, the question 
concerning Putin’s third term spread among Russians, although it was not 
permitted by the 1993 Russian Constitution. However, Putin refused to go on 
his third term, but this did not stop the political elite to call Putin “national 
leader” and “father of the nation” (Wood, 2016:339). Despite this, however, 
this hyper-masculinity demonstrated its frailty during the protest on Bo-
lotnaya Square in 2011-2012 (Wood, 2016:333). 

 
However, later, according to Olga Nadskakuła-Kaczmarczyk, who discussed 
the indifference of Russians toward the political system in their country, this 
means that it “is obtained through depoliticizing the people and subsequently 
governing through apathy. Certain social groups depoliticized by denying 



 

 18

them the possibility of participating politically and banning the creation of 
independent institutions, which could voice and aggregate the interests of 
society” (Nadskakuła-Kaczmarczyk, 2017:344).  
 
These restrictions were reinforced by a monopoly on information and the 
influence of state propaganda. These factors, in turn, have led to a situation, 
in which it became difficult to imagine alternative solutions to socio-political 
problems. Combining these facts, people have started to recognise the exist-
ing state power as natural. Nadskakuła-Kaczmarczyk refers to statistical data 
from the Levada Center that showed that 36 percent of Russians thought that 
people trusted Putin because they believed that he would solve the country’s 
problems. The same statistical data from 2015 showed that people supported 
Putin simply because they had no other choice, but this is a very weak 
ground for legitimacy. According to Ivanov, if the leader of a country does 
not allow people to participate in the political life of the country, he lacks 
legitimacy or may even have no legitimacy to rule the country. This is why 
there have to be other reasons why people still support Putin (Nadskakuła-
Kaczmarczyk, 2017:344). 
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3. Theory 

The following section presents another argument in favor of using Weber’s 
theory through its theoretical comparison with a competing point of view on 
political legitimacy. 

One of the prerequisites of stability in a political system and one of the well-
known phenomena of political life is voluntary acceptance of political legit-
imate decisions that correspond with societal values and beliefs. It means 
that any political system that uses force to establish obedience will be short-
lived. No ruler can maintain his position and no political system its stability 
until “force has been transformed into right and obedience into duty2” (ac-
cording to Rousseau). When a person believes that a political order is legiti-
mate that person tries to live up to its rules as a matter of moral obligation. 
Power graced with the quality of rights evokes a person’s responsive sense 
of duty to a legitimate political system. The decisions of the governors are 
accepted and obeyed because they appear to be justified by standards com-
mon to those who command and those who obey (Smith, 1970:17). 

Moreover, legitimacy as a term is often defined in political sociology and 
science as the right to govern that an institution or leader possesses. It is a 
question of individual judgment about the righteousness of the hierarchy 
between the ruler and subordinate, and about mutual obligations between the 
subordinate and the ruler. When this notion is shared among many individu-
als, legitimacy contributes to a collective ground in society, which allows for 
making it more social, efficient, and just. If authorities “are not viewed as 
legitimate, social regulation is more difficult and costly3” (Encyclopedia 
Princetoniensis, 2022). From one point of view, legitimacy is a subjective 
and normative concept, which exists only in peoples’ beliefs about the right-
eousness of rule. It should not be confused with legality, because not all 
legal acts are legitimate and not all legitimate acts are legal. The historical 
evolution of this approach to legitimacy begins in Max Weber’s works. He 
pointed to the macro-social consequences of citizens’ belief in the legitimacy 
of their rulers. Weber identified three bases for legitimate rule in society: 

                               
2 Rousseau, Jean-Jacques. The Social Contract, Book I, Chapter 3. 
3 Tyler, Tom R. (2001). “A Psychological Perspective on the Legitimacy of Institutions and 
Authorities.” In John T. Jost and Brenda Major eds. The Psychology of Legitimacy: Emerging 
Perspectives on Ideology, Justice, and Intergroup Relations. Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press. 



 

 20

civil-legal, traditional, and charismatic (Encyclopedia Princetoniensis, 2022; 
Weber, 1983:146-147). Weber also argued that the existence of legitimate 
authority structures a society, making those who do not share the common 
belief in the legitimacy of the leadership face incentives to behave as if they 
do (Encyclopedia Princetoniensis, 2022).  

From another point of view, legitimacy depends on correspondence between 
the rule and an external moral standard. According to Allen Buchanan, it 
strives for an objective kind of legitimacy, which is based on the strength of 
the standard itself. In this case, state legitimacy must be defined according to 
the level of justice that exists in the state. The level of justice, in its turn, 
should be based on the degree of respect for human rights. According to this 
model, states should be welcomed to international society according to their 
degree of respect for human rights (Encyclopedia Princetoniensis, 2022).  

The objective approach is inspired by the normative political theory and tries 
to identify normatively accepted structures of rule and does not focus on 
what people think about the rule. This is why this approach cannot show 
why people behave the way they do toward sources of authority, but only 
what kind of sources people should respect. This means that the objective 
approach can be understood as being more about a description of strategies 
to gain legitimacy than about legitimacy itself. On the contrary, the subjec-
tive approach means that the legitimacy is a quality of a dominant entity or 
his ability to keep a belief of subalterns in his necessity and competence. 
Besides, the leader has to contribute to a conviction of subalterns in right-
eousness of decisions that the dominant entity makes (Encyclopedia Prince-
toniensis, 2022; Ivanov, 2012:6). It is useful in cases when a researcher tries 
to investigate the effects of legitimacy on citizens’ behavior toward political 
institutions (Encyclopedia Princetoniensis, 2022). 

This is the reason why this study is based on Weber’s concept of legitimacy 
and what he considers to be grounds of legitimacy, as the current study in-
vestigates the effects of legitimacy on citizens’ behavior.  According to We-
ber, legitimacy can be rational, which means a certain process of generally 
accepted rules according to which the leader of state is accepted. Rational 
legitimacy is represented by the civil-legal and traditional grounds of legiti-
macy. The first means that order is created through rules and norms that 
were established on the basis of legislative activity. The second means that 
order is created through historically constructed customs and a habit of fol-
lowing them.  Rational legitimacy is based on acceptance of state power by 
referencing the people’s consciousness (Ivanov, 2012:9; Weber, 1983:146-
147).  

 
Another kind of legitimacy is charismatic legitimacy, which is based on ex-
ceptional real or imagined qualities of a leader and his dominance over his 
subjects. This type of leader is believed to bear truth, and he can make the 
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only possible correct decisions. In comparison to rational legitimacy, char-
ismatic legitimacy is based not on reasoning, but on feelings and worries of 
subalterns. That is why, for a charismatic leader how his actions will corre-
spond to the well-structured customs is not so important; his role is to reno-
vate the existing order and to serve as a prophet (Ivanov, 2012:9; Weber, 
1983:146-147). 
 

3.1. Operationalisation 
This study will analyse how Putin’s grounds of political legitimacy have 
changed during his 20 years in power and try to find the main ground of his 
legitimacy. For this reason, it is important to know what and how affected 
the transformation and by what means it might be measured. In order to ana-
lyse the transformation of the grounds of his legitimacy, periods from 2000 
to 2008 and from 2012 to 2020 were chosen.  The empirical and analytical 
material will be used to examine all three types of Weber’s political legiti-
macy. 

For the period 2000 – 2008: 

Civil-legal legitimacy will be analysed through the use of materials on 
Putin’s democratizing process and the establishment of the United Russia 
Party. Moreover, the connection between Putin and the United Russia Party 
will be analysed through Putin’s internal reforms of this period. 

Regarding traditional grounds of political legitimacy, it is important to men-
tion that from 2005, Putin began to follow the political ideas of Vladislav 
Surkov, an influential thinker who revised the liberal and democratic struc-
ture of rule to establish so-called “sovereign democracy”. The case of the 
Georgian war will be analysed here as well, as a result of Putin’s new policy. 

When it comes to charismatic legitimacy, subjects that can be discussed in-
clude rapid economic growth in Russia, which then spread to the whole of 
society. This led to a period of mass consumption and welfare in Russia 
with, which Putin’s leadership is often associated.  Moreover, the disastrous 
failures of Putin’s anti-terrorist agenda in the form of the terrorist attack on 
the Nord-Ost theatre in 2002 and Beslan school in 2004 and the disaster of 
the Kursk submarine in 2000, which marked the beginning of Putin’s presi-
dency, is also necessary to examine,  

For the period 2012-2020: 

This period is much more saturated than the previous period, as different 
events and Putin’s decisions are concerned. 
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When discussing civil-legal legitimacy, materials that can be analysed in-
clude Putin’s turn toward authoritarianism, and Kapkov’s reforms in Mos-
cow (Kapkov was the head of the department of culture in Moscow) in 2011 
and the following protests on Bolotnaya Square in 2011 – 2012, which shat-
tered the Russian regime. Moreover, the protests of 2018 in connection with 
the presidential elections in which Putin became president for the fourth 
time, and the protests of 2019 when oppositional candidates were not al-
lowed to participate in the Duma elections, must be discussed. The crucial 
2020 amendments to the 1993 Russian Constitution are also important to 
mention, because they gave Putin the possibility to remain president until 
2036. 

Concerning traditional legitimacy, the highly ceremonial manner of Putin’s 
accession to the presidential office shall be mentioned. In addition, the au-
thoritarian regime and the influence of the Orthodox Church, which became 
much more visible in Russia after 2012, and relations between the Orthodox 
Church and the state, are important to mention. This close relationship be-
tween the state and the Orthodox Church contributed to the idea of Katechon 
that is necessary to investigate as well as the consequence for the adoption of 
this idea that is the war in Syria. 

As for charismatic legitimacy, the Sochi Olympic Games and the annexation 
of Crimea in 2014 will be analysed. Sanctions for the annexation and Rus-
sia’s counter-sanctions will also be addressed. After these events, Russia’s 
involvement in the US presidential elections in 2016 is important to mention.  
Putin’s 2020 statement about the first vaccine against the Coronavirus pro-
duced in Russia is another crucial moment for investigation. 

In addition, the level of approval or disapproval of Putin’s leadership will be 
measured by statistical data from the Levada Center. The effect of each 
event, which is investigated in this study, will be seen in Table 1 (see Chap-
ter 5) and includes the percentages of approval and disapproval of Putin’s 
actions. Focus will be concentrated on February, June, and October of each 
year in order to observe the changes, as these months are crucial when it is 
necessary to measure changes of rating, because most of the events investi-
gated in this study took place between them. Moreover, these months divide 
the year into three equal parts, which enables a balance between quantity of 
data and representativeness.   
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4. Design and Method  

This study will have an explanatory case study design. One of the kinds of 
explanatory design that will be used in this study is a theory-consuming 
study that entails controlling whether the explanatory factor that was chosen 
in the beginning of the investigation is still applicable. Although it has a 
theory in place from the beginning, it has a case in focus (Esaiasson, 
2017:89).  

For the theory-consuming study with a case in focus, it is not so important if 
the results are also applicable to other cases, which distinguishes it from the 
theory-testing study. The most important thing for the theory-consuming 
study is to be sure whether the explanatory factor that is given provides a 
good explanation of why everything happened in each particular case 
(Esaiasson, 2017:89-91). In this study, the case will be Putin’s presidency, 
explanatory factors will be Weber’s three grounds of legitimacy (civil-legal, 
traditional and charismatic), and the dependent variable will be the grade of 
approval or disapproval of Putin’s actions by Russian population. 

Simultaneously, a case-study design is used, as there is only one subject of 
study: Putin’s presidency. However, according to Esaiasson there are very 
few exclusive case studies, and these usually have a form of “within case 
analyses or between case analyses” (Esaiasson, 2017:108). That is, one con-
text and two time-periods, or two contexts and one time-period. In this study, 
the first kind is chosen and the protests on Bolotnaya Square of 2011-2012 
are used as the midline or context and the two periods will be two periods of 
Putin’s presidency, 2000-2008 and 2012-2020, respectively.  

In addition, this study will use elements of qualitative research method to 
investigate the problem at hand. Qualitative researchers usually begin with 
collecting data, and continue with inductive and deductive analysis thereof 
(Creswell, 2018:7-8). General assumptions and interpretive frameworks are 
two essential parts of qualitative research. These assumptions and frame-
works or approaches within the general framework of qualitative enquiry, 
such as narrative research, Grounded Theory, and discourse analysis, are 
used when individual researchers or groups of researchers produce their own 
perspectives and create a database of qualitative research (Creswell, 
2018:41). The process of research starts with the philosophical assumptions 
and continues through an interpretive analysis of the data (Creswell, 
2018:13).  
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Qualitative researchers collect the entire data from various written sources or 
interviews, because it is important that there are multiple resources. Qualita-
tive researchers usually try to create a complex picture of a problem in the 
study, which means description of many different perspectives: the demon-
stration of the many factors involved in the situation, and the presentation of 
the larger picture that emerges (Creswell, 2018:43-44). Qualitative research 
is often used to supplement quantitative research by way of explaining 
mechanisms and linkages (as in the case of this study, where some quantita-
tive data will be used when, discussing Putin’s ratings). Researchers must 
make sense of the collected data by sorting it and reducing it to a few themes 
or categories (Creswell, 2018:46-47). 

Furthermore, this study will make use of methods and instruments that char-
acterise discourse analysis to a great extent, in order to introduce the collect-
ed data in a suitable way. Discourse analysis is used to answer questions in 
many different subjects, investigate stretches of connected text or transcripts 
of talks, and provide descriptions of the structure of paragraphs, stories, and 
conversations. It interprets how meaning can be created through the ar-
rangement of chunks of information across a row of sentences. Discourse 
analysis raises and helps answer different questions through the investigation 
of communication between different chunks of texts, and presents a common 
meaning (Johnstone, 2008:5-8). 

Discourse analysis can be compared to a paraphrasing of the original text, as 
when someone talks about a book that he/she has recently read (Johnstone, 
2008:32). It also provides knowledge that enables people to reduce and in-
terpret paragraphs, stories, arguments, chunks of texts, or texts as a whole 
(Johnstone, 2018:77). In this study, methods and instruments of discourse 
analysis will be used to explore the collected empirical and analytical mate-
rial, and choose as well as combine appropriate information. The appropri-
ateness of the material will depend on its correspondence to Weber’s three 
ideal types of legitimacy: civil-legal, traditional, and charismatic.  

The empirical material includes primarily scientific articles, but also chap-
ters from books. However, when it was necessary, video material was in-
cluded. These articles were collected from the secured sources, because the 
empirical material lays the ground for the analytical data that can be collect-
ed from sources like newspapers, YouTube, and cyber libraries to concretise 
and deepen the empirical material. However, as this data is less secure, it 
was important to collect from several different sources to check the infor-
mation and choose the best source. Sources in Russian were collected pri-
marily for the analytical data; however, they were also used as theoretical 
material.        

This part of the study has presented theoretical material, which includes Max 
Weber’s three ideal types of legitimacy: civil-legal, traditional, and charis-
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matic. The civil-legal and traditional grounds of legitimacy can be called 
rational, because acceptance of state power occurs through people’s con-
sciousness. Charismatic grounds of legitimacy are based on feelings and 
worries of citizens. Traditional legitimacy means that order is created 
through historically constructed customs and a habit of following them.  
Civil-legal legitimacy means that order can be established through rules that 
are the result of legislative activity.  Charismatic legitimacy is based on be-
lief in exceptional or real qualities of a leader, who can take only one exist-
ing correct decision. It is not important that a charismatic leader’s actions 
correspond to existing customs, because he renovates the entire system and 
serves as a prophet. 

The previous section has presented the methods and instruments that will be 
used to gather and analyse the material. Instruments and methods of dis-
course analysis as a form of qualitative research design will be used as well 
as quantitative research to measure approval or disapproval of Putin’s ac-
tions. The explanatory structure of the study in form of a case study design 
and the study’s goals, such as investigation of Putin’s different actions and 
decisions as well as the problem of the study, which is Putin’s continuous 
leadership of Russia, are presented as well. 
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5. Analysis 

Table 1 below will be used to see how Putin’s rating changed throughout his 
20 years in power and especially through the two chosen periods of 2000-
2008 and 2012-2020, as they exclude Medvedev’s nominal presidency and 
are separated by the protests on Bolotnaya Square that serve as the turning 
point in this study. 

Year 
February June October 

Approval,% Disapproval,% Approval,% Disapproval,% Approval,% Disapproval,% 

2000 75 17 61 26 64 26 

2001 69 21 72 22 75 19 

2002 75 20 75 20 77 19 

2003 76 22 77 22 73 24 

2004 82 17 72 25 72 26 

2005 66 32 66 32 71 26 

2006 75 23 77 21 77 22 

2007 81 18 81 18 82 16 

2008 85 13 83 13 83 14 

2009 78 20 79 19 78 20 

2010 80 19 78 20 77 20 

2011 73 25 69 30 66 31 

2012 65 34 64 34 67 32 

2013 65 34 63 35 64 35 

2014 69 30 86 13 88 11 

2015 86 13 89 10 88 12 

2016 81 19 81 18 84 16 

2017 84 15 81 18 82 17 

2018 76 22 67 32 66 33 

2019 64 35 66 32 70 29 

2020 69 30 60 35 68 31 

2021 65 34 66 32 67 33 

2022 71 27 83 15   

Table 1. Putin’s rating 
https://www.levada.ru/indikatory/odobrenie-organov-vlasti/ 
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The following part of the analysis concentrates on the period of 2000-2008 
and presents the material corresponding to Weber’s grounds of political le-
gitimacy discussed above. The empirical, general material will be followed 
by analytical, concrete data in each of the three types of legitimacy to delve 
deeper into the investigated subjects. 

5.1. Civil-legal legitimacy 
In this section the investigation focuses on Putin’s approach to politics in the 
early stage of his presidency. 

5.1.1. Putin’s “democratic” rule 
The following empirical material describes Putin’s quasi-democratic rule. 
Two topics were chosen for this part to investigate how the presidential rule 
and party administration were established, as this is essential for civil-legal 
legitimacy. 
 
During the 1990s, Russia underwent a significant transformation in policy, 
the economy, and social life. The planned economy was transformed into a 
market economy; communism was replaced by multiparty democracy, and 
Soviet troops were withdrawn peacefully from many of the former USSR 
territories. However, after the turn of the millennium, the West watched with 
disappointment as Russia’s struggle of the 1990s to become a middle-
income democracy ended dramatically. Only after Putin became president of 
Russia did some optimism return, and US president George W. Bush even 
praised his efforts in the beginning of the 2000s to establish democracy, 
freedom, and the rule of law (Shleifer, Treisman, 2005:151). However, when 
Putin became president of Russia, he did not know whether Russia should 
join the Western or the Eastern world for the country’s future development, 
and he eventually decided that it was most important to make Russia self-
sufficient (Petro, 2018:306). 

 
After victory in the elections that were held on 26 March 2000, Putin talked 
a lot about a market economy and democracy. However, because of Putin’s 
background as a KGB officer, his victory was alarming for many Western 
experts. Though many aspects of a democratic country such as elections, 
parties, media and civil society, were in existence, their real autonomy be-
came severely limited (Lipman, McFaul, 2001:115). 

After Putin became president in 2000, he started a completely different poli-
cy toward the press and democratic institutions compared with the Yeltsin 
period. Putin’s speeches were promising, but he started to criticise the press 
immediately after gaining power, treating it as a weapon of disinformation 
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and a tool against the state. Journalists of Radio Svoboda were among the 
first to suffer from Putin’s rage for their critical coverage of the Second Che-
chen war, and they received punishment in the form of imprisonment. Putin 
also criticised those journalists who wrote negative articles about his actions 
during the Kursk submarine disaster in 2000 (see Chapter 5.3.3.1). State 
actions against the TV channel NTV (the most advanced media channel of 
its time) should also be viewed as revenge for their critical features, and it 
was not long time before NTV (which was owned by oligarch Vladimir 
Gusinsky) was controlled by the regime. Gusinsky also became Putin’s per-
sonal enemy, which later led to the complete destruction of Gusinsky’s en-
tire media empire (Lipman, McFaul, 2001:121). 

After the arrest of oil billionaire Mikhail Khodorkovsky on 25 October 2003, 
the US newspaper the New York Times described Russia’s leadership as 
“power-hungry mafia of former KGB and military officers” (Shleifer, 
Treisman, 2005:152). Moreover, the pro-Putin “United Russia” party won 37 
percent of votes during the Duma elections on 7 December 2003. This meant 
that a one-party system was established again, and that experiments with 
democracy were finished. Despite these developments, according to Shleifer 
and Treisman, Russia nonetheless carried out very significant economic and 
social reforms; the authors described events in Russia as similar to process-
es, which were taking place in countries with “middle-income” economic 
development. These countries usually suffer from corruption and have lack 
of a free press.  The authors also state that in comparison with other coun-
tries at the same economic level, Russia was a more secure place to live, 
Russia’s nuclear power showed the country’s strength, and the important 
role that the country played in international affairs also increased Russia’s 
status in the world (Shleifer, Treisman, 2005:152). 

Among other actions and reforms that Putin carried out after becoming pres-
ident were the increase of the judiciary fund and introduction of new legal 
codes. With these reforms, Putin had a goal to appropriate a state system to 
become democratic and globally competitive. In 2005, Vladislav Surkov 
became one of Putin’s advisers in establishment of a “sovereign democracy” 
in Russia (see Chapter 5.2.1); in order to do this, it was thought that Russia 
should be economically competitive, govern democratically and the govern-
ment should reflect traditional Russian values (Petro, 2018:306-307). 

According to Petro, the concept of “sovereign democracy” also meant that a 
multipolar world was more preferable than a unipolar world, because in this 
case, military, economic, or cultural hegemony of one state would cause 
global problems and probably threaten Russia. However, it soon became 
obvious that by trying to be equal among the Western states, Russia lost its 
ties with the East and experienced a loss of faith. This meant that Russians 
lost their spiritual and moral grounds. Moreover, the NATO expansion east-
ward started to worry Russia and also broke an unwritten agreement between 
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US and the USSR not to extend NATO’s influence further. These were some 
of the reasons why Putin decided not to follow the path of democratic devel-
opment (Petro, 2018:309). Putin also claimed that Russia’s relations with the 
EU would depend on the EU’s response to Russia’s willingness to cooperate. 
However, the result of Russia-EU or Russia-West relations became obvious 
after Putin’s famous speech in Munich in 2007 (see Chapter 5.2.2). In this 
speech, Putin criticised Western policy and the West’s willingness to domi-
nate Russia. This speech made relations between Russia and the West very 
tense, but they became more hostile after the Georgian war in 2008 (see 
Chapter 5.2.2), where interests of both sides collided and resulted in a 
bloody conflict (Petro, 2018:310-311). 

5.1.2. United Russia – the ruling party in Russia 
During Boris Yeltsin’s presidency, the Kremlin did not show signs of an 
attempt to create a strong party that would serve the president, and only after 
the Duma elections in 1999 would the pursuit to create a party of power be-
came clear. However, it took some time before the party was formed, be-
cause regional elites had autonomy. Only on 1 December 2001, after a long 
process of unity between different parties and blocks, was a ruling party 
finally created (Reuter & Remington, 2009:502) under the name United Rus-
sia (for a more detailed description, see Chapter 5.1.3).  

The party of power or “dominant party” always plays a significant role and 
has access to many political offices; it has power over a country’s policy- 
making and distributes patronage, and can remain in power by this means. 
Examples of actions that the dominant party can take are refusal of registra-
tion for oppositional parties in elections, and using the party’s influence on 
courts and election commissions (Reuter & Remington, 2009:502).  

Such measures have the goal of ensuring that the result of the elections 
would not shatter the ruler’s political status. The “dominant party” can also 
serve as a supplier of different benefits to rulers or elites, such as giving 
career opportunities to ambitious politicians, those who are worthy to have 
them, and manipulating electoral expectations. According to Reuter and 
Remington, United Russia fits the above-mentioned description very well 
(Reuter & Remington, 2009:503). The leader of a state can use the “domi-
nant party” as a weapon to exclude or repress other oppositional social 
groups. The process of party-building is a response to the competitive threat 
that comes from forces inside society. Besides, as Reuter and Remington 
state, in semi-authoritarian regimes such as Putin’s regime in Russia, “the 
legislature is marginalised only if it is entirely controlled by the executive” 
(Reuters & Remington, 2009:504-506). 

After the 2003 parliament elections, wherein the United Russia gained more 
power, it issued a law on 13 September 2004 according to which all gover-
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nors or other executives should receive approval from Putin, which eliminat-
ed the meaning of the direct election of regional executives. This gave Unit-
ed Russia additional power, because governors in regions were deprived of 
their control on the regional assembly. Moreover, the majority of representa-
tives in regions were representatives from United Russia after these changes 
(Reuter & Remington, 2009:511). 

All of the above led to consolidation of power in Putin’s hands, though he 
never was a leader of this party or even a member. The general empirical 
view on Putin’s civil-legal grounds of legitimacy was presented above, and 
the following analytical section presents how the system works in practice. 
Two topics were chosen for this part in order to understand results of this 
cooperation. This was done by investigating Putin’s internal political re-
forms during this period, because they may serve as signs of his correct and 
erroneous decisions. 

5.1.3. Connection between Putin and the United Russia Party 
On 1 December 2021, United Russia celebrated its 20-year anniversary as a 
party. The United Russia Party was created due to the great influence of 
Russian oligarch Boris Berezovsky, who had an idea to create a new party 
for the support of the recently appointed Prime Minister Vladimir Putin. The 
United Russia Party was created through the consolidation of several pre-
existing entities such as the Unity party, whose leader was Sergey Shoygu, 
the Fatherhood party, whose leader was Yuri Luzhkov, and the movement of 
regional heads called The whole Russia (Navalny Live, 2021). 

This party became the instrument that Putin began to use to reach such goals 
as the monetization of facilities, abolishment of direct governors’ elections, 
and extension of the presidential term from 4 to 6 years. This means that 
from the beginning, United Russia started to carry out the Kremlin’s orders 
(Navalny Live, 2021). The good will that United Russia spread over laws 
that were introduced by deputies of the party, excluding deputies of other 
parties, made it possible to adopt, for example, the pension reform of 2018. 
This law raised the retirement age up to a level that is almost impossible to 
reach in Russia (Navalny Live, 2021; Carnegie, 2021). Moreover, the for-
eign agent law in 2012 made it difficult for opposition activists to work in 
Russia if they received financial support from abroad. As well as the re-
strictions of protests in 2012 in connection with the protests on Bolotnaya 
Square (see Chapter 5.4.3) did not allow for organising protests without 
permission, and could lead to fines and imprisonment in case of violation of 
the law. In conclusion, the nullification of Putin’s presidential terms has 
potentially allowed him to stay in power until 2036 (Navalny Live, 2021). 
All of the above illustrates the genuine explanation behind the party’s exist-
ence. According to Lyubov Sobol, United Russia means Putin and vice ver-
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sa. The capture and appropriation of power are the main goals of creation 
and continuing existence of the party (Navalny Live, 2021). This became 
normal, especially when the party always has the Constitutional majority, 
because it gives Putin the possibility to push forward any decision that he 
considers to be rightful and which corresponds to his ideas, such as the al-
ready mentioned 2020 amendments to the 1993 Russian Constitution (see 
Chapter 5.4.6) (Vedomosti, 2019). 

Moreover, the Kremlin can advance its power in the Federal, Regional, and 
Municipal parliaments and show the community’s support of Putin’s leader-
ship using the authority of the United Russia Party (Vedomosti, 2019). For 
example, Putin threw himself into the pre-election campaign of United Rus-
sia in 2021 with the conservative aim to get the current Duma re-elected in 
its current form. He also expressed gratitude toward the party’s deputies with 
whom he found it easy to work. The 2021 Duma elections were meant to 
reaffirm the legal authority of his regime, because without a strong ruling 
party, the structure of Putin’s regime would lose its strength (Carnegie, 
2021). 

5.1.4. Putin’s political reforms in the period 2000–2008 
Just two days before Yeltsin’s unexpected resignation on 29 December 1999, 
Putin published a manifesto that was titled “Russia at the Turn of the Mil-
lennium” where he described the program of his presidency. The most im-
portant point there was the restoration of the Russian state. This manifesto 
also showed the direction of Putin’s legal reforms. In addition, Putin pro-
moted the restoration of traditional values (especially patriotism) and high-
lighted individual rights and freedoms written in the 1993 Constitu-
tion.  Putin saw the growth of the regional laws that violated Constitutional 
norms as a threat, and that was why the “streamline of bodies of state author-
ity and management” was needed (Pomeranz, 2018:144-145).  

Putin’s first action as the president of Russia was a decree that he issued on 
16 May 2000, which divided the Russian Federation into seven Federal Dis-
tricts. These areas corresponded with Russia’s Military Districts and grouped 
several republics, regions, and territories together. The individual autonomy 
of Russian subjects was thus undermined. Each of the seven districts re-
ceived a presidential envoy who reported directly to Putin. These envoys 
should monitor federal agencies and their districts and ensure compliance 
with Federal Law. Later, other state legal and administrative bodies such as 
the Prosecutor’s Office the Ministry of Justice, the Federal Security Service 
of the Russian Federation (FSB), the Ministry of Internal Affairs, and the 
Federal Tax Police joined each envoy. This means that, using decrees, Putin 
established top-down legality in the regions (Pomeranz, 2018:145). 
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In the end, all of Putin’s reforms restored a centralised control that should 
decide over the future direction of Russia toward the nation-state. By doing 
so, Putin violated the law in order to have all power in his hands and become 
the major source of political decisions in Russia. Putin was interested in 
establishment of legality or, as he called it, the “dictatorship of laws.” This 
means that Putin, in accordance with his manifesto, tried to create a new 
relationship between the state and the law where the law should be subordi-
nated to state power (Pomeranz, 2018:146-148). At the same time, Putin 
diminished the role that, oligarchs such as Boris Berezovsky, Vladimir 
Gusinsky, and Mikhail Khodorkovsky started to play in Russia’s policy, 
trying to spread their influence in different fields of the state power mecha-
nism in the 2000s. This was followed by the tragedy of Beslan (see Chapter 
5.3.3.4) that shocked Russian society and made Putin make another decision 
that had a crucial impact on Russia’s state structure: the decision to appoint 
governors in the regions and mayors, which became possible after the presi-
dential decree of 2004 (see Chapter 5.1.2). 

This shows that by the middle of the 2000s, Putin had established full con-
trol over Russia’s regions and the top-down delivery of Russian law under 
Putin’s so-called “power vertical” (Pomeranz, 2018:150). Moreover, after 
the Duma election in 2003, Putin and his United Russia party gained much 
power in the parliament, because United Russia became the largest block in 
the Duma. This gave Putin the ability to issue any law and opportunity to 
take control over Russia’s representative and judicial institutions, and gave 
him the possibility to reduce the division of powers and restore historical 
control over these branches of power (Pomeranz, 2018:151). 

 

Year 
February June October 

Approval,% Disapproval,% Approval,% Disapproval,% Approval,% Disapproval,% 

2000 75 17 61 26 64 26 

2001 69 21 72 22 75 19 

2002 75 20 75 20 77 19 

2003 76 22 77 22 73 24 

2004 82 17 72 25 72 26 

2005 66 32 66 32 71 26 

2006 75 23 77 21 77 22 

2007 81 18 81 18 82 16 
2008 85 13 83 13 83 14 

 
Table 2. Putin’s rating 2000-2008 
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As a result, it is possible to see that Putin followed the established rules, at 
least during his first presidential term. Moreover, this section on the civil-
legal grounds of legitimacy demonstrated paradoxically, that Putin’s rating 
decreased after he was elected, supposedly because of the election process 
that looked suspicious (see Chapter 1.1).  However, the downfall might de-
pend on Putin’s decision to divide Russia’s territory into seven districts and 
establish presidential control there, because his approval rating sank from 
75% in February 2000 to 61% in June 2000. After that, it is possible to see 
the rise of Putin’s rating throughout 2001, which can be explained by the 
final steps in the creation of the United Russia Party, because the approval 
rating was 75% in October 2001 and 75% in February 2002 (Table 2).  

This shows that there were no other events than the final establishment of the 
United Russia Party that impacted Putin’s rating. Furthermore, in October 
2003, the approval rating declined slightly to 73% (Table 2), supposedly due 
to the arrest of Mikhail Khodorkovsky, but in February 2004, the rapid 
growth of approval to 82% hinged on the United Russia Party’s success in 
the elections. It is difficult, however, to explain the following significant 
downfall of the approval rating from 82% in February 2004 to 72% in June 
2004 (Table 2). A possible reason is that the United Russia Party did not 
implement its pre-election promises. This also can be a consequence of the 
presidential elections in March 2004, which were not considered in this 
study that is similar to result after the presidential elections in 2000. It is also 
important to notice that the September 2004 decree concerning the appoint-
ment of the regional governors did not impact the approval rating, which was 
72% in June 2004 and 72% in October 2004, but caused the disapproval 
rating to rise slightly from 25% in February 2004 to 26% in June 2004 (Ta-
ble 2). 

This is the end of the civil-legal grounds of legitimacy section; the 
following section discusses the traditional grounds of legitimacy.  

5.2. Traditional legitimacy 
In this section, the investigation focuses on Putin’s attempts to reincarnate 
the historically constructed customs of the Soviet time, and the confrontation 
with the US for sphere of interests as a result. 

5.2.1. Vladislav Surkov’s concept of sovereign democracy 
The following empirical material presents the establishment of “sovereign 
democracy” in Russia. 
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One topic was chosen for this part to see what contributed to Russia’s turn 
from the Western democratic path of development in order to protect the 
native roots and form of democracy in Russia, as historically, the country 
usually followed its own path of development. This development continued 
until 2012 and led to the idea of restoring Russia as a super power on the 
level of the Soviet Union and imitating its policy (Cornell, 2014:25-26; 
Hobér, 2019:43). Moreover, this turn from the democratic path of develop-
ment led later to Russia’s decision to make an additional turn to include the 
preservation of traditional values in its policy (Cornell, 2014:25-26). 
 
Vladislav Surkov worked as an adviser to the Russian government in the 
field of public relations between 1992 and 1997. In 1999, Alexander Volosh-
in, who was the chief of staff in the Kremlin, employed Surkov to work in 
the presidential administration. Later the same year, when Surkov himself 
was appointed as deputy chief of staff, he became Putin’s leading ideologist 
and started the reshaping of the public sphere after Putin became Russia’s 
president (Sakwa, 2008:4). Surkov developed the party legislation and mac-
ro-managing of the electoral process that came into force during the parlia-
mentary elections in 2003 and 2007. Surkov reduced the number of parties to 
the stage when he became sure that these parties would be strong enough to 
participate in the political life of the country. This marked the establishment 
of a so-called “managed democracy” where the real independent parties 
were marginalised, giving the ruling party United Russia a monopoly on 
power by 2007 (Sakwa, 2008:4). 

 
Surkov is also well-known because of his idea of “sovereign democracy” 
that is, the autocracy of the people in Russia as well as their strength and 
dignity that is viewed through the development of civil society, a reliable 
state, competitive economy, and effective mechanisms of influence on world 
events. Moreover, it is a mode of societal and political life where the state 
authorities, their bodies, and actions are chosen by the Russian nation to gain 
material well-being and freedom (Surkov, 2009:8-9). 

Surkov also meant that the native roots and forms of democracy in Russia 
should not be affected by hegemonic global powers in the West (Surkov, 
2009:9-11; Sakwa, 2008:6; Plyais, 2008:25). Surkov argued that Russia 
might not use only military power to protect Russian sovereignty, but also a 
form of peaceful competition and open rivalry, because while aiming to be-
come powerful, Russia had to preserve the national state and prevent any 
foreign impact. Sovereign democracies differ from other democracies by 
their intellectual leadership, united elite, and ability to defend themselves 
(Surkov, 2009:12-15).  

According to Surkov, any interference into the democracy-building process 
is a strategy that some centers of global influence use to manipulate different 
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states politically (Plyais, 2008:25). The notion of “sovereign democracy” 
was also identified by Putin in his speech on 25 April 2005, where, without 
the mentioning the concept, he suggested to assign to Russia, an exceptional 
right to decide on democratic principles such as freedom, justice, and wel-
fare as a sovereign country (Plyais, 2008:27; Putin, 2005).  

This speech can be viewed as a result of Surkov’s discussions about national 
priorities in 2005 that were followed by the concrete premises of the concept 
“sovereign democracy” in front of the representatives of the ruling party 
United Russia (Plyais, 2008:25). Later, discussions about the concept “sov-
ereign democracy” involved scientists and the political elite, including Putin 
himself. Soon the concept was incorporated into the mass consciousness of 
Russians as well as into political and ideological reality. The ruling party 
United Russia even tried to incorporate this concept as its foundation of the 
pre-election campaign of 2007. The necessity of “sovereign democracy,” 
according to Surkov, depended on the fact that the power-vertical would be 
unstable without it (Plyais, 2008:24-25). 

However, Russia had to behave in its own way and not according to what 
others say, using competitive advantages inherited from the Soviet Union 
such as energy, defence, and education. Russians should also be proud of 
both the pre-revolutionary and post-revolutionary history of Russia (Surkov, 
2009:16-18). As will be seen later, Putin was inspired by the notion of Mos-
cow as the third Rome, protecting the world from the Antichrist and strug-
gling for the Soviet sphere of interests. 

The general empirical view on Putin’s traditional ground of legitimacy was 
presented above, and the following analytical section presents how it was 
implemented. One topic was chosen for this part as not only a first sign of 
the transformation from a liberal and democratic country to a conservative 
state, but also as an example of the reincarnation of the old struggle between 
Russian and US spheres of interests. 

5.2.2. Russia-Georgian war 2008 
Russia did not participate so much in international relations during the 
1990s, and nobody considered Russia as a real international player. Howev-
er, everything started to change in the 2000s after Putin became president of 
Russia, because the West has been confronting Russia that started to chal-
lenge Western liberal ideas ever since (March, 2011:187). During Putin’s 
first two terms in power, anti-Western nationalism that was previously a 
hardly noticeable trend became part of mainstream Russian discourse. 
Moreover, this nationalistic idea started to influence Russian foreign policy 
as never before, making relations between Russia and the West more intense 
(March, 2011:188). 
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This was displayed most clearly in Putin’s speech in Munich on 10 February 
2007, when he accused the US of having a unipolar world concept and the 
West of attempting to teach Russia how it should behave (Putin, 2007). In 
2008, a nationalistic Russia was “rebelling against the system that no longer 
met its interests and had been imposed on Russia during a moment of tempo-
rary weakness” (March, 2011:188). The previous expression means that 
during the1990s, when Russia was weak and helpless in many fields, includ-
ing politics, the West imposed its ideas on Russia. It can be assumed that 
“system” means “democracy,” and that in 2008, Russia rebelled against it. 

It was “lawless Russian nationalism” that laid the basis for Russia’s recogni-
tion of Abkhazia and South Ossetia (these were parts of Georgia before the 
war that took place between 1 and 12 August 2008) (March, 2011:188). A 
country’s leader normally uses nationalistic ideas to arrange domestic af-
fairs, but the case of the Russia -Georgian war was an exception from this 
pattern according to March, because nationalism affected foreign policy 
directly in this case (March, 2011:189). In his Munich speech, Putin accused 
the US and NATO of attempts to spread Western influence close to Russia’s 
borders despite an agreement with the USSR not to do so. The case of the 
Georgian war was a warning to the West to not interfere in Russia’s sphere 
of interests (Putin, 2007). The spread of Western influence meant the series 
of revolutions and attempts of regime change in post-soviet countries that 
took place from 2003 to 2006. Throughout these years, more or less success-
ful revolutions took place in Georgia in 2003, Ukraine in 2004, Kyrgyzstan 
in 2005, and Belarus in 2006, which threatened Russia (Diletant, 2019). As 
these zones of instability emerged around Russia, the country’s leadership 
imagined that they were organised from the West, Russia’s main enemy. The 
situation in 2008 became another case in a row of threats facing Russia. 
From the Russian perspective, Georgia was an aggressor against whom 
“measures had to be taken” (March, 2011:189). 

Returning to Putin’s speech in Munich (video Putin’s speech in Munich) and 
what led to it, it can be mentioned that the US did not take Putin’s opinion 
about different international problems into account. This led to a sense of 
obida or “injury” (March, 2011:191). The US decision not to count Russia as 
a valuable ally reinforced the particularistic pride and xenophobia in Russia 
that is historically directed at the West. The humiliation that Russia suffered 
from the West laid the foundation for Putin’s future policy (March, 
2011:191). 

As a result, it is possible to see that since 2005, Putin started to rely on the 
historically established custom of the Soviet period to stay in power. Moreo-
ver, this section on the traditional grounds of legitimacy demonstrated that 
people initially disliked Putin’s new policy that he launched in 2005. This 
means Surkov’s concept of “sovereign democracy”. The confirmation of this 
is the same low approval rating and high disapproval rating before and after 
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Putin’s speech in 2005. The approval rating was 66% in the period of Febru-
ary-June 2005 and the disapproval rating was 32% in the period of February-
June 2005 (Table 2). However, people later appreciated the new policy, as 
can be seen by the active approval of Putin’s Munich speech, because the 
approval rating was 81% in February 2007 and the approval rating was 83% 
in October 2008 after the war in Georgia in 2008, and the disapproval rating 
was only 14% in October 2008. These actions in 2007 and 2008 also meant 
that Russia’s relations with the West worsened. 

This is the end of the section about the traditional grounds of legitimacy; the 
following section discusses charismatic grounds of legitimacy. 

5.3. Charismatic legitimacy 
In this section the investigation focuses on the improvement of Russians’ 
living standards during Putin’s first presidential period, grievous events of 
this time, and Putin’s attempts to rid people from distress.  

5.3.1. The economic crisis 2008–2009 
The following empirical material reveals how Russia suffered from the eco-
nomic crisis. One topic was chosen for this part to show the difference be-
tween Putin’s and Yeltsin’s presidential periods, because as a new leader of 
Russia and a new guarantor of its development, Putin, wanted to prove his 
superiority to Yeltsin and his presidency. This is one of the features that 
highlight a charismatic leader. 

In the period between 1999 and 2008, Russia had one of the fastest growing 
economies of the world, but in 2009, Russia was one of the countries that 
suffered most from the worldwide economic crisis, facing an eight percent 
reduction in GDP.  The entire economic development of a decade that people 
experienced on all social levels suddenly disappeared, leaving Russia in a 
state of distress (Guriev, Suvinsky, 2010:9). This crisis returned Russians to 
the dramatic days of the USSR, the time after its collapse, and the turbulent 
time during the 1990s before the period of transformation, when annual eco-
nomic growth by seven percent between 1999 and 2008 made Russia one of 
the most successful countries in the world. Due to the rising price of oil dur-
ing the above mentioned decade, Russia could even establish a Reserve Fund 
that contained 140 billion dollars, and a National Welfare Fund that con-
tained 40 billion dollars (Guriev, Suvinsky, 2010:10-12). 

Moreover, the benefits of Russian economic growth trickled down to both 
the middle class and the poor and did not benefit the Russian elite exclusive-
ly. That led to a tripling of the real wage and Russia’s car market became the 
largest in Europe. The price for one square meter in Moscow’s elite apart-
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ments rose from 700 dollars in 1999 to 6,000 dollars in 2008. Unemploy-
ment fell by more than half, and the poverty rate (percentage of people living 
below the official minimum standards) decreased from 29 percent to 13 per-
cent during the same period (Guriev, Suvinsky, 2010:12). However, during 
these same years, Putin was unable to solve some major problems of the 
Russian economy and society, including inflation, which was above 10 per-
cent per year in 2008; the corruption rate in Russia did not decrease at all, 
and was on the same level in 2008 as before Putin’s presidency. Financial 
inequality among Russians was unacceptably high for a developing country, 
not to mention Russia’s dependence on export of oil and gas, because the 
price for one barrel on 2 January 2008 was 100 dollars, and on 11 July, it 
was 147.27 dollars per barrel (Guriev, Suvinsky, 2010:13).  

This was followed by the global economic crisis in September 2008 that 
started in the US, reached Russia, and contributed to significant difficulties. 
Another problem was, of course, the decreased price of oil, which fell below 
100 dollars in September for the first time in seven months of that year. In 
December, one barrel cost around 34 dollars. The price increased slightly in 
January 2009, but in February 2009, it returned to 34 dollars (Guriev, Suvin-
sky, 2010:16). Decreasing wages and peoples’ disappointment with this situ-
ation followed soon, together with the people’s calls for the government’s 
resignation. However, this disappointment was rapidly pacified, using the 
money that was previously accumulated in funds. Oil prices started to recov-
er in 2009, reaching 70–80 dollars per barrel, which gave the Russian gov-
ernment the ability to regain confidence and returned to the pre-crisis status 
quo. Though the oil price did not rise to pre-crisis levels it still decreased the 
probability of larger protests (Guriev, Suvinsky, 2010:25). 

The general empirical view on Putin’s charismatic ground of legitimacy was 
presented above; the following analytical section presents the results of this 
policy and what preceded it. Five topics were chosen for this part to under-
stand why Russians praise Putin, despite the tragic events of this period, as 
these events revealed how Putin can cope with challenges. 

5.3.2. Russia’s economic and social growth in the 2000s 
Putin’s first and second presidential term could be associated with mass con-
sumption and luxury lifestyles, especially among women of upper-class in 
Russian society. This kind of life was usually associated with expensive cars, 
jewelries, clothes, and houses (Schimpfossl, 2014:63). The goal of obtaining 
authority was and still is very important among Russians. But the change 
that took place in Russia in the 2000s was that women became more self-
sufficient and powerful in comparison to the 1990s. Before oligarchs (exclu-
sively men) who had a lot of money and power together with access to luxu-
ry had seemingly possessed the world. However, in the beginning of the 
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2000s, it was primarily women who dominated the scene due to their luxury 
appearance (Schimpfossl, 2014:64). 

The 1990s were a period of sudden revenues, and as a result, primarily male 
actors capable of holding on-to them became extremely rich. These people 
were called novyie russkie (“new Russians”) in the Russian context, even 
though this term did not mean that these persons were necessarily Russians.  
They were rich, however, and special signs of their status were crimson 
jackets, golden chains, expensive cars, and cool girlfriends. In the 2000s, 
women replaced them as representatives of power holders in Russian socie-
ty, using the same signs of individuality and status as men, as clothes and 
jewelry started to play an even more significant role. However, by the end of 
the decade, those who had been glamorous in the 2000s changed their life-
style (Schimpfossl, 2014:66-67). 

By the end of the 2000s, a person’s manners and behavior and level of edu-
cation started to be more important signs of people’s higher status over oth-
ers (Schimpfossl, 2014:35). The trend of the late 2000s became a kind of 
modesty, when people got rid of the habit of showing their high status by 
luxury in the form of jewelries or glamourous clothes. This trend started to 
decline and was eventually followed by a sense of style and taste when it 
comes to things that show a person’s high status. For example, clothes be-
came less “catchy” and instead “cool-looking”. However, it did not mean 
that this kind of clothes was less expensive. But this tendency came at the 
end of the 2000s; before that, those representatives of the Russian elite cir-
cles used different methods to show their status, such as vehicles, yachts, 
helicopters, private jets, and so on (Schimpfossl, 2014:70-73). 

This can be explained by the fact that Russia’s GDP growth in 2005 was 
already 6.4 percent, and trade was growing by 12 percent. This circumstance 
led to a situation wherein not only “new Russians” but also ordinary people 
could go to markets and buy whatever they wanted. In the middle of the 
2000s, Russians started to change their lifestyle through the new opportuni-
ties that they had received during the time of Russia’s economic growth. 
They began to consume actively bought different home appliances, and 
changed their standards of food, leisure activities, and relaxation. Russians 
began to buy new cars and clothes imported from the West. In that period, 
trade increased three times more than industry and seven times more than 
agriculture. Russia became an important country for investment, which also 
led to the establishment of numerous international supermarket chains in 
Russia. Speaking of clothes, the possibility for ordinary people to look nice 
for reasonable money became very important, as previously only the elite 
could afford to buy high-quality clothes (NAMEDNI, 2005). 

At the same time, among the Russian elite, the idea of luxurious life became 
more and more popular. Russia’s luxury consumption increased two times 



 

 40

more than mass consumption; for example, the most expensive house in the 
luxury village of Barvikha could cost 28 million dollars. The luxurious in-
ternational brands opened their boutiques there as well. Representatives of 
the Russian elite started to spend their winter holidays in Courchevel, a fa-
mous group of four villages in the French Alps (NAMEDNI, 2005). 

5.3.3. The shocking accidents of the Putin’s first presidential 
period 

5.3.3.1. The Kursk submarine disaster 
The sinking of the Russian submarine Kursk took place on 12 August 2000. 
The importance of this event is very high, because it tested the country’s 
newly elected president Vladimir Putin and his ability to act in critical situa-
tions for the first time (Barany, 2004:476). The Kursk submarine sank during 
a navy exercise that started on 10 August 2000. This exercise involved a 
large part of the Russian fleet, including its heaviest cruiser Pyotr Velikiy 

and the airplane carrier Admiral Kuznetsov, with the aim of showing the 
muscles of Russia’s elite navy units. However, on 12 August at 7:30 am, the 
monitoring station closest to the scene detected two explosions that occurred 
on the Kursk submarine (Barany, 2004:477-478).  

The victims of these explosions were nearly all 180 members of the crew. 
Only 23 seamen managed to escape the explosions, but were trapped in one 
of the segments of the submarine, as the following investigation has shown. 
Moreover, it also showed that the admiral Vyacheslav Popov, who headed 
the exercise, on board the Pyotr Velikiy, noticed the explosions and alarm, 
but ignored them and ordered to continue the exercises. Only nine hours later 
did he order to start the search for the submarine, but as it was difficult for 
Russian rescuers to find the place of sinking and get inside the submarine 
without foreign support that Russia initially refused, it took four days before 
Norwegian and British divers accessed the seamen. However, they came too 
late, and found only dead bodies. Several media outlets compared the author-
ities’ response in this case with the treatment of the Chernobyl disaster that 
was concealed by Mikhail Gorbachev. The total secrecy in the Kursk case 
and an absolute indifference to people’s lives became the main legacy of this 
accident (Barany, 2004:479). 

This accident took place when Putin was on vacation, but what is more out-
rageous is that he continued his vacation even after he received the news. 
Because of his passivity during the first days of the disaster, “Putin was 
viewed by many Russians as an emotionless cynic, a gosudarstvennik, 
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whose vacation was more important than the lives of his troops4”; Putin re-
sponded that he listened to the military’ words, and that was why did not act 
rapidly (Barany, 2004:486-487).   

However, different suspicions about this tragedy and the authorities’ behav-
iour remained and they became much more grounded when the widows of 
the seamen received unexpectedly high compensations payments that were 
higher than the compensation that the widows of the Chechen war received 
in connection with the death of their husbands. The widows of the Kursk 
tragedy meant that “the state tried to buy them off” (or buy their silence), 
because the leadership tried to hide something very important (Barany, 
2004:489). 

5.3.3.2. Putin’s anti-terrorist agenda 
In summer of 1999, Boris Yeltsin announced that his successor on the presi-
dential post would be the relatively unknown Vladimir Putin, who promised 
that he would head the counter-terrorist campaign in Chechnya and follow 
terrorists everywhere. His intention became more obvious after the events of 
September 1999, when three separate explosions of apartment buildings took 
place, one after another, in Buynaksk, Moscow, and Volgadonsk, which 
killed more than 300 people and injured 1,700. As a reaction to these events, 
Putin answered very emotionally: “Myi budem presledovat terroristov vezde. 
V aeroportu? V aeroportu. Znachit, vyi uzh menya izvinite, v tualete 
poymaem. Myi i v sortire ih zamochim. Vse, vopros zakryit okonchatelno5.” 
(“We will follow the terrorists everywhere. In the airport? In the airport. 
That’s say, excuse my language, if we catch them in the toilet, we will kill 
them there. That’s all, eventually, the question is solved6”) (Putin, 1999). 

5.3.3.3. The siege of the Nord-Ost theatre  
The events that took place in the Nord-Ost theatre in Dubrovka lasted for 
four days between 23 and 26 October 2002. The play that was shown in the 
theatre that day had gathered around 800 guests. As the second act began, 40 
heavily armed Chechen terrorists broke into the audience and took actors, 
musicians, and guests hostage, 912 persons in all. Some people who were 
not in the audience managed to escape while the terrorists were confiscating 
people’s mobile phones. After raising the alarm, the building was surround-
ed by the Federal Security Services (FSB) and other special forces. Putin 
was also immediately informed about the capture of hostages. The terrorists 

                               
4 Barany, Zoltan. (2004). The tragedy of the Kursk: Crisis management in Putin's Russia 1. 
Government and Opposition (London), 39(3), 476-503 
5 This study has used the online-transliteration system Meta-translator to make transcriptions 
of all Russian texts https://translate.meta.ua/ru/translit/ 
6 Here is author’s own translation 
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demanded that Russian troops should leave Chechnya; later in the day, they 
released 15 children under the age of 12 (Holiman, 2009:285).  

On 24 October, several prominent celebrities and politicians arrived at Nord-
Ost to make contact with the terrorists. After the negotiations, the terrorists 
changed their previous demand that Russian troops leave Chechnya, and 
changed it to three separate demands: 1. Cessation of bombings of Chechen 
cities and villages using heavy weaponry by 26 October; 2. Cessation of the 
cleansing operations that Russians directed against non-combatant Che-
chens; 3. Telephone conversation between Vladimir Putin and the Chechen 
leader Aslan Mashadov. On 25 October, terrorists allowed medicine, food, 
and water to be delivered to the hostages (Holiman, 2009:286).  

In the morning of 26 October at 5:30 am, two hostages that were able to hide 
their phones called the radio station Eho Moskvyi and told them that gas had 
started to fill the audience. At 6:05 am, the security forces started to shoot 
toward the building, after a statement that the hostages had been executed, 
which was false. They then initiated an attack on the building and until 6:50 
am, shooting was heard inside the building. At 7:00 am, the security forces 
started to carry out anesthetised people from the theatre and packed them in 
buses, not ambulances, which followed one another until 11:00 am, because 
there were so many people that needed to be transported. Later, most of them 
died in the hospitals because they did not receive any medical treat-
ment. This data shows that Putin and the authorities did not want to appear 
weak in front of the terrorists, and that was why the security forces ran a 
highly toxic narcotic gas through the ventilation system in order to kill them. 
However, they did not care about the hostages. Eventually, after a chaotic 
situation, when the relatives of victims could not find their loved ones, it 
became clear that 140 hostages had died. Moreover, Putin announced that 
the operation was a success, since all the terrorists were killed (Holiman, 
2009:287-288). 

5.3.3.4. The siege of the Beslan school  
On 1 September 2004, on the first day of the school year in Russia, between 
30 and 70 terrorists stormed School Number 1 in the city of Beslan in North 
Ossetia and took 1200 hostages - children, parents, and teachers. This trage-
dy was a result of the conflict between the two nationalities of the region, 
Ossetians and Ingush-Chechens, on the basis of religious affirmation (Osse-
tians are Christians and Ingush-Chechens are Muslims). The militants de-
manded that Russian troops must leave Chechnya and that Russia should 
recognise Chechnya’s independence, as well as release imprisoned terrorists. 
The Chechen warlord Shamil Basaev claimed to be responsible for this hos-
tage-taking, which led to 334 victims (Javeline & Baird, 2011:3-4). 
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The hostages were gathered in the schools’ training hall, where the terrorists 
had installed bombs. On the first day, one of the female suicide bombers’ 
explosive suddenly detonated, and terrorists killed everyone around her. Six 
hostages took advantage of the chaos to flee and told the surrounding crowd 
that the hostages lived in terrible conditions without food and water. Offi-
cials started discussions with the terrorists on 1 September, but only on the 
next day did the terrorists release pregnant women (NAMEDNI, 2004).  

On 3 September, two powerful explosions took place, which killed most of 
the hostages; after that the roof collapsed on them. Again, some of hostages 
used the chaos and tried to flee, but the terrorists opened fire on them and 
killed most of the attempted escapees, primarily children. The terrorists then 
moved deep into the building with the rest of the hostages. At that moment, 
security forces started an attack, and a third explosion occurred, which con-
tributed to a fire. The bloodiest fight took place in the assembly hall, and the 
last terrorist was killed in the school’s chamber (NAMEDNI, 2004). 

Later, an investigation of the operation was started that revealed many horri-
ble details. For example, the security forces were guilty for the two first ex-
plosions by an outside impact, because the authorities did not want to show 
their weakness and thus were ordered to act. Putin arrived in Beslan on the 
night of 4th September, but instead of meeting the relatives of victims, he 
talked about the difficult period after the collapse of the Soviet Union as an 
explanation of the disaster, something that was absolutely unsuitable at that 
place and time. As in the case of Nord-Ost, the state did not acknowledge its 
responsibility for the death of hostages and mistakes of security forces 
(NAMEDNI, 2004). 

As a result, it is possible to see that Putin as a prophet gave Russians a new 
life, struggled against terrorism in spite of the victims, and was unfortunately 
indifferent to the latter. Moreover, paradoxically, this section on the charis-
matic grounds of legitimacy demonstrated the tragic cases of the Kursk, 
Nord-Ost, and Beslan, which had no negative effect on Putin’s approval 
rating. The Kursk case increased Putin’s rating from 61% in June 2000 to 
64% in October 2000, the Nord-Ost case increased Putin’s rating from 75% 
in June 2002 to 77% in October 2002, the Beslan case had no effect at all, 
because it was 72% in the June-October 2004 period. The economic situa-
tion had an impact after mid-2004, because it allowed the government to 
sustain approval of Putin’s regime even after the initially unpopular change 
of policy in 2005. The approval rating was 72% in October 2004 and 71% in 
October 2005. After that, Putin’s approval rating started to grow and rose to 
85% in February 2008 (Table 2). 

In generally, for the 2000-2008 period it can be concluded that Putin’s civil-
legal grounds of legitimacy contributed to a high approval rating until the 
beginning of 2004. After this, it is difficult to appreciate exactly if it was 
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traditional or charismatic grounds of legitimacy that contributed to Putin’s 
high approval rating in the end of the period, or it were both traditional and 
charismatic grounds. This means the approval rating after the end of Geor-
gian war, when approval rating was 83% in October 2008. This means still 
without the strong impact of the economic crisis because the approval rating 
decreased to 78% only in February 2009. However, looking at the period 
2005-2008, it becomes clear that the charismatic grounds of legitimacy had 
an impact during a longer time period. 

Hence begins the second section of the study, which concentrates on the 
period from 2012 to 2020. As in the first section, the empirical material will 
be followed by analytical data regarding each of the three types of political 
legitimacy. 

5.4. Civil-legal legitimacy 
In this section the investigation focuses on Putin’s switch to authoritarian-
ism, his attempts to remain and prolong his power, and Russian citizens’ 
response to these actions. 

5.4.1. Putin’s authoritarian rule 
The following empirical material presents the new state of affairs in Russia 
after 2012. Three topics were chosen for this part because the first one show 
how Putin’s policy changed and the other two were chosen, because they 
were among the first signs of a new policy in Russia and because Kapkov’s 
renovation of Moscow led to the protests. The Russian regime had decided 
that it would be enough to create comfortable conditions for life in Moscow 
to gain citizens’ support. The regime forgot that citizens need political rights 
as well. This was why protests broke out after the outrageous results of the 
Duma and presidential elections, as they showed the regime’s disregard of 
the established rules relative to grounds of legitimacy. This is why the pro-
tests on Bolotnaya Square serve as a midline in this study, separating the two 
periods. 

During Putin’s third term, spiritual and moral values started to play an im-
portant role in Russia’s foreign policy, especially after the Valdai speech on 
19 September 2013 (Valdai is a settlement in the Novgorod region); this 
eventually caused all peaceful relations with the West to break down (Petro, 
2018:312). 

At that time, Putin believed that not only technological and economic fea-
tures could make Russia stronger, but the intellectual, spiritual, and moral 
character of Russians was important in this process as well. According to 
Putin, Russians must share a common history, values, and traditions, and 
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with their unique historical DNA, they had to fight against the West to pro-
tect Christian moral principles at home and abroad. Moreover, Putin be-
lieved that Russians and Ukrainians were the same nation. This idea formed 
the basis for Putin’s intention to unite Ukraine with Russia (Petro, 2018:313-
314).   

With these ideologically and patriotically based intentions, Russia and its 
population approached the Ukrainian crisis (see regarding charismatic legit-
imacy, in Chapter 5.6.2). Today, this crisis is called “the New Cold War”, 
because this offensive was a challenge to the world order and Western states 
severely criticised Russia’s actions. At the same time, Russia’s representa-
tives believed that Russia had only defended the rights of Russian residents 
(such as the freedom to use the Russian language and ability to be consid-
ered equal members of society with Ukrainians) in Ukraine as well as the 
necessity to protect its interests in the Black Sea. Many Russians also saw 
events in Ukraine as another Western step in a row of regime changes in 
countries around Russia. Furthermore, Surkov stated that this Western activi-
ty close to Russia’s border, made the country’s 400-years-long attempt to be 
seen as a European state absolutely pointless. The Russian Orthodox Church 
also played a significant role in the process of alienation of the West through 
preservation and protection of traditional values that it considered to be the 
Church’s responsibility (Petro, 2018:315,317-318). 

Putin also stated that a return to religious roots did not mean that the country 
isolated itself but, on the contrary, tried to preserve common values that 
might help to forge a better world order (Petro, 2018:318). Russia’s main 
strategies after the annexation of Crimea became the philosophical idea of 
the nation’s right to remain its origins without following the Western path of 
development and its consumerism, leading to resource- and ecology-based 
crises. Russians can be successful on their own and even remain spiritually 
rich. This development led to a situation when Russia and the West drifted 
further and further apart (Petro, 2018:327-330), and Russia chose the way 
eastward. 

5.4.2. Sergey Kapkov’s renovation of Moscow 
The public sphere is a social space where ordinary people can gather, but it 
has also a mediating purpose between the state and citizens and serves as an 
arena where people can discuss issues concerning their everyday life and 
create a common opinion after public debate (Pape & Smirnova, 2018:775). 
Cafes and different salons were once important parts of modern society, 
because they laid the foundation of the public sphere. Moreover, when it 
comes to Russia, places that are associated with the public sphere are very 
important because they are indicators of a free and open society, especially 
in Russia of the 2010s, with its limitations of democratic traditions and insti-
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tutions. That’s why different social actors may have had less and less space 
where they could share their ideas (Pape & Smirnova, 2018:776). 

In March 2011, Sergey Kapkov became the head of the Gorky Central Park 
of Culture and Leisure in Moscow; after several weeks, he suggested a very 
ambitious plan concerning its renovation. This park was opened in 1928, and 
it was and still is located in Moscow’s center. During the renovation process, 
particular emphasis was placed on those public spaces that would be trans-
formed into modern objects of European design (Kalukin, Buren, Barley, 
2015:675).  

In September 2011, after the great success of Gorky Park, Kapkov became 
head of Moscow’s Department of Culture and planned to renovate cultural 
institutions as well as making them more interesting for Moscow residents. 
This plan included the renovation not only of other parks, but also walking 
streets, theatres, and libraries, and Kapkov wanted to make them friendlier to 
people (Soprikin, 2018). However, these reforms met serious resistance, 
because cultural institutions in Russia had remained unchanged since the 
Soviet era and served as reminders of that period (Soprikin, 2018; Pape & 
Smirnova, 2018:774). 

Kapkov and his companions oriented themselves toward youth, and tried to 
understand what the modern generation needed, as they made these signifi-
cant changes. However, they did not understand that youth also needed polit-
ical rights: for example, the right to choose a president, who at that particular 
time was simply announced without any elections. According to Soprikin, 
this lack of political rights became the reason for protests on Bolotnaya 
Square. Many also believed that the renovation was carried out at the wrong 
time, when politics was on the agenda and democratic rights were restricted. 
This conflict ended in an unexpected way, as the people, who had not re-
ceived any political rights, did not accepted the renovation as a kind of re-
venge. This is why, after a short time, these renovation reforms were can-
celled (Soprikin, 2018). 

5.4.3. The protests on Bolotnaya Square in 2011–2012 
The massive protests that shocked Russia during the 2011-2012 elections 
surprised observers outside Russia, even though they had noticed a growing 
civic activism shortly before the protests, which took place from December 
2011 to May 2012. Since the economic crisis of 2008–2009, Russians had 
become uncertain about their future and sure that their country was moving 
in the wrong direction. As a result, the approval rating of Putin, Medvedev, 
and the United Russia Party started to decline.  The protests began primarily 
due to the fact that the Russian leadership preferred to ignore problems until 
citizens’ frustration rose to an enormous degree, forcing the regime to use 
repression to calm down people’s anger (Volkov, 2012:55-56). 
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In 2011, the protests started after the controversial results of the Duma elec-
tions on 4 December, when many thousands of Russians all over the country 
started to express their disappointment. People’s resentment had already 
been high since President Medvedev’s announcement on 25 September, be-
fore the elections, that he nominated Putin as a leader of United Russia Party 
for the presidential post. When later Putin won the elections on 4 March 
2012, the rage of Russian oppositional figures became overwhelming. More-
over, protests that had started as a reaction of the relatively young generation 
between 18 and 25 of age soon involved middle-aged people as well 
(Volkov, 2012:56). Another point that is worth mentioning is that it was only 
an active minority that took part in the protests, whereas the passive majority 
described these protests as dangerous for stability in the country. Opposi-
tional parties in the Duma are similarly often criticised by the minority in 
Russia, because they think that these parties and their representatives “just 
talk and do nothing” (Volkov, 2012:60). 

The rise of protests and activity among certain groups in Russia were the 
result of an absence of mechanisms for the satisfaction of social needs. Pro-
tests also revealed that many Russians were not indifferent to what happened 
in their country. That’s why Volkov (a member of the Levada Center) hoped 
in 2012 that protests would motivate more people to take part in demonstra-
tions and play a more significant role in Russia’s policy in the future. Ac-
cording to Volkov, this could possibly lead to improvement of relations be-
tween the state and citizens. This might contribute to a democratic develop-
ment of the country in future (Volkov, 2012:61-62). 

The general empirical view on changes in Putin’s civil-legal grounds of le-
gitimacy was presented above, and the following analytical section presents 
the aftermath of Putin’s turn to an authoritarian system of power. 

Three topics were chosen for this part because they became signs of the rule 
breaking essence of state authorities. 

5.4.4. The presidential elections 2018 and the protests of that 
year 
The presidential elections of 2018 in Russia were held on 18 March. This 
date meant a great deal to Russia in general and Putin in particular, because 
it coincided with the fourth anniversary of Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 
2014 (Upadhyay, 2018:271-272).  

Putin won these elections as expected and received 76.6 percent of the votes, 
campaigning as an independent candidate (not representing any party). This 
was the largest percentage of votes of all his elections and turnout was also 
the highest compared with all previous elections. These elections also were 
special due to the disqualification of the oppositional leader Aleksey Na-
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valny who, after the election results were announced, demanded that they 
should be boycotted because his observers had noticed many violations of 
the election process. In countries like Russia or authoritarian states, elections 
serve as a source of legitimacy but they are bitterly contested by the opposi-
tion at the same time. In Russia, the election results have been contested 
since 2011-2012, because these elections were the result of state power 
abuse (Upadhyay, 2018:272-273). 

This means that, among others, the media was used to promote the right 
candidate and suppress candidates from the non-systemic opposition such as 
Navalny. However, more recently, YouTube has become a source that could 
be used to promote these oppositional activists and offer a protest space, 
especially for youth. This became clear during the protests against the 2018 
elections (Litvinenko, 2021:1). Voters strike campaigns were initiated on 18 
January 2018, after the Russian Constitutional Court refused to consider the 
Navalny case, as he was disqualified from the elections in 2018, due to his 
unpaid conviction.  

On 28 January 2018, Navalny was arrested and accused of organising these 
protests. This unauthorised protest gathered around 1,000–2,500 activists 
who marched past the State Duma demanding political rights. Of these pro-
testers, 1,600 were arrested and punished. Later, on 5 February, Navalny was 
called in for an interrogation where the case of him beating a policeman 
during the protests was discussed (Kommersant, 2019). 

Later, on 5 May of the same year, Navalny arranged unauthorised opposi-
tional actions that were called “On nam ne tsar” (he is not our king) in sever-
al Russian cities. Navalny then tried to get permission for the organisation of 
a protest in Moscow, but was refused permission to arrange it in the center of 
the city.  

Despite this fact, he asked his supporters to gather on Pushkin Square (which 
is considered to be one of the centers of Moscow). This action started with a 
fight with several Cossacks and activists of the National Emancipatory 
Movement (Nacionalnoye Osvoboditelnoye Dvijeniye in Russian), who then 
were followed by police, who started to arrest the demonstrators. On 15 
May, the Russian Court arrested Navalny for 30 days, accusing him of or-
ganisation of this unauthorised action in the center of the city (Kommersant, 
2019). As has been shown above, the protests against Putin’s rule started to 
spread from Moscow to the regions after the 2018 elections. 

5.4.5. The series of protests in 2019 
According to an Expert Council consisting of writers, philologists, linguists, 
journalists, and philosophers, the word protest became the most popular 
word of 2019 in Russia. That year, following Greta Thunberg’s initiative to 
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go on the streets on Fridays for climate protection protests, Russians used 
protests as a method to highlight the problem of the climate change for the 
first time. Other protesters demanded to release all political prisoners, due to 
the fact that by the end of the year, according to the Human Rights Center 
Memorial, the number of prisoners had risen to 300 persons (Radio Svoboda, 
2020). 

Residents of the city of Yekaterinburg decided to protest against the con-
struction of the St. Catherine Church on the square close to the drama thea-
tre. Thousands of people went to the square for uncoordinated protests in 
May 2019 and demanded that the church should be built in another place. 
However, when members of private protection organisations were supported 
by the representatives of law enforcement, more than 100 protesters were 
captured and brought to police stations. Putin himself was involved in the 
conflict and suggested to organise a referendum concerning the place where 
the church might be built. The case ended with a decision to build the church 
in one of several, more suitable locations, and a number of trials regarding 
the protesters, who received fines and labour punishment (Radio Svoboda, 
2020). 

Other protests began in the Arkhangelsk and Komi regions in Russia’s 
North. Everything started after a series of smaller protests against storage of 
Moscow’s garbage in dumps in Moscow’s outskirts. As a result, Moscow’s 
authorities decided to transfer the garbage away from the city and collect it 
in the Arkhangelsk, Vladimir, Smolensk, and other regions to calm down the 
protests in Moscow’s surroundings. This contributed to several protests in 
the regions as well and especially in the Arkhangelsk and Komi regions in 
Russia’s north, where authorities decided to prepare a special zone for gar-
bage collecting in Shies (a large territory related to these regions) with an 
area of around 3,000 hectares. Thousands of people took part in the protests, 
and they built a tent city on the territory of the zone. These protests resulted 
in the authorities’ refusal to build the garbage zone in this area, which could 
not only contaminate the whole territory, but also pollute the water supplies 
close to the dump (Radio Svoboda, 2020). 

However, the protests which this study primarily focuses on, analysing the 
impact on Putin’s rating that year were the protests in connection with the 
Duma elections in September. Everything could have ended peacefully, but 
in summer, several oppositional candidates stated that the Election Commit-
tee had not registered them as candidates in the Moscow Duma elections, 
thus it broke all existing rules by accusing the candidates of falsifying signa-
tures, collected in their support. Thousands of protesters hit the streets of 
Moscow, demanding fair elections. Around 60,000 protesters gathered on 
this agreed demonstration, and it became the largest protest since the demon-
strations on Bolotnaya Square in 2011-2012. However, this action also was 
significant due to the number of arrests; on 27 July, the number of arrests 
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was 1,373. Later, the protesters were judged within the framework of the so-
called “Moscow deal” for violence and the organisation of mass disorder. 
What is more egregious is that, among the people judged, there were many 
absolutely innocent people who had not even participated in protests. The 
Human Rights Center Memorial acknowledged as political prisoners those 
people who, by the end of the year, had received various terms of imprison-
ment (Radio Svoboda, 2020). 

5.4.6. Amendments to the Russian Constitution 
Vladimir Putin hinted on the idea of introducing amendments to the 1993 
Russian Constitution as early as 2019, but he only suggested making them 
officially during his speech to the Federal Assembly in January 2020. How-
ever, he had previously stated repeatedly that he would never introduce 
changes to the Constitution. There was an initial plan to add around 20 new 
amendments that were announced by Putin himself. These reforms were 
oriented toward fields such as provision of social guaranties and dominance 
of Russian laws to make them superior over international treaties (BBC, 
2020a).  

However, this number of amendments gradually increased to include several 
other amendments. Some of these new amendments were initiated by social 
actors, and among the most extraordinary and curious were the statements 
that ancestors passed to Russia through country’s history belief in God, the 
ban on the belittling of the people’s feats protecting the Fatherland, and the 
notion of a family as a union of a man and woman (BBC, 2020a).  

However, during the process of the second reading of these amendments to 
the Constitution, the most important amendment came into being: namely, 
an amendment called obnulenie prezidentskih srokov (the “nullification of 
Putin’s presidential terms”). This particular amendment was suggested by 
the deputy Valentina Tereshkova (the first woman in space) at the conclu-
sion of discussions (BBC, 2020a).  

In contrast with the other amendments, this particular and singularly most 
important amendment was not discussed as much as the others, and was not 
officially discussed by state authorities. For the approval of amendments by 
Russian citizens, the Russian government came up with a special kind of 
voting: not a referendum, but a popular vote (vsenarodnoe golosovanie), 
which was not envisaged in law but was held between 25 June and 1 July 
2020 (BBC, 2020a).  

As a consequence, a broad critique of these amendments was expressed by 
many Constitutional lawyers, particularly regarding the ways in which they 
had been implemented; for example, some of the voting centers were inap-
propriate for voting. Moreover, the voting was inconsistent, because this 
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type of popular vote is not admissible according to Chapter 9 of the Russian 
Constitution, which regulates the implementation of amendments. The main 
results of the vote were the nullification of Putin’s presidential terms; he was 
thus able to be nominated as president two times more - in 2024 and 2030. In 
this way, Putin may remain president until 2036 (BBC, 2020a). 

 

Year 
February June October 

Approval,% Disapproval,% Approval,% Disapproval,% Approval,% Disapproval,% 

2012 65 34 64 34 67 32 

2013 65 34 63 35 64 35 
2014 69 30 86 13 88 11 
2015 86 13 89 10 88 12 
2016 81 19 81 18 84 16 

2017 84 15 81 18 82 17 

2018 76 22 67 32 66 33 
2019 64 35 66 32 70 29 
2020 69 30 60 35 68 31 

 
Table 3. Putin’s rating 2012-2020 
 

As a result, it is possible to see that Putin refused follow established rules 
that provide for legitimacy of the leader, and transformed them according to 
new circumstances. Moreover, this section on the civil-legal grounds of le-
gitimacy demonstrated evidence that Putin’s rating started to decline almost 
from the middle of 2011. The approval rating was 73% in February 2011 and 
69% in June 2011 (Table 3), supposedly because of gossip about Putin’s 
return, which was confirmed by Medvedev in September 2011. This de-
creased Putin’s rating even more, from 69% in June 2011 to 66% in October 
2011. This happened despite Kapkov’s attempts to subdue the people’s an-
ger. The approval rating sank even more after Putin’s victory in the 2012 
election, as his approval rating was 64% in June 2012.  At the same time, the 
disapproval rating rose after the protests on Bolotnaya Square in 2011-2012, 
from 30% in June 2011 to 34% in June 2012. The same tendency was visible 
before the 2018 elections, because Putin steadily lost the high level of sup-
port from 76% in February 2018 to 67% in June 2018 and the disapproval of 
his actions rose again, from 22% in February to 32% in June 2018 (Table 3).  

The same low approval rating can be seen in 2019. The approval rating was 
64% in February 2019 and 66% in June 2019, but the weak rise of the ap-
proval rating up to the end of the year can be explained by the majority’s 
irritation with the protests in Moscow, as was the case in 2012 and that was 
why they resented the state’s actions against them. The approval rating was 
70% in October 2019, and it was a relatively high 69% in February 2020 
(Table 3). However, Putin’s approval rating declined significantly from 69% 
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in February 2020 to 60% in June 2020 during the vote for amendments. This 
decline can be explained by the state’s severe actions against the Corona 
virus pandemic. However, it is difficult to explain the clear increase of the 
approval rating later the same year, to 68% in October 2020. This reason will 
be revealed in Chapter 5.6.4. 

This concludes the section about civil-legal grounds of legitimacy; the fol-
lowing section will discuss traditional grounds of legitimacy. 

5.5. Traditional legitimacy 
In this section the investigation focuses on the restoration of the regal status 
of the Russian leader and the consequences of this new reality in Russia. 

5.5.1. The Katechon idea 
The following empirical material presents Russia’s appeal to its historical 
roots. One topic was chosen for this part as it shows the new direction of 
Russia’s policy after 2012, namely the protection of the world against the 
Antichrist, which the country’s leader should carry out because of Moscow’s 
status as the third Rome. This is another historical custom in Russia. 

The idea of the Katechon in Russia means that the country positions itself as 
the “world’s shield against the apocalyptic forces of chaos” (Engström, 
2014:357). This idea received a new birth after the protests on Bolotnaya 
Square in Moscow in 2011-2012, and was supported by influential right-
wing intellectuals who, without mentioning the concept of Katechon, none-
theless suggested that this idea could serve as a basis for Russia’s new ideol-
ogy. Engström states that some of the internal political process in Russia and 
several important domestic events including demonstrative rhetoric about 
Russia’s traditional values (Putin, 2013b; Putin, 2014b), human rights abuses 
through actions against NGOs (DW, 2012), and Putin’s speech in 2013 
(Putin, 2013a) - are the consequences of the Katechon ideology that was 
accepted in Russia. At the same time, these events demonstrated Russia’s 
conservative turn and the country’s “backwardness” (Engström, 2014:357). 
The term Katechon comes from the Greek language; the word means “with-
holding” and originates from the Holy Roman Empire. This concept means 
that Rome is the last Kingdom that protects the whole world from the Anti-
christ, and this notion is common to all Christian cultures. One important 
moment in this concept is that the empire that serves as protector has no 
particular “constant temporal or spatial characteristics and can manifest itself 
on the territory of different states” (Engström, 2014:363).  

In the Russian tradition, this idea was presented as the concept of “Moscow 
is the Third Rome” after the Second Rome in Constantinople collapsed in 
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1453. This title was suggested by the monk Philotheus in 1523-24 and was 
officially recorded in 1589 by the Council of Moscow in which the Moscow 
Patriarchate was established. This led to the idea that Russians are the “cho-
sen nation” and their mission is to fight against the Antichrist. By this rea-
son, since the time of Ivan the Terrible, all territories beyond Muscovy as 
well as internal resistance are the two enemies or threats that Russia must 
fight against, as these enemies are external and internal Antichrists (Eng-
ström, 2014:363). 

This is why the new Russian conservatism, which treats Orthodoxy as a po-
litical religion, which in its turn incarnates the Katechon idea, indicates a 
connection between the Church and protection from the Antichrist and uses 
the before mentioned connection to justify resistance against enemies by 
force. As a result, in recent times, medieval heroes such as Alexander Nev-
sky and Dmitry Donskoy have become very popular. Moreover, the Church 
aims to canonise the Russian royal builders of the Empire, such as Ivan the 
Terrible, Peter the Great, and Stalin (Engström, 2014:366). 

The general empirical view on Putin’s development of traditional grounds of 
legitimacy was presented above; the following analytical section presents the 
signs of this development. Three topics were chosen for this part because the 
first demonstrates an established tradition in Russia when it comes to presi-
dential inauguration, as it has not changed from the first inauguration in 
2000. Two other, point out reforms, which had not been seen in Soviet times. 
In their turn, these reforms made Russia fight against the US, which tried to 
“destabilise” the world’s security. 

5.5.2. State-Church relations in Russia 
In 1993, Russia made a crucial choice when it adapted the country’s new 
Constitution, which stated that Russia is a democratic, federal, social, and 
secular rule-of-law state with a republican form of government. This Consti-
tution stated that all religious associations are separated from the state and 
are equal before the law (Golovin, 2014:7). The separation of the Orthodox 
Church from the state did not mean, however, that it was separated from 
society, because the Church plays an important role in the formation of spir-
itual and moral family and personal values, and unites different social groups 
(Golovin, 2014:33-34). However, later in the Yeltsin presidency, the Church 
became closer with the state, and Russia’s president as well as other deputies 
was often seen on TV together with archimandrites. Meetings between the 
president and the patriarch became regular, and during their conversations, 
many important things were discussed (Solodovnik, 2013:8). 

From the middle of the 1990s and especially after 1997, the Church received 
legal grounds for its cooperation with state institutions through the law con-
cerning freedom of consciousness and religious association. This law meant 
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that a few chosen confessions received special status. This wording of the 
law led, in its turn, to the establishment of the concept of “traditional reli-
gions” and the privileged status of the Russian Orthodox Church, which 
made it extremely ambitious (Solodovnik, 2013:9). However, many treaties 
that the Russian Church had signed since the middle of 1990s were not offi-
cially announced, not to mention the legality of these treaties. Later, the 
Church tried to include religious studies in schools and higher educa-
tion. The most fruitful period for the Russian Orthodox Church began when 
the Russian leadership became disappointed with Western democratic ideals 
and began to search for a new model to follow. Soon it became obvious that 
“universal values” should be replaced by moderately conservative ones. 
From that time, Putin started to talk about spiritual values, which showed the 
regime’s preparedness to add Orthodox religiosity to its image (Solodovnik, 
2013:10). 

From 2004, the Russian Church launched a campaign against human rights 
defenders and non-profit organisations that criticised the state. Thus, the 
Church received a special status when it came to relations with the state. One 
of the leading figures from the Church’s side in this campaign was Metro-
politan Kirill (who is head of the Russian Orthodox Church today). At that 
time, Kirill was the head of the department of external affairs and the main 
promoter of ideology in the Russian Orthodox Church (Solodovnik, 
2013:11). 

The “symphony” between the state and Church became clearer during 
Medvedev’s presidency, because in 2009, he supported the idea of including 
the course Foundations of religious culture (Osnovyi religioznyih kultur) in 
schools and through the establishment of the Institution of military clergy 
(Solodovnic, 2013:18). 

Kirill often spoke about the relationship between the Church and society, or 
more specifically, he had always been an adherent of symphony between the 
state and Church, and the Kingdom and the Priesthood for him are two equal 
gifts from God. Since that time, the Church has spread its influence even 
more, following Kirill’s words that the Church has the right to speak about 
everything and to take part in all civil activities, even legislation. According 
to Kirill, only by these means can the Church become an influential social 
power (Solodovnik, 2013:18-19). This combination of the state and the 
Church transformed the latter into a state-owned manipulative mechanism of 
ideological propaganda (Solodovnik, 2013:24), because the state is using 
religious values such as spiritual and moral purity and perfection in its at-
tempt to sustain its power. 
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5.5.3. Putin’s inauguration in 2012 
Putin’s ceremonial accession to the presidential office started in the Krem-
lin’s so-called Great Palace on Monday, 7 May 2012. Vladimir Putin be-
came president of Russia for the third time, but this time he became presi-
dent for six years instead of four. At the inauguration ceremony representa-
tives of the legislative, judicial, and executive powers as well as representa-
tives of the main religious confessions in Russia, foreign diplomats, 
representatives of social organisations and journalists participated. In total, 
around 2,000 people attended the ceremony (Interfax, 2012; YouTube, 
2012), a scene that looked very impressive for ordinary citizens. This cere-
mony recalled Putin’s previous inaugurations in 2000 and 2004 and 
Medvedev’s inaugurations in 2008. The ceremony took place in three halls 
of the Kremlin’s Great Palace, namely the Georgievskiy, Aleksandrovskiy, 
and Andreevskiy halls.  

The day after Medvedev’s official resignation, Putin’s cortege, surrounded 
by policemen on motorcycles, drove through the Kremlin’s embankment on 
the Vasilev Descent and arrived on Red Square through the gates of Krem-
lin’s Spasskaya Tower, which are opened only in special cases. At the en-
trance to the Great Palace, Putin was met by the Kremlin’s commandant, 
lieutenant general S. Khlebnikov, who gave him a military greeting. Fol-
lowed by the sound of fanfare, Putin climbed the front staircase, lined by 
guards of the Kremlin’s regiment. At 12:00, Putin walked through the 
Georgievskiy and Aleksandrovskiy halls and entered the Andreyevskiy hall. 
After that Putin took the oath, laying his right hand on a specially produced 
edition of the Russian Constitution. Only after these traditional ceremonies 
were completed did the head of the Russian Constitutional Court announce 
that Vladimir Putin had become president of the Russian Federation (Inter-
fax, 2012). Putin ended his inauguration speech with the words: “We will 
surely gain success if we will stand on the lasting foundation of the cultural 
and spiritual traditions of our multinational population, on our thousand-year 
history, on those values that have always been the foundation of the moral 
ground in Russian society” (Interfax, 2012). 

All of the above shows not only the particular importance of traditions and 
standards used during the accession of presidents in Russia, but also the con-
servative turn of the country, because the values that Putin mentioned at the 
end of his speech characterise the principles of the Church. This in its turn 
means that Russia chose a path of development that was the opposite of the 
Western democratic way. 

5.5.4. The war in Syria 
In September 2018, head of the Russian propaganda channel Russia Today 

(RT) Margarita Simonyan tweeted: “Do I understand correctly that we just 
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won the war in Syria?” This message came after Vladimir Putin’s meeting 
with Turkish leader Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, during which they discussed the 
case of a cease fire in the Idlib region, where Syrian jihadists had their last 
holdout. This fact confirmed Russia’s victory in Syria, and thus Russia had 
established the ability to counter the strategic danger threatening Russia: US 
influence in the region (Thornton, 2019:1). 

Putin decided to send Russian troops to Syria in September 2015; according 
to official data they were sent to fight international terrorism. However, there 
were other reasons as well, namely support of Bashar al-Assad’s regime in 
Syria and the establishment of a Russian presence in the strategically im-
portant region of the Middle East (Thornton, 2019:2). The region’s strategic 
importance depended on oil reserves, but because of the chaos that existed 
there after the Arab Spring events of 2011; the region had become vulnera-
ble, which contributed to a situation where many regional actors, and the US 
with its allies, wanted to control the territory. This was why Russia wishing 
to show its great power and ability to compete with the US, decided to inter-
vene in the region. This, in its turn, increased Putin’s status as a powerful 
leader at the domestic level (Thornton, 2019:3). 

All of the above shows that the Russian war in Syria, although it appeared on 
the surface to be support in a struggle against separatists, was primarily a 
confrontation with US and its NATO allies. In recent years, Russia had been 
involved in some low-intensity conflicts in Georgia and Ukraine, but these 
interventions always meant a confrontation with NATO (Shield, 2018:215-
216). The war in Syria, which started in 2015, became another way to in-
crease Putin’s rating, which was in decline since 2010. This was the reason 
why Putin wanted to restore Russia’s influence in world politics to the level 
of the former Soviet Union, which means to the level of a great power, and 
thus provide a source of legitimacy for himself and the Russian elite. 
Through citizens’ support of state policy, Putin doubtless hoped that some 
glory would be reflected upon him (Thornton, 2019:4). 

This is the reason why, after Putin became president in 2012, he decided to 
restore Russia’s presence in the region, a presence that diminished during the 
1990s (Thornton, 2019:7-8). This was the reason why Putin wanted to prove 
Russia’s great power through the presence of the Russian flag in the region 
by 2016. This had to be done through the presence of Russia’s navy, repre-
sented by the aircraft carrier Admiral Kuznetsov and the nuclear-powered 
battlecruiser Pyotr Velikiy, which played an important role in patriotic prop-
aganda in Russia. Putin had to be the main beneficiary of this action, because 
he could show Russia’s power to the US and NATO, and warn them away 
from the idea of attacking Russia, using aircraft and rockets that were 
launched from these ships (Thornton, 2019:11-12,14).  
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In parallel with this, Russia used its air force; with a modern targeting sys-
tem, they could reach remarkable results during air strikes, especially in 
Aleppo, which was captured in December 2016. Russians were also proud to 
state that their air strikes helped to assassinate the ISIS leader Abu Bakr Al-
Baghdadi. Despite these successes, Russia still had a lack of intelligence on 
the ground and asked for support from local services (Shield, 2018:218, 221-
222). Another very important success of the Russian air forces was the cap-
ture of the Palmyra region in March 2016, which was celebrated on Russian 
TV (Shield, 2018:225). However, there were also events that risked down-
grading Russian celebrations because of a lack of intelligence on the ground; 
the Russian army often even did not care about what or whom they were 
bombing, which led to severe consequences such as attacks on schools or 
hospitals (Shield, 2018:234). It can be assumed that Russian propaganda that 
wished to show Russia’s and Putin’s greatness did not show or talk about 
these unpleasant moments. 

As a result, it is possible to see that Putin revoked Russia’s ancient traditions 
to justify his power. Moreover, this section on the traditional grounds of 
legitimacy presented that despite this ceremonial way in which Putin’s ac-
cession was staged did not affect his rating of approval, because it was 65% 
in February 2012 and 64% in June 2012 (Table 3). However, State-Church 
relations and the implemented Katechon idea, with its ensuing consequences, 
slightly increased Putin’s approval rating, which was 67% in October 2012. 
Nevertheless, without no consequences of this political turn people became 
disappointed, and Putin’s approval rating decreased somewhat in time with 
the increase of his disapproval rating in 2013 (Table 3). Another explanation 
of the growth is presented in the charismatic section, Chapter 5.6.2. Howev-
er, after Putin decided to send troops to Syria in 2015, his approval rating 
remained very high, from 81% in June 2016 and June 2017 despite the wors-
ening relations with the West, but this tendency lasted only until the begin-
ning of 2018, when it was 76% in February 2018. After that it started to de-
cline rapidly, and even the successes in the Syrian war in September 2018 
could not stop the decline of the approval rating, and it sank from 76% in 
February 2018 to 66% in October 2018 (Table 3). Explanation of this decline 
was presented in Chapter 5.4.4. 

This concludes the section regarding traditional grounds of legitimacy; the 
following section discusses charismatic grounds of legitimacy. 

5.6. Charismatic legitimacy 
In this section the investigation focuses on Putin’s attempts to affect the feel-
ings of Russian citizens. 
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5.6.1. The Sochi Olympic Games 
The following empirical material presents the methods that Putin used to 
increase his ratings after he became president for the third time. Two topics 
were chosen for this part as they are two of the brightest examples that 
demonstrated Russia’s and Putin’s greatness, and distinguished the Putin’s 
Russia from Yeltsin’s Russia, which had been weak and helpless. This is an 
important feature of the charismatic leader. 

In 2014, the city of Sochi on the Black Sea coast became the world’s sports 
center, as it arranged the 22 Winter Olympic Games. Russia surprised the 
guests with the quality and scale of preparations for these games, and re-
ceived the highest marks from the International Olympic Committee (IOC). 
The Russian athletes won the highest number of medals ever: a total of 33, 
of which 13 gold, 11 were silver, and 9 were bronze (RIA Novosti, 2014; 
RBC, 2014; NAMEDNI, 2014). The Olympic torch relay became the most 
prolonged in the history of the Winter Olympic Games, as it was carried 
through 2,900 settlements, including all 83 subjects of Russia, and 14,000 
people participated in the relay. The Olympic fire was also in space, on the 
bottom of Lake Baikal (the largest lake in the world), as well as on the North 
Pole (RIA Novosti, 2014; NAMEDNI, 2014). 

In preparation for the Olympic Games, Russia built 11 Olympic objects, 
such as the main Olympic Fisht Stadium and the Iceberg Skating Palace 
(RIA Novosti, 2014; NAMEDNI, 2014). The process of building the Olym-
pic Village, which took six years and was completed only in the very last 
months, ultimately cost 1.5 trillion rubles (RBC, 2014). According to Putin, 
the process of building the Olympic Village was the best anti-crisis tool. The 
opening ceremony of the Olympic Games was arranged on 7 February 2014 
in Fisht Olympic Stadium, and showed the whole world that Russia was a 
country with an eventful history; 3 billion people who watched it in 2014 
(RIA Novosti, 2014; RBC, 2014; NAMEDNI, 2014). The closing ceremony 
was divided into several parts that showed different cultural traditions. 
Moreover, both the opening and closing ceremonies started at 20:14 pm 
(RIA Novosti, 2014; NAMEDNI, 2014). Despite the events that followed the 
Sochi Olympic Games, their impact on Russians is difficult to underesti-
mate. The Olympic Games contributed to more than two weeks of happiness 
(between 7 and 23 February) for millions of people from all over the world 
(RBC, 2014). 

5.6.2. The annexation of Crimea, the ensuing sanctions, and 
counter-sanctions 
Russia’s annexation of Crimea, which took place in 2014, showed Russia’s 
turn from the Western world. After the Euromaidan took place in Ukraine 
(the struggle for association with Europe that occurred between 21 Novem-
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ber 2013 and 22 February 2014), the pro-Russian president Viktor Yanu-
kovych fled the country, as he refused to sign the association agreement with 
Europe because of Russian pressure. He was later succeeded by pro-
European president Peter Poroshenko (Biersack & O’Lear, 2015:248). After 
that, the EU and US started to support Ukraine, a fact that contributed to a 
situation where Ukraine became the geopolitical battleground between Rus-
sia and the West. Russia also claimed that far-right groups and Nazis were 
about to use violence against the Russian-speaking population in Ukraine 
(Biersack & O’Lear, 2014:248).  

In fear of repression against the Russian population of Ukraine and especial-
ly Crimea, the Russian government sent troops in plain green uniforms, with 
balaclavas shrouding their faces, to create conditions for a referendum on the 
separation of the peninsula from Ukraine and its consolidation with Russia. 
Putin always denied the presence of Russian units in Crimea and claimed 
that these forces were “local self-defense units” (Bierstack & O’Lear, 
2014:249). The referendum concerning Crimea’s status took place on 16 
March 2014, and the two options that people had were reunification with 
Russia or autonomy of the peninsula in accordance with the 1992 Crimean 
Constitution. Influenced by force, some people voted against their will for 
unification with Russia, though it was obvious that many Crimeans were 
happy to reunite with Russia. The voting results showed that 96.77 percent 
of the population wanted to reunite with Russia. However, the UN did not 
recognize Crimea as a part of Russia (Biersack & O’Lear, 2014:251).  

Later, Russia also constructed different narratives that justified the annexa-
tion. In addition to the above narratives, there were historical and strategic 
explanations of what had occurred. The strategic explanation was the inclu-
sion of the base of the Russian Black Sea fleet in Russia; the historical ex-
planation was Crimea’s importance for Russia. Putin personally claimed 
“that in Crimea everything indicates the common history of Russia and Cri-
mea. For example, ancient Chersonesus, where the prince Vladimir was bap-
tized according to the traditions of the Orthodox Church, unites Russians, 
Ukrainians, and Belarusians. There are graves of the Russian soldiers who 
captured the peninsula in 1783” (Putin, 2014a). Moreover, Putin claimed that 
only under Russian rule could Crimea and its people be protected (Putin, 
2014a). Another reason that made Putin and Russia more willing to act was 
the abolishment of a Ukrainian law adopted in 2012 that allowed the use of 
Russian and other minority languages as regional languages in regions where 
the minority population was over ten percent. Putin officially announced 
Crimea’s reunification on 18 March 2014, which ended the annexation pro-
cess and contributed to condemnations of Russia’s actions, sanctions against 
the country and even further escalation of the crisis. However, Russia pro-
tected itself by stating that it was initially Ukraine that annexed Crimea in 
1991 after the Soviet Union collapsed and forgot that Nikita Khrushchev 
handed over Crimea to Ukraine in 1954 (Biersack & O’Lear, 2014:247-249). 
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Following Russia’s annexation of Crimea, the Western world started to im-
plement sanctions on some individuals and companies from the end of July 
and beginning of August. Individual sanctions included travel restrictions 
and freesing of finances abroad. Sanctions on the companies, for example, 
the banking sector represented by Sberbank, VTB, Gazprombank, where 
Sberbank and VTB controlled 60 percent of the Russian banking market 
included a ban of investments from the European bank for reconstruction 
and development (EBRD). These actions meant a significant step toward the 
isolation of part of the Russian economy from global markets (Korhonen, 
2019:4). 

Later, additional sanctions on equipment used for drilling of wells were in-
troduced against the oil giant Rosneft, as well as Transneft and Gazpromneft. 
Companies working in the defense sector suffered due to a ban on the weap-
ons trade (Korhonen, 2019:4). Russian responded in turn with counter-
sanctions, banning food import of meat, fruits, and vegetables from Western 
countries, with the exception of alcohol and baby food. However, the effect 
of sanctions on Russia’s economy could be insignificant, as the country’s 
GDP growth had already decelerated since early 2012, and the double de-
cline of oil prices after 2014 might be more important (Korhonen, 2019:4-5). 
These conditions contributed to a low level of investment in Russia and a 
low level of productivity growth. Sanctions also contributed to higher vola-
tility of the national currency, the ruble, as well as the loss of technological 
exchanges between the West and Russia (Korhonen, 2019:6-9). Another 
important moment that should be noticed is that the Russian counter-
sanctions against European foodstuffs created an opportunity for local pro-
ducers to benefit in the absence of imported food, as Russians would buy 
local equivalents (Bélin, Hanouzak, 2020:245). Later, this system was ex-
tended to other sectors within the framework of so-called importoza-
meschenie, or import exchange (RIA, 2015). 

The general empirical view on Putin’s renewed charismatic grounds of legit-
imacy was presented above; the following analytical section presents the 
subsequent development of this trend. Two topics were chosen for this part, 
because they only confirmed Russia’s new status in the world, which made 
Putin extremely powerful. This also confirmed Putin’s authoritativeness as 
the country’s leader and increased his status in the world, as well as corrobo-
rated Putin’s status as a prophet. 

5.6.3. Involvement in US elections 
On 14 June 2016, the Washington Post reported about hacking of the US 
Democratic National Committee’s software, and accused Russian hackers of 
committing this crime. John Podesta, who in 2016 was Hillary Clinton’s pre-
election headquarters head, received an obscure e-mail from Google that 
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suggested that he had to change his password.  Podesta followed the instruc-
tion after he received a counterfeit answer from the technical support service 
of the headquarters that everything was all right. After that, Podesta revealed 
his new password to the hackers. The result of this was that hackers obtained 
access to the party’s network (NAMEDNI, 2016).  

This contributed to the discovery of Clinton’s friendly relationship with the 
financial establishment and bankers. However, this happened after her prom-
ises that she would not allow Wall Street to ruin American citizens again; 
behind closed doors, tough, she discussed completely other things. The CIA 
stated that the hacking trail led directly to Russia (NAMEDNI, 2016).  

However, Russia officially denied any impact on the US elections. Putin 
personally said that Russia had no interest in the US elections in 2016. Two 
years later, however, an investigation showed that Russians had hacked the 
e-mail of the Democratic Party and intentionally spread chaos in social net-
works. After this case, several countries such as England, France, and Ger-
many accused Russian hackers of cybercrimes. Putin responded to these 
accusations very cynically, saying that the Russian regime had no power 
over these private persons (NAMEDNI, 2016). 

This story caused the favorite of the 2016 US presidential elections, Hillary 
Clinton, to lose these elections, and non-politician and billionaire Donald 
Trump became the US president. He was the representative of the Republi-
can Party and was called the Twitter politician. Despite all pre-election sur-
veys that showed Clinton’s victory, Trump won the elections with the slo-
gan: “Make America great again”. In addition, during his campaign, there 
were talks about his collusion with Russia and that it was for his victory that 
the Russian hackers had attacked Clinton’s headquarters. A popular expres-
sion in Russia at that time was “Trump is ours,” and this was similar to a 
common popular expression after the annexation of Crimea, namely “Crimea 
is ours.” However, this situation did not protect Russia from new American 
sanctions. Moreover, in 2016, Russia suffered another economic crisis that 
affected 78 percent of Russian citizens. Russians limited their spending on 
services and commodities to adapt to the new economic circumstances 
(NAMEDNI, 2016). 

5.6.4. Putin presents the first vaccine against the Coronavirus 
Russia became the first country in the world to approve and present a vac-
cine against the Coronavirus. Vladimir Putin announced the approval of the 
vaccine, which had been produced in the Gamaleya National Center of epi-
demiology and microbiology in Moscow, on 11 August 2020. During the 
presentation, he said that the vaccine worked quite effectively and helped to 
develop a strong immunity, and also that the vaccine had already passed all 
necessary tests. However, suspicions arose about these facts, because when 
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Putin presented the vaccine it had not even passed phase 3 trials, not to men-
tion that the results of the earlier stage trials had not been presented. The 
results of the two first- stage trials were published later in The Lancet, but 
not at the time of the announcement. The vaccine called Sputnik-V showed a 
strong immune response, but for US and EU regulators, this data was not 
sufficient for an approval of the vaccine (Burki, 2020:85).  

The name Sputnik-V comes from the Soviet Air Space Program; using this 
old brand, Russia planned to produce these vaccines as early as September 
and make around 500 million doses per year. In order to fight the mistrust 
and misinformation campaign against the vaccine in the West, an official 
website was created to provide accrued information about Sputnik-V. At the 
same time, some voices in Russia claimed that instead of discussing the sci-
entific component of the achievement, the international media focused on the 
political component of Putin’s performance (Burki, 2020:85). 

Speculations arose that the early approval of the Sputnik-V vaccine had been 
motivated by nationalism, because most countries would welcome the level 
of publicity that the announcement of being the first country to bring a vac-
cine against the Coronavirus to market could give. This is the reason why 
Putin’s announcement of the approval of the vaccine without a complete 
investigation of the phase 3 trials contributed to speculations that Putin simp-
ly wanted to score political points and improve his status (Burki, 2020:86). 

In addition, it is suspicious that the results of trials of the Sputnik-V vaccine 
showed that it can be 92 percent effective, as Russia presented these results 
only after Pfizer & BioNTech had claimed that their vaccine provides 90 
percent of effectiveness. Russia also stated that it already had a request from 
more than 50 different countries for 1.2 billion doses of Sputnik-V, which 
made Russia’s status as a leading country and Putin’s status as powerful 
leader even higher (BBC, 2020b). 

As a result, it is possible to see that Putin played on Russian’s feelings wise-
ly. Moreover, this section on the charismatic grounds of legitimacy demon-
strated that the Sochi Olympic Games had a positive impact on Putin’s ap-
proval rating: it was 69% in February 2014, and the disapproval rating was 
30% in February 2014. This happened after Russia’s GDP started to de-
crease in 2012, which made Russians less enthusiastic about their future. 
Putin’s approval rating became even higher after Crimea’s reunification with 
Russia; it was 86% in June 2014 and 88% in October 2014, and the disap-
proval rating sank from 13% in June 2014 to 11% in October 2014. The 
inspiration with the reunification of the Crimea peninsula with Russia lasted 
even during 2015-2016. The approval rating was 89% in June 2015 and 81% 
in June 2016, despite sanctions that led to yet another economic crisis in 
Russia. It was also a decline in the price of oil. Later, the rating was support-
ed by Russia’s involvement in the US elections. The impact can be seen in 
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October 2016, as the approval rating was 84% when statements about Rus-
sian involvement spread in social media; in February 2017, it was 84% and 
also during the year. Despite the negative effect on Russia’s international 
relations, which was caused by the annexation of Crimea and involvement in 
the US elections, these events were widely supported by Russians. The last 
sudden rise of Putin’s approval rating took place in 2020, from 60% in June 
to 68% in October. It can be explained by Putin’s presentation of the first 
vaccine against the Coronavirus (Table 3). 

In general, for the 2012-2020 period, it is possible to conclude that Putin’s 
civil-legal grounds of legitimacy did not regain influence after Putin’s re-
election in 2012. Even amendments to the Constitution could not change the 
situation, as it is possible to see that during the vote for amendments, Putin’s 
approval rating was 60%. As in the 2000-2008 period, it is again difficult to 
determine, if traditional or charismatic grounds of legitimacy sustained 
Putin’s high level of approval, from 88% in October 2015 to 76% in Febru-
ary 2018. However, as in the 2000-2008 period, the effect of charismatic 
grounds of legitimacy sustained a high approval rating for a longer time. In 
addition, it was the charismatic ground of legitimacy that increased Putin’s 
rating from 60% in June 2020 to 68% in October 2020 (Table 3). 

The final conclusion of this study is that the civil-legal grounds of legitimacy 
were effective only from the beginning of Putin’s presidency until the begin-
ning of 2004. Traditional grounds of legitimacy, which had a great effect 
from 2007 to 2008 and 2012, remained strong until 2016-2017 and the be-
ginning of 2018, but no longer than that. The grounds of legitimacy that 
were effective from the middle of 2004 to 2009 and from 2014 to 2018 and 
were still helpful in 2020 in sustaining Putin’s approval rating on a high 
level are charismatic grounds of legitimacy. 
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6. Conclusion 

This paper investigated Putin’s grounds of political legitimacy, as well as 
how and by what means they have transformed between the two time periods 
on which this study focused. Moreover, this study attempted to reveal 
Putin’s main source of legitimacy. The investigation of Weber’s three ideal 
types of legitimacy - civil-legal, traditional and charismatic - within the pre-
viously mentioned time periods led to following conclusion:  
 
Putin’s grounds of legitimacy transformed steadily, not only between the two 
time periods, but also within these time periods, due to changes in Putin’s 
policy, his goals, and the society’s expectations. From the beginning of his 
presidency, Putin depended primarily on the civil-legal grounds of legitima-
cy, which were effective until the beginning of 2004. After that, charismatic 
grounds, and later the inclusion of traditional grounds, became more im-
portant, up to the end of Putin’s second term. Traditional grounds started to 
play a significant role in parallel with charismatic grounds, despite their neg-
ative effect on Russia’s international relations, which started to worsen after 
2007. 
 
After 2012, traditional grounds of legitimacy became even more important. 
However, this tendency in combination with an economic downfall in Rus-
sia, contributed to a lack of support for Putin’s decisions among Russian 
citizens. This is why additional sources of approval became more vital than 
the country’s new conservative path of development. As a result, charismatic 
grounds became significant once more. Later, this combination of charis-
matic and traditional grounds of legitimacy made Putin’s rating unbelievably 
high, a tendency that continued until Putin’s fourth presidential term despite 
the country’s isolation and the economic crisis that Russia faced. Another 
result is that Putin’s main source of legitimacy is charismatic grounds. 
 
This means that Putin uses the same strategy to gain support from Russian 
citizens, because his great popularity among Russians depends primarily on 
charismatic grounds. The only exclusion is the first presidential term of 
2000-2004, when economic growth did not affect Putin’s rating as it did 
during his second presidential term. Later, together with the addition of tra-
ditional grounds of legitimacy, Putin twice gained even more support in cas-
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es of confrontations with the West for the spheres of influence. In addition, 
the final rise of Putin’s rating also depended on charismatic grounds. 
 
This happened despite the fact that Putin started his career as a reformer, 
strengthening state mechanisms and the power vertical in order to escape the 
disintegration of the country after Yeltsin’s democratic reforms. However, 
Putin soon turned toward dictatorship of law, and during his second presi-
dential term in 2004-2008, with the support of the United Russia Party, Putin 
started to introduce the notion of sovereign democracy.  
This development toward a less democratic status of Russia did not worry 
Russian citizens, because oil-prices started to rise significantly at the same 
time. This gave Russia an opportunity to live the wealthy lifestyle about 
which people dreamed for so long during the 1990s, a decade that was char-
acterised by quite poor living standards (excluding oligarchs and criminals).  
 
Russia then faced indirect conflict with the US and the war in Georgia in 
2008, which made it possible to sustain Putin’s rating on a very high level 
despite the economic crisis. This crisis steadily ruined Putin’s rating, so that 
after 2012, Putin had to re-establish his rating once again, which decreased 
significantly also after the huge protests in 2011-2012. This resulted in the 
annexation of Crimea in 2014 and subsequent indirect confrontation with the 
US in Syria in 2015-2018 for the leading position in the region, which con-
tributed to a rise of Putin’s rating even before the involvement in the 2016 
US presidential elections, raised Putin’s rating as well. However, it was 
Putin’s fault that he decided to run for a fourth presidential term, because up 
to that time, all the events that contributed to the second rise of his rating lost 
their effect. Moreover, Russia started to suffer from sanctions for the an-
nexation of Crimea. This is why Putin started to use force and violence to 
strengthen his hold on power. 
 
The limits of this study were the fact that it was impossible to measure the 
impact of smaller events and decisions with which Putin was associated, and 
that’s why the investigation was primarily focused on Putin’s most influen-
tial actions and decisions. Another limit or restriction was that this study has 
used only three points of measurement per year to see how Putin’s rating 
changed. If it would be possible to have a more detailed investigation of 
changes, the results would be more precise. This aspect might serve as a 
subject for research in future. In addition, the fact that some of the events 
intersected made it much more complicated to decide what grounds of politi-
cal legitimacy were more influential in one or another case. 
 
Knowledge of Putin’s presidency was among the advantages of the current 
investigation, and the possibility to choose more significant moments for 
investigation as a result. Moreover, previous experience in analysis of Rus-
sian sources gave an opportunity to investigate the original text and video 
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material as well as subjects that circulate in Russian society. This study has 
also found additional important results that revealed that after each presiden-
tial election (in 2000, 2004, 2012 and 2018), Putin’s approval rating initially 
declined, and only after some of his actions, decisions or provision of peo-
ple’s needs it usually increased (with exclusion for 2018, as mentioned 
above), because of people’s approval of Putin’s policy. This happened de-
spite Putin’s popularity after he became president in 2000, and “Putin’s cult” 
established in Russia during his first presidential term in 2000-2004, which 
can be associated with Putin’s charisma.  
 
The visible expressions of this cult were, for example, use the Putin name for 
all kinds of purposes, such as “Putinka” vodka and ribbons with the words 
“Vova, I am with you.” Moreover, bronze sculptures of Putin, watches with 
Putin’s image on the dial, or a female band that was popular for its single 
“Someone like Putin” (someone who, among other things, does not drink 
and will not run away  the picture of an ideal husband in Russia) were also 
types of admiration of Putin (White, Mcallister, 2008:607-610).  
  
In addition, this study revealed that the majority of Russians, either because 
of their education or propaganda, can be easily influenced by emotionally 
charged events, which has resulted in an increased support of Putin’s leader-
ship. More than 80% of Russian citizens approved of wars in Georgia and 
Syria and the annexation of Crimea, which downgraded Russia’s status 
among the democratic states. Besides, Putin officially extended his ability to 
stay in power until 2036 after 2020 through amendments to the 1993 Russian 
Constitution, which made it impossible to guess when he will resign from 
the presidency. This makes it difficult to predict where Putin’s leadership 
can lead, when Putin relies on charismatic grounds of legitimacy. 
  
From 24 February, the whole world has witnessed the war in Ukraine, which 
is viewed as an additional event that Putin exploits to raise his rating inside 
the country, as Russians reacted to all similar cases by increasing their sup-
port of Putin’s leadership. According to statistical data, Putin has already 
managed to do this again, because his approval rating increased to more than 
80% since the beginning of the war (Table 1). 
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