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Power in a Small Russian Town: Contours of an Empirical Model

The paper at the conference will present the outcomes of an empirical study of power in 6 small towns in three regions of Russia: Kungur, Chusovoy, Gubakha (Perm region), Shuya, Kineshma (Ivanovo region), Morshansk (Tambov region). The research was carried out in two stages in 2011–2015 and 2018–2020. The basic material was obtained in the course of in-depth face-to-face interviews. The interviewees were regional leaders, officials and experts, the heads of legislative and executive bodies, deputies of local representative institutions, officials and employees of the executive branch and legislative bodies, heads of local newspapers and television, heads of industrial enterprises and entrepreneurs, leaders and activists of the local party and civil organizations, and experts (176 interviews in total, 87 at the first stage, 89 at the second).
The agenda, logic and structure of the study are based on urban regime analysis. Since the 1990s urban regime theory has been the dominant paradigm in studies of US urban governance and now is one of the most prevalent approaches to the study of urban politics.

The study of power in urban communities is one of the most developed areas of research in political science and sociology. In the last decade it has become a rapidly developing area of research in Russian political science and sociology (V. Gelman, S. Rizhenkov, G. Golosov, V. Ledyaev, A. Chirikova, Yu. Pustovoit, S. Shkel, etc.). At present, the growing interest in the study of power is intensified by the ambiguous and contradictory dynamics of local political processes, conditioned by the construction of the so-called “power vertical”, the expansion of the state in all spheres of society and the strengthening of authoritarian tendencies in the political system of Russian society. It is important to fit the study of local politics and power in Russia into the context of international studies on the basis of cognitive models established in political science and sociology and understand how power relations in Russian towns differ from those in Europe and America.

In the conference paper we focus our analysis around some of the most important, in our opinion, aspects of power relations: (1) the configuration and hierarchy of the main actors, (2) the coalitions in the urban political space and urban regimes; (3) dynamics of power relations and their tendencies. 

Based on the outcomes of the study, the following interrelated characteristics can be identified that are typical of power relations in Russian towns and distinguish them from American and European ones.

1) a very narrow circle of people with real power and influence;
2) weak representative institutions and actors of civil society, their peripheral role in local politics;
3) the dependence of local elites on higher power structures, primarily regional ones;
4) the special role of personal factors and the weakness of political institutions;
5) imbalance of formal and informal practices in favor of the latter;
6) greater dynamics of power relations in urban communities in Russia compared to developed democratic countries;
7) a small probability of the formation of full-fledged urban regimes.

These seven interrelated characteristics of power relations, which will be presented in detail in the report at the conference, seem quite natural, since they are largely derived from the specific Russian context. To what extent they are typical for other contexts, in particular, for towns in authoritarian states, the question remains open. It can be assumed that these seven parameters of this empirical model are more than likely in other countries with a strong authoritarian component, since they symbolize this component to a large extent.
