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ABSTRACT 

This thesis studies the role of non-democratic civil-military relations in defense policymaking. 

The project claims that the weakness of monitoring mechanisms and political accountability in 

autocracies increases the military’s role in defense policymaking. By comparing three cases of 

defense reforms in Putin’s Russia, the dissertation critically contributes to the discussion about 

civilian supremacy in civil-military relations. It shows that the Russian military’s monopoly on 

special expertise and skills inflated its autonomy in military reforms. The Kremlin was able to 

restrict its autonomy only partially, despite the military’s strict allegiance to civilian supremacy. 

The project also expands on the classical argument about the military as a power broker in non-

democratic states by highlighting the Russian military’s tradition of keeping away from internal 

politics but actively protecting its policy prerogatives. The dissertation proposes a novel 

security coalition framework for studying policy-focused civil-military relations that was used 

for the analysis of Russian defense reforms in the 2000-2016 period. The framework pays close 

attention to military culture, political institutions, and actors’ strategies in defense 

policymaking. The project utilizes 36 interviews, hundreds of media reports, speeches, legal 

amendments, and a survey of Russian elites in the analysis. Its framework and theoretical 

arguments are applicable to states with professional militaries that support the notion that armed 

forces cannot overthrow the government. These states must also have an analytically 

measurable separation between the civilian branches of government, the military, and the 

supreme commander’s office.
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INTRODUCTION 

This dissertation examines how the transformation of civil-military relations affects the efficacy 

of defense policies in non-democratic states. It proposes a theoretical framework that explains 

how the politico-economic context regulates civil-military relations and their role in defense 

affairs. It contributes to research on the military’s role in non-democratic states and critically 

assesses the role of civilian supremacy in autocracies. The dissertation also emphasizes the vital 

role of access to decision-makers in agenda setting, military expertise during policy 

development, and monitoring and evaluation tools in implementation.  

Unlike most contemporary literature on the military in autocracies, the thesis argues the 

military’s role in authoritarian states goes beyond the questions of repression and coups d’état. 

Civil-military relations determine the inputs and activities of defense reforms, which autocratic 

leaders use to develop armed forces and correct their role in policymaking. Similar to 

democracies, armed forces in authoritarian states can become important actors in the policy 

arena because few changes in the defense sector can be implemented without military 

specialists and expertise. Hence, defense policies can be thwarted unless civilian decision-

makers have enough resources and capacities to create practically feasible policies that 

overcome the military’s objections, despite its nominal support for civilian supremacy in 

defense affairs. However, political leaders may not necessarily punish the military for 

wrongdoings as the monitoring and accountability mechanisms are subject to political control 

in autocracies. This weakens the efficacy of policy learning and ultimately decreases the 

strength of autocracies to build an effective military force. In summary, this dissertation argues 

that a seemingly obedient military can become a veto-player in the policy process, redistributing 

power so that it can thwart reforms imposed by civilian leadership – even in highly centralized 

authoritarian civil-military relations. 
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To develop these theoretical propositions, the dissertation scrutinizes civil-military relations 

and the three cases of defense policymaking in sixteen years of Putin’s Russia. Between 2000 

and 2007, the Kremlin was reluctant to invest in military effectiveness despite announcing 

several times that it would do so. President Putin focused on strengthening political control over 

the military instead. From 2007 to 2012, the Kremlin tasked the military with implementing a 

set of radical policies. The military resisted, however, slowing down the process. Between 2012 

and 2016, Russia’s civil-military relations became seemingly more cohesive, but the selection 

of monitoring mechanisms demanded significant resources and was ineffective.  

My analysis presents qualitative evidence from interviews and media sources combined with 

some quantitative findings from text analysis and surveys. The thesis also digs into amendments 

to the federal laws regulating civil-military relations to assess the institutional distribution of 

power within the government. The data traces the role of military culture in Russia’s civil-

military relations from the 1990s to 2016 and provides contextualized facts on defense policies 

in Putin’s period. The findings can only be applicable to states with professional militaries that 

support the notion that armed forces cannot overthrow the government. The analytically 

measurable separation between the civilian branches of government, the military, and the 

supreme commander’s office is the second important condition that restricts the scope of the 

findings. 

Using a novel theoretical framework, this dissertation suggests that defense reforms and civil-

military relations are interconnected, and developments in one influence the other. It also invites 

more studies of national defense sectors and comparative research of civil-military relations 

with the security coalition framework. 
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