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The paper on the case study of the contemporary regime in Russia 
questions the classical theory of the positive influence of middle class-
es on democratization processes. The author introduces arguments 
for the following three hypotheses. (1) An essential part of the middle 
class in Russia is dependent on the state, predominantly in the form 
of employment in the state sector. (2) This dependence is the main 
reason why the middle class in Russia keeps preserving the status quo. 
(3) The middle class in contemporary Russia, therefore, does not serve 
as a support for the democratic transformation of the regime. The au-
thor employs a method of statistical data analysis and concludes that 
the Russian middle class prefers a strong state to individual freedom 
and expresses deeper support for the state institutions than the lower 
class. The author offers the explanation based on the strong relations 
between the middle class and the state in Russia, supported by the data 
showing that public sector employees are the fastest growing segment 
of the Russian middle class.
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In 1959, S. M. Lipset highlighted the importance of a developed econo-
my as a crucial factor for the spread of democracy.1 B. Moore followed 
with emphasizing the significance of the existence of the bourgeois 
(‘middle class’) for the establishment of democratic regimes. One of 
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his most cited quotation in the field of political science is ‘no bour-
geois – no democracy’, which comes from his book Social Origins of 
Dictatorship and Democracy.2 Moore argues that bourgeois revolutions 
were necessary for the establishment of democracy. Robert Dahl be-
lieves that economic development leads to the formation of the mid-
dle class, which subsequently naturally supports democratic ideas and 
institutions.3 When economic development and the rise of the middle 
class occur in non-democratic regimes, Dahl evaluates it as destructive 
rather than beneficial for these regimes.4 In 2009, the US non-profit 
organization Pew Research Center issued the results of a survey which, 
in line with the previously mentioned works, concludes that the mid-
dle class accepts democratic values and human rights more readily 
than citizens with lower incomes.5

However, there are also opposing views, which challenge these 
modernization theories and point out that the role of the middle class 
is always dependent on specific political, social, and economic condi-
tions. Based on their analysis of the situation in China, Chen and Lu 
do not believe that the Chinese middle class is a guarantee of a democ-
ratization process. Their survey shows that the middle class in China 
supports antiestablishment protests less (23 percent) than the lower 
class (36 percent).6 Apart from that, fewer middle-class (25 percent) 
than lower-class (39 percent) respondents agree with the need for the 
competition of political parties.7 The authors state that there is a link 
between the individual’s  dependence on the state and their support 
of a regime change. In their survey, approximately 60 percent of mid-
dle-class respondents are employed in the state sector.8 In conclusion 
of their findings, the authors predict that, at least in the near future, it 
is highly unlikely that the Chinese middle class will serve as a catalyst 
for a democratic change in China.9 In accordance with these results, 
Gontmakher and Ross carried out an analysis of opinion polls con-
ducted in Russia. The authors concluded that a significant part of the 
middle class is loyal to the regime. The reason for this might be a high 
number of state employees among middle-class members.10 Similarly, 
Rosenfeld states that the perception which considers the middle class 
as a  motor of the democratization process in authoritarian regimes 
ignores the fact that in many contemporary authoritarian regimes, 
the middle class is the product of the regime and thrives precisely on 
the opportunities within state institutions and state-owned corpora-
tions.11 Steven Fish believes that the contemporary Russian authoritar-
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ian regime (Fish uses the term ‘Putinism’) does not wish to empower 
society, on the contrary it ‘sustains a  working class and stateservice 
bourgeoisie that depend on the ruler for jobs, income, and status’.12

The aim of the following paper is to support with further evidence 
the theories introduced by above-mentioned authors (primarily by 
Gontmakher, Ross and Rosenfeld) contradicting the classical mod-
ernization theory which assume that middle classes in authoritarian 
regimes serve as a basis for the democratization process. The author 
introduces arguments for the following three hypotheses: (1) An es-
sential part of the middle class in Russia is dependent on the state, 
predominantly in the form of employment in the state sector; (2) This 
dependence is the main reason why the middle class in Russia keeps 
preserving the status quo; (3) The middle class in contemporary Russia 
therefore does not serve as a support for the democratic transformation 
of the regime. The author employs a method of statistical data analysis 
of several surveys realized in Russia during the last 8 years. Most of the 
analyzed data were collected by the institutions related to the Russian 
government: the Russian Academy of Sciences and the Russian Public 
Opinion Research Center. The reason for relying on these sources is 
the significantly limited availability of data provided by independent 
sources. Nevertheless, the author believes that the mentioned govern-
ment-related sources are still acceptable for the purposes of this paper.

Characteristics of the middle class in Russia
Due to the different methodological approaches in defining the Rus-
sian middle class, the estimated size of the middle class varies from 3 
percent to 50 percent of the Russian population.13 The Russian Acade-
my of Sciences uses the following criteria when examining the Russian 
middle class: (1) level of education; (2) professional status; (3) income; 
and (4) selfidentification.14 In terms of the level of education, the Rus-
sian Academy of Sciences considers the middle class as those citizens 
who have attained at least secondary education. This condition was 
met by 76 percent of citizens in 2014. The middle-class professional 
status includes mainly non-manual job positions, such as officials, 
teachers, entrepreneurs, but also soldiers (61 percent of all employees). 
While in Western countries we often see that the level of education 
and professional status might be a sufficient criterion for the charac-
teristics of the middle class, this approach is not transferable to the case 
of Russia owing to inadequate financial resources in spheres such as 
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education or health care. It is therefore necessary to take into account 
also the level of living standards. The Russian Academy of Sciences re-
quires that the income of a middle-class member is not lower than the 
median in the relevant region, and at the same time, the availability of 
durable consumption goods is not below the median of the entire Rus-
sian population (this condition is met by 73 percent of citizens). The 
last criterion is selfidentification. To be included in the middle class, it 
is enough for the citizen to rank his or her social status with more than 
4 points on a scale from 1 to 10. All the above-mentioned criteria are 
met by 42 percent of Russian citizens, who are therefore considered as 
middle class by the Russian Academy of Sciences.15 The Russian Acad-
emy of Sciences uses relatively mild criteria. For example, in terms of 
living standards, it relies only on a relative comparison with the entire 
Russian population. According to the Federal State Statistical Service, 
more than 63 percent of Russian citizens had a monthly income of less 
than RUB 30,000 or less than USD 500 in 2016.16 Hence, it would be 
probably more appropriate not to rely solely on relative criterions, but 
to set also an absolute minimum. Notwithstanding this fact, the pres-
ent research relies significantly on this characteristic because of the 
wide availability of the data which are based on it. 

The Russian middle class has been steadily growing since 2003, with 
certain fluctuations during the economic crisis. In 2003, a total of 29 
percent of the population was categorized as middle-class, whereas 
it was already 33 percent in 2011.17 Most middle-class representatives 
are among younger people. Approximately 60 percent of the middle 
class consists of people aged between 18 and 40, while the same age 
group accounts only for 41 percent of the total Russian population.18 
Middle-class representation is stronger in urban areas, although not 
significantly: 72 percent of middle-class citizens live in larger cities (at 
least district towns), compared with the 66 percent of the entire Rus-
sian population. In general, it can also be said that the further the city 
is from the regional center, the smaller middle-class representation it 
has.19 The structure of the middle class varies by region and depends 
on the level of social and economic development of the region. There 
are significant economic differences among Russian regions. For ex-
ample, the national average monthly income in 2017 was RUB 31,477 
(USD 514), but in Moscow it was RUB 61,357 (USD 1,002), in the Nenets 
Autonomous Okrug even RUB 70,587 (USD 1,152), while in the Tuva 
Republic, it was only RUB 13,800 (USD 225). The weakest middle class 
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is in the Far East Federal District, Siberian Federal District, and North 
Caucasus Federal District; the strongest in the Central Federal District, 
Volga Federal District, and Northwestern Federal District.20 

The democratization potential of protests? 
Several antiestablishment protests have taken place during the last few 
years in Russia, with the largest protests in 2011 and 2012 in response 
to the parliamentary elections and the decision of Putin to stand again 
for the presidential post. Protests were perceived abroad as a democ-
ratization wave triggered by the Russian middle class.21 Even though 
from the “Western” point of view, it may seem that the protests in 
Russia were democratic, in fact, only a part of the protesters called for 
a democratic transformation of the regime. Overall, the protesters did 
not show any specific support for a democratic change.22 Chaisty and 
Whitefield conducted a survey of the values of protest supporters in 
2011 and 2012.23 They concluded that among those who supported an-
tigovernment protests, there was a larger representation of people who 
held authoritarian and nationalist values rather   than of those with 
democratic values. The results are similar also the other way around: 
those who considered democracy the best political system were not 
more likely to support the protests than others. Many protests were or-
ganized and supported by the official opposition, such as the Commu-
nist Party of RF, which does not actually threaten the current regime 
but only seeks changes within the current regime.24

Rosenfeld draws two conclusions regarding the Russian middle-class 
representatives employed in the public sector: firstly, their protest po-
tential is weaker than among the other members of the middle class; 
secondly, they have a  lesser tendency to promote democratic values. 
Rosenfeld estimates that state dependence in Russia reduces the like-
lihood of middle-class protests by 25 percent, even after the statistical 
adjustment of age, gender, and ideological opinions. Rosenfeld ana-
lyzed data from a Russian questionnaire survey on protests in Russia 
from 2011 to 2013. Only 17 percent of public sector employees protested 
in September 2012, and a little less (15 percent) in January 2013.25 More-
over, those who protested promoted a reform within the regime rather 
than a  democratic transformation.26 Lankina and Voznaya analyzed 
data from protests between 2007 and 2012, and their results show that 
in regions with a high financial dependency on the state, protests occur 
less frequently and with fewer participants joining them.27 In addition, 
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according to a survey by the independent organization Levada-Center, 
the overall protest potential in Russia has fallen sharply. Currently, it is 
the lowest for the entire monitoring period since 2010. In March 2018, 
only 6 percent of respondents said they would join a political protest if 
there was one in their place of residence.28

Russian middle class and its dependence on the State
Ross draws attention to the fact that the Russian middle class is not 
monolithic but, on the contrary, very diverse. In relation to the regime 
support, the greatest difference is between those whose incomes are 
dependent on the state and those who are paid from private sourc-
es. The part of the middle class which is economically dependent on 
the state tends to support the authoritarian regime more.29 The state 
prevents protests of this part of the middle class through the ‘carrot 
and stick’ method, using rewards and threats. State dependency in-
cludes not only payroll but also various other benefits, such as trans-
port allowances, health insurance, access to networks of contacts, to 
information, as well as illegal enrichment, corruption, etc. These side 
benefits are not usually available in private sector jobs.30According to 
Gontmakher and Ross, more than 50 percent of the Russian middle 
class works in the state sector.31 If we examine the data of the Russian 
Academy of Sciences on middleclass employment in the state sector 
versus the private sector, we will find the proof of their statement. The 
share of the middle class employed in the state sector is significantly 
greater than that of the rest of the population. More than two-thirds 
of the core middle class (i.e., higher education, managers or specialists, 
with basic IT skills) are employed in the state sector (68 percent), while 
it is somewhat less among the peripheral middle class (43 percent), and 
not even a quarter among the other population (24 percent). 32

Furthermore, Gontmakher and Ross present data demonstrating 
that the share of state sector employees in the Russian middle class is 
growing rapidly. In 2011, almost 77 percent of all managers in the state 
sector ranked among the middle class, compared to only 33 percent 
in 2007; while only 39 percent of managers in the private sector were 
considered as the middle class in 2011, which is a share approximately 
4 percent lower than in 2007. The number of civil servants in Russia 
has been rising steadily since 2012.33 In 2016, the number of civil ser-
vants dropped slightly, but this affected only low-ranking positions; 
in contrast, the number of senior officials (who are more likely to be 
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considered middle-class) was rising – for example, the positions of de-
partment directors increased by 21 percent.34 The size of Russian bu-
reaucracy has increased significantly in comparison with the period of 
the Soviet Union. According to the data presented by Chaim Shimar, 
there were never more than 700,000 state employees in the whole So-
viet Union during 1970s and 1980s, while in 2006 the Russian state 
had about 1.6 million employees, even though contemporary Russia 
has significantly fewer citizens than the Soviet Union had.35 Moreover, 
in the case of Russia, not only civil servants but also employees of large 
corporations, typically in mining and energy companies (which are of-
ten state-owned), are financially dependent on the state. At the same 
time, the influence of the state on the economy has been growing in 
Russia, and according to some estimates, the state contributes up to 
70 percent of the gross domestic product.36

The independent Russian non-profit organization Levada-Center 
conducted a questionnaire survey in 2011 on the views and preferenc-
es of voters of various Russian political parties.37 Let us now compare 
some answers to the question as to interests of which social class, ac-
cording to the respondents, are being represented by the strongest 
Russian political parties (United Russia; Communist Party; Liberal 
Democratic Party; Just Russia). Approximately onethird of the respon-
dents believe that the ruling United Russia represents federal and re-
gional officials; a similar number of people think that it represents se-
curity staff, including the army and the police. In both cases, it is a far 
greater proportion than for the other political parties. For instance, as 
for the Communist party or social democratic party Just Russia, only 
3 percent of respondents believe that these parties represent security 
staff. A relatively small number of people (16 percent) consider United 
Russia to represent the interests of the middle class, yet it is still the 
highest number when compared with the all remaining political par-
ties. On the other hand, the respondents believe that of the four major 
political parties included in the survey, United Russia represents the 
lower class the least – the lower class comprises employees in services, 
assistants, laborers, poor people, and the unemployed. These data cor-
respond to the fact that the Russian ruling regime relies to a large ex-
tent on well-to-do state employees rather than on the lower classes. 
Statistics from 2011 about the Russian electorate show that 73 percent 
of the United Russia voters live in cities and 65 percent have at least 
secondary education.38
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The Russian middle class and its views on the authoritarian 
regime
Let us now compare the results of several surveys conducted by the 
Russian Academy of Sciences in 2014, which were focused on identify-
ing the values accepted by the Russian middle class. In one survey, the 
respondents were asked about their preference for ‘society of individ-
ual freedom’ and ‘society of social equality’.39 Compared with the other 
segments of Russian population, the middle class has stronger pref-
erence for a  ‘society of individual freedom’. Nevertheless, this view is 
held by still less than half of the middle class. Most middle-class mem-
bers (56 percent) prefer social equality to individual freedom. Another 
survey shows that the Russian middle class considers freedom more 
valuable than other segments of the population. Freedom is regarded 
as something without which ‘life does not make sense’ by 70 percent 
of the middle class (56 percent of the other population). Interestingly, 
almost a third of the middle class (30 percent of the middle class, 44 
percent of the other population) believes that material security is the 
most important concern in life, whereas freedom is secondary.40

An overwhelming majority of the middle class prefers collective 
interests over individual interests.41 Nine out of ten middle-class rep-
resentatives state that they partly or completely agree that the gov-
ernment should always prioritize the nation’s interests over the indi-
vidual’s interests. With respect to understanding the potential of the 
middle class for democratic opposition, it is essential to point out that 
92 percent of middle-class respondents maintain that the role of the 
opposition is to assist the government, not to criticize it. Apart from 
that, more than half of the middle class (51 percent) agrees totally or 
partially that some conflicts can be resolved only by the use of violence. 
When the respondents were asked which direction in the development 
of the country they consider to be desirable, most of them cited ‘social 
justice, equal rights for all, a strong government that takes care of its 
citizens’ (49 percent of the middle class, 56 percent of the other pop-
ulation). More than a third of the respondents (35 percent) wishes for 
Russia to regain the status of superpower, which is even more than the 
rest of the population (31 percent). A similar number of people want 
a ‘return to national traditions and to moral values which are already 
time-tested’ (34 percent of the middle class, 32 percent of the other 
population).42Only one-third of the middle class wishes to focus on 
human rights and democracy; moreover, only one-tenth of the middle 
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class wants to bring Russia closer to the Western countries and towards 
an integration into the European community. In another survey by the 
Russian Academy of Sciences, only 32 percent of the middle-class rep-
resentatives agreed with the ‘Western way’ of Russia’s development. It 
is more than the rest of the population (24 percent), but still less than 
a third of the middle class. When compared with 2003, the number has 
fallen slightly (37 percent of the middle class for the ‘Western way’ in 
2003). The ‘Western way’ of development is most often supported by 
young people. The strongest support is among middle-class members 
younger than 30 years (42 percent).43

The middle class appreciated the changes in some spheres during 
the previous presidency of Vladimir V. Putin more than the rest of the 
population. A total of 14 percent of the middle class contended that the 
economic situation had improved during the previous presidential term 
of V. Putin, while only 9 percent of the rest of the population held the 
same view. Most of the respondents stated that the situation remained 
unchanged (46 percent of the middle class, 42 percent of the other popu-
lation). 44 Slightly fewer respondents from the middle class than from the 
rest of the population believed that the economic situation had wors-
ened. In other spheres, data are only available in relation to the entire 
population (which includes the middle class). The middle class assessed 
national standards of living somewhat more favorably than the entire 
population, 22 percent of the middle class stated that standards of living 
have improved, while the same stated 18 percent of the entire popula-
tion. A logical explanation for the more positive evaluation of the eco-
nomic situation on the part of the middle class might be that the mid-
dleclass members are themselves in a better economic position than the 
entire Russian population. However, when we look at the other data of 
the same survey, we can see that the middle class is to some degree also 
more lenient than the other population in the evaluation of the level of 
democracy and political freedoms in Russia as well as in the assessment 
of Russia’s  international position. Only 26 percent of the middle-class 
representatives believed that democracy and the political freedoms of 
citizens had deteriorated, while 33 percent of the entire population be-
lieved the same. The same numbers are for the assessment of the in-
ternational position of Russia.45 According to the statistics by Petukhov, 
34 percent of the entire population believe that there is a contradiction 
between the ruling power and the citizens, which is a  slightly higher 
number than that for the middle class (32 percent). The respondents 
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were also prompted to choose from two options: first, ‘the current rul-
ing power deserves support despite all its deficits’, and second, ‘the cur-
rent ruling power must be changed at all costs’. The results were similar 
for the middle class and for the total population – both groups favored 
the first option. The first option was chosen by 73 percent of the entire 
population and by 75 percent of the middle class. Thus, the middle class 
showed slightly more support for the current power.46

The state-owned organization Russian Public Opinion Research 
Center (VCIOM) regularly conducts a  survey of public popularity of 
the state institutions. Respondents indicate, inter alia, in which of 
the three groups based on their financial situation they would place 
themselves, the options being: 1) good / very good, 2) average, 3) bad / 
very bad. From the data of the survey conducted in 2017 it is apparent 
that respondents who rate their financial situation better often rate 
the state institutions more positively.47 The level of popularity among 
the three groups varies considerably, in tens of percent. President V. 
Putin enjoys the highest support and is appreciated by the majority 
of the representatives of all the three groups. Those in a good / very 
good financial situation show almost an absolute support for Mr. Pu-
tin (93 percent) and the vast majority of those in an average financial 
situation support Mr. Putin (87 percent). However, ‘only’ two-thirds 
(67 percent) of those less satisfied with their financial situation express 
support for the current president. As to the Russian government, the 
difference between support of the first group of respondents (75 per-
cent) and the third group (41 percent) is even more pronounced. Sim-
ilar data are in the relation to the support for the Parliament (Duma). 
More than half of the first and the second groups show support for 
the Parliament (66 percent and 54 percent respectively), while slightly 
more than the one-third of the respondents from the third group (37 
percent) declare support for the Parliament. By and large, the group of 
the respondents who assess their financial situation as average shows 
a  significantly higher support for the state institutions than the last 
group.48 For the sake of clarity, we can add that the middle class would 
comprise respondents from the second and partly from the first group. 
The data show that people with a better financial background are more 
likely to be in favor of the regime, and the support increases in a direct 
proportion with the better financial situation. According to these data, 
the biggest threat to the regime seems to be the group that assesses its 
financial situation as a bad or very bad, that is, the lower class.
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Conclusion
According to the results of data analysis, the Russian middle class pre-
fers a strong state to individual freedom; for the members of the mid-
dle class, the interests of the individual are less important than the in-
terests of the society. The majority of the middle class regard a strong 
government and social justice as more important than democracy and 
freedom. Most middle-class representatives prefer cooperation with 
former Soviet countries rather than with Western liberal democrat-
ic countries. The middle class perceives recent developments in the 
country more favorably than the rest of the Russian population. Com-
pared to the lower class, a higher number of the middleclass represen-
tatives evaluate the Russian state institution in positive terms. These 
results are related to the fact that a substantial part of the middle class 
is dependent on the state. Dependence on the state reduces the pro-
test potential of the middle class. The ratio of state employees is sig-
nificantly higher among the middle class than among the other social 
layers of the population. Public sector employees belong to the fast-
est growing segment of the Russian middle class. The results of data 
analysis of several surveys confirm the arguments introduced at the 
beginning of this article. The middle class should not be automatically 
considered as a guarantee of a democratization process in authoritari-
an regimes. The role of the middle class is always dependent on specific 
conditions. Where the middle class is substantially linked to the state, 
it will not seek a change of the regime but will prefer to maintain the 
status quo. Notwithstanding these results, it can be assumed, in keep-
ing with Rosenfeld’s argument that should the state fail to provide sta-
ble and secure financial and social conditions for the members of the 
middle class who are dependent on it, the preferences of this part of 
the middle class might turn against the regime. Moreover, it should be 
stated that because of the limited availability of sources, this article re-
lied heavily on the surveys conducted by the institutions related to the 
Russian government. Hence, the author acknowledges the fact that 
the reliability of the results might be disputed. For this reason, it would 
be desirable to conduct further research preferably with the analysis of 
data from various sources which are independent of the government.


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