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War-Making and Autocratisation
in Post-Soviet States, 1991-2025

di MikHAIL MINAKOV

Abstract — Nello spazio post-sovietico, i conflitti persistenti sono coincisi con
processi di costruzione statale disequali e con [ascesa dellautocrazia. La teoria
bellicista classica sostiene che la guerra possa rafforzare lo Stato, ma le esperien-
ze di Russia, Azerbaigian, Abkhazia e Ucraina mostrano che il conflitto spesso
indebolisce le istituzioni formali e accelera il personalismo. Attraverso un'analisi
comparativa di due ondate di conflitti (quella dei primi anni Novanta e quella
del XXI secolo), questo studio esamina come il fare la guerra consolidi il potere
delle élite attraverso reti informali di tipo clientelare, a scapito dello sviluppo di
istituzioni statali formali. Lanalisi si fonda sulla teoria della politica patronale e
sulle tipologie di regimi post-comunisti per dimostrare che, in questi casi, la guerra
funge da catalizzatore per il dominio personalista. In Russia e in Azerbaigian, i
conflitti hanno rafforzato autocrazie patronali centralizzate, mentre nella demo-
crazgia patronale ucraina e nella democrazia dei signori della guerra abkbaza, la
guerra ha ostacolato la crescita istituzionale. I risultati suggeriscono che le guerre
moderne nello spazio dell'ex Unione Sovietica hanno rafforzato la resilienza dei
regimi attraverso linformalizzazione e la coercizione, piuttosto che promuovere
una capacitis statale di tipo weberiano, indicando cosi la necessitis di un perfezio-
namento della teoria della formazione dello Stato per spiegare questi esiti.

Keywords: Post-Soviet Space; War-Making; Patronal Autocracies

Opver the past three decades, the post-Soviet space has been shaped
by persistent conflict, uneven state-building, and the evolution of
autocratic rule. While classical theories of state formation—most
notably Charles Tilly’s bellicist paradigm—argue that war fosters
institutional consolidation and state capacity, the experiences of
Russia, Azerbaijan, Abkhazia, and Ukraine suggest a more com-
plex trajectory. In these cases, warfare has often undermined rather
than strengthened state institutions, entrenching informal politi-
cal networks and accelerating autocratisation. This paper recon-
siders the applicability of Tilly’s model by examining how mod-
ern conflicts in the former Soviet Union have contributed to elite

por: 10.69117/QDSP.28.2025.06
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consolidation, patronal dominance, and the emergence of new
forms of autocracy.

The history of post-Soviet nations challenges the expectation
that war-making necessarily leads to stronger states. Instead, mil-
itary conflicts in the 1990s and the early 21* century frequently
produced fragile or hybrid regimes in which informal patronal
networks supplanted formal state structures. Drawing on the an-
alytical frameworks of patronal politics and post-communist re-
gime typologies', this study identifies a pattern where wars serve
to consolidate power around dominant elites while weakening
the regular state institutions necessary for long-term governance.
In both Russia and Azerbaijan, autocratic regimes have become
increasingly skilled at using war to reinforce their rule—through
nationalist mobilisation, elite discipline, and the construction of a
militarized state image. In contrast, Ukraine’s patronal democracy
and Abkhazia’s warlord democratic system illustrate how conflict
can obstruct institutional development even in competitive or
semi-democratic settings.

Through comparative case analysis, this paper explores
two waves of post-Soviet conflicts and their divergent effects
on state-building. By analysing regime trajectories in Russia,
Azerbaijan, Abkhazia, and Ukraine, the study reveals that contem-
porary warfare tends to enhance autocratic resilience rather than
foster Weberian statehood. The findings suggest that war in the
post-Soviet region functions less as a tool of institutional consol-
idation and more as a catalyst for informalisation and autocratic
innovation. This warrants a revision of traditional state-formation
theories to better reflect the interplay between violence, informal
rule, and regime persistence in the 21%-century Eastern European
and Northern Eurasian contexts.

! See: H.E. Hale, Patronal Politics: Eurasian Regime Dynamics in Comparative
Perspective, Cambridge, 2014; B. Magyar — B. Madlovics, The Anatomy of Post-
Communist Regimes: A Conceptual Framework, Budapest, 2020.
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Conceptual framework

The bellicist theory and its limitations

Charles Tilly’s bellicist theory posits that warfare served as a pri-
mary catalyst for the formation of modern states by compelling
rulers to centralize coercion and extract resources for war-making?.
In early modern Europe, persistent military rivalry challenged rul-
ers to establish standing armies, impose new taxes, and develop
bureaucracies, creating a Darwinian environment where only the
most fiscally and militarily capable states survived into the modern
era.

Tilly’s theory was supported by three main arguments. First,
war-making promoted the centralisation of coercion. Rulers en-
gaged in constant warfare to eliminate external rivals, which neces-
sitated the monopolisation of coercion internally. Successful states
disarmed local lords, militias, and other competitors, replacing
fragmented power structures with centralized military and police
forces’.

The second argument was linked to the necessity of systemic
resource extraction. Prolonged wars required unprecedented levels
of revenue, prompting rulers to develop sophisticated tax systems,
bureaucracies, and financial institutions®. Tilly compared this pro-
cess to a “protection racket,” where states extracted resources in
exchange for security. Over time, however, negotiating with mer-
chants, landowners, and urban elites over taxes cultivated repre-
sentative institutions and stronger normative systems. Altogether,
this led to the creation of a regular state’.

2 See C. Tilly, War Making and State Making as Organized Crime, in PB. Evans
— D. Rueschemeyer — T. Skocpol (eds), Bringing the State Back In, Cambridge,
1985, pp. 169-191; C. Tilly, Coercion, Capital, and European States, AD 990-
1992, Oxford, 1990.

3 C. Tilly, War Making and State Making, cit., p. 181.

“ Ibi, p. 171.

> In this context, I refer to the term “regular state” to describe its established as
Weberian bureaucracy structure, which enables the state to perform its distinctive
functions. These functions include holding a monopoly on violence, regulating
the defined population within its territory with clear borders, engaging in
interstate relations, and possessing the capacity to gather the necessary resources
to execute all these functions. On this definition see M. Weber, Economy and
Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology, Berkeley, 1978; C. Tilly, Coercion,
Capital, and European States, cit.; D. Held, Political Theory and the Modern State,
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Finally, the third Tillyan argument addressed the capital-coer-
cion cycle and its long-term consequences. States followed distinct
developmental paths based on their access to capital (economic
resources) versus coercion (military power). Capital-intensive re-
gions (e.g., city-states) relied on trade, while coercion-intensive
states (e.g., Prussia) prioritized armies. Hybrid “capitalized coer-
cion” states, such as England, balanced both, enabling long-term
dominance®. Tilly studied longue durée political processes, empha-
sising Europe’s fragmented geopolitical landscape after the decline
of empires and theocracies. Competing territorial entities engaged
in frequent wars, creating a Darwinian environment where only
states with strong fiscal, capital, and military institutions survived.
This dynamic led to a “territorial concentration” of power, reduc-
ing the number of European states from 500 in 1500 to 25 by
19007. Later empirical studies generally support this bellicist para-
digm in the European historical context®.

However, scholars have identified significant limitations when
applying Tilly’s model beyond Europe or to contemporary con-
flicts. First, critics argue that the bellicist theory is too Eurocentric:
in regions with weak pre-war institutions or colonial legacies (e.g.,
in Africa, Latin America, or Asia), warfare has not consistently re-
sulted in the emergence of stronger states’. Secondly, the harmful
effects of military conflicts following World War II frequently hin-
der state-building initiatives. Recent wars often degrade state ca-

Hoboken, 2013; R. Szporluk, Introduction: Statehood and Nation Building in
Post-Soviet Space, in S.F. Starr — K. Dawisha (eds), The International Politics of
Euyasia, vol. 2: The Influence of National Identity, London/New York, 2016, pp.
3-18.

¢ C. Tilly, Coercion, Capital, and European States, cit., pp. 30-34.

7 Ibi, pp. 72-93.

8 See A. Goenaga — A. von Hagen-Jamar, When Does War Make States?
War, Rivalries and Fiscal Extraction in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries,
in De-Centering State Making, Cheltenham, 2018, pp. 85-111; L.E. Cederman
etal.,, War Did Make States: Revisiting the Bellicist Paradigm in Early Modern
Europe, “International Organization”, n. 2 (2023), pp. 324-362.

? See B.D. Taylor — R, Botea, Tilly Tally: War-Making and State-Making in the
Contemporary Third World, “International Studies Review”, n. 1 (2008), pp. 27-
56; M.A. Centeno — E. Enriquez, Legacies of Empire?, in M. Hanagan — C. Tilly
(eds), Contention and Trust in Cities and States, Dordrecht, 2011, pp. 95-112,;
L.D. Young, Testing Tilly: Does War Really Make States, “Social Evolution &
History”, n. 1 (2022), pp. 175-199.
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pacity by destroying infrastructure, straining finances (or creating
reliance on foreign aid and illegal revenues), and deepening social
divides instead of promoting robust institutional development®.

Conceptual background for post-Soviet state-building

I explore the bellicist theory of state-making by referencing ex-
amples from post-Soviet politics, incorporating the notions of pa-
tronal autocracy, patronal democracy, intelligent autocracy, and
two waves of post-Soviet wars.

In the post-Soviet context, both of the above caveats of the bel-
licist theory have proven relevant. Many newly independent states
from the former USSR inherited ethnically diverse populations
and attempted to implement European-style nation-state models,
but the violent conflicts of the early 1990s nearly led to the dis-
integration of several states. Wars devastated economies, and both
elites and populations often turned to shadow economies and in-
formal networks of loyalty and coercion instead of formal taxation
and governance structures'’. The result was not the emergence of
Weberian “night-watchman” states, but rather a range of authori-
tarian or hybrid regimes dominated by patronal politics (person-
alized patron-client power relations) over impersonal bureaucratic
institutions'.

10 See A. Leander, Wars and the Un-Making of States: Taking Tilly Seriously
in the Contemporary World, Copenhagen, 2006; S. Tarrow, War, States, and
Contention: From Tilly to the War on Terror, “Mobilization: An International
Quarterly”, n. 1 (2016), pp. 1-22; S. Goudjili, War and State Formation in Europe
(1300-1800): Revisiting the Bellicist Theory, “Omran”, n. 46 (2023), pp. 41-76.

"' See R. Brubaker, Nationalism Reframed: Nationhood and the National
Question in the New Europe. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996; R.
Brubaker, Nationalizing States Revisited: Projects and Processes of Nationalization
in Post-Soviet States, “Ethnic and Racial Studies”, vol. 34, n. 11 (2011): pp.
1785-1814; A. Grzymala-Busse — P. Jones Luong, Reconceptualizing the State:
Lessons from Post-Communism, “Politics & Society”, n. 4 (2002), pp. 529-554; B.
Rubin —J. Snyder, Post-Soviet Political Order, London, 2002; H.E. Hale, Patronal
Politics, cit.

12 See H.E. Hale, Patronal Politics, cit; B. Magyar — B. Madlovics, The
Anatomy of Post-Communist Regimes, cit; M. Minakov, The Post-Soviet Human:
Philosophical Reflections on Social History After the End of Communism, Stuttgart,
2024.
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Patronal politics refers to a system where personalistic pa-
tron-client power networks dominate political life. In this system,
individuals seek power and resources through exchanges of loy-
alty and favours rather than relying on impersonal laws or ideol-
ogies. Authority is structured around hierarchical chains of loy-
alty: powerful patrons (presidents, oligarchs, regional bosses) sit
atop “power pyramids” of clients, reinforcing their rule through
informal rewards and coercion. In many post-Soviet regimes, for-
mal mechanisms like constitutions and elections primarily act as
fagades that reveal which patronal network is dominant at any giv-
en time, while actual power lies in the informal dealings among
elites”®. Such patronal systems undermine rational bureaucracy
and the rule of law by prioritising personal loyalty over meritocra-
cy. Officials often circumvent formal rules to serve their patrons’
interests, leading to widespread clientelism and corruption. Public
resources are allocated based on personal favour rather than policy,
and state positions are filled through influence networks, dimin-
ishing the effectiveness and accountability of formal institutions'.

Within this framework, scholars distinguish between patronal
autocracies and patronal democracies as two regime subtypes®. In
a patronal autocracy, a single patron (such as a president or ruling
clan) monopolizes control over the state, subordinating all public
institutions to a personalistic ruling network. Formal democrat-
ic institutions (elections, parliaments, courts) are maintained as
a facade, but real political power lies in informal mechanisms of
patronage. These regimes exhibit a “mafia state” logic: the ruling
clique treats public offices and resources as private assets of the
patronal network. There is little to no true rotation of elites, except
through internal power struggles or violent upheaval. Examples
include Russia under Vladimir Putin and Azerbaijan under the

13 See H.E. Hale, Patronal Politics, cit.; B. Magyar — B. Madlovics, A Concise
Field Guide to Post-Communist Regimes: Actors, Institutions, and Dynamics,
Budapest, 2024.

14 See G. Helmke — S. Levitsky, Informal Institutions and Comparative Politics:
A Research Agenda, Cheltenham, 2012; H.E. Hale, Patronal Politics, cit.

15 See B. Magyar, Post-Communist Mafia State: The Case of Hungary, Budapest,
2016; B. Magyar — B. Madlovics, A Concise Field Guide, cit.
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Aliyev dynasty, as well as non-post-Soviet cases, such as Hungary
under Viktor Orban’s Fidesz party*.

In contrast, a patronal democracy is a hybrid regime where
genuine competitive elections and pluralism exist, yet politics re-
mains heavily affected by oligarchic clans and broader patronal
networks. Multiple patronal factions vie for control of the state,
leading to some alternation of power and partial institutional
checks on abuse. However, corruption and clientelism permeate
governance, and policy differences are often overshadowed by elite
bargaining and media manipulation. Ukraine, Georgia, Moldova,
and Armenia in the 2010s have been described as patronal democ-
racies—political systems with authentic competition, but where
informal patronage and wealthy interests continue to dominate
decision-making behind the scenes’.

This study introduces the term “intelligent autocracy” to re-
fer to adaptive authoritarian regimes in contemporary Russia and
Azerbaijan. An intelligent autocracy combines strategic flexibility
with learning capabilities within autocratic governance, enabling
long-standing elites to anticipate threats and extend their rule.
Both Putin’s Kremlin and the Aliyev regime have shown an im-
pressive ability to quickly learn from past mistakes and develop
formal and informal strategies to address future challenges to their
authority. The key traits of these regimes include: (1) selective
modernisation of institutions (such as enhancing capabilities in
finance, security, and propaganda) alongside persistent patronal
control over political matters; strategic co-optation of elites (re-
warding defectors and incorporating potential rivals); targeted
repression instead of widespread terror (to neutralize adversaries
without provoking broad societal backlash); (2) exploitation of
hybrid institutions (managed elections, compliant courts, “loyal”
opposition parties) to maintain an illusion of legitimacy; (3) strict

16 See B. Magyar, Post-Communist Mafia State, cit.; B. Magyar — B. Madlovics,
The Anatomy of Post-Communist Regimes, cit.

17 See B. Magyar — B. Madlovics, Ukrainian Regime Cycles and the Russian
Invasion, in B. Madlovics — B. Magyar (eds), Ukraines Patronal Democracy and
the Russian Invasion: The Russia-Ulkraine War, vol. 1, Budapest, 2023, pp. 3-54;
B. Magyar — B. Madlovics, The Fatal Combination: How Democracy Died in
Russia and How It May Survive in Ukraine, “Ideology and Politics Journal”, no.
2 (2024), pp. 247-264.
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regulation of media narratives along with the use of modern sur-
veillance technologies; and (4) a focused investment in military
and patriotic prestige projects to strengthen the regime’s national-
ist credentials®®. Ultimately, the “intelligent autocracies” of Russia
and Azerbaijan operate as sophisticated patronal autocracies that
continually refine their formal and informal governance tools,
making them more resilient than static classical authoritarian
models.

The post-Soviet region has experienced two main waves of war-
fare. The first wave (circa 1990-1996) coincided with the Soviet
Union’s disintegration and the tumultuous redrawing of borders
for the new post-Soviet states. This period saw, for example, in-
ter-state and civil wars in Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia, South
Ossetia, Transnistria, and Chechnya, which by the mid-1990s led
to the emergence of several new independent states or breakaway
territories in Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Moldova, as well as acute
political crises in Russia and other countries”.

The second wave of wars spanned from the turn of the 20* cen-
tury into the 21%, continuing through the 2020s. It was fuelled by
lingering grievances from the first wave as well as new geopolitical
ambitions. This wave includes the Second Chechen War (1999-
2009), the Russo-Georgian War (August 2008), the Second Azeri-
Armenian War (2020-2023), and the ongoing Russo-Ukrainian
conflict, which began with Russia’s hybrid interventions in 2014
and escalated into a full invasion in 2022. These later conflicts
reflect the ideological and power rivalries of the 21* century, often

8 See E Guliyev, Post-Sovier Azerbaijan: Transition to Sultanistic
Semiauthoritarianism? An Attempt at Conceptualization, “Demokratizatsiya”, no.
3 (2005), pp. 393-435; S. Levitsky — L.A. Way, Competitive Authoritarianism:
Hybrid Regimes after the Cold War, Cambridge, 2010; V. Matviyenko, Adaptive
Authoritarianism in Russia: Strategic Governance and Elastic Repression, “Russian
Politics”, n. 4 (2020), pp. 487-510.

19 See J. Snyder, Nationalism and the Crisis of the Post-Soviet State, “Survival”,
n. 1 (1993), pp. 5-26; R. Brubaker, Nationalism Reframed, cit.; R. Brubaker,
Nationalizing States Revisited, cit.; C. Zurcher, The Post-Soviet Wars: Rebellion,
Ethnic Conflict, and Nationhood in the Caucasus, New York: NYU Press, 2009;
J. Hughes — G. Sasse, Comparing Regional and Ethnic Conflicts in Post-Soviet
Transition States, “Regional & Federal Studies”, no. 3 (2001), pp. 1-35; B. Rubin
— J. Snyder, Post-Soviet Political Order, cit.
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echoing unresolved disputes from the Soviet era or the first wave®.
In each case, the outcomes of these wars have challenged classi-
cal bellicist assumptions; whether within patronal autocracies or
democracies, post-Soviet wars have often resulted in the strength-
ening of informal power structures or the emergence of fragile
political entities instead of establishing robust Weberian states.
To explore this, I utilize a comparative framework that examines
both formal and informal institutions. Additionally, I assess vari-
ous leadership styles such as Putin’s bureaucratic authoritarianism,
Aliyev’s dynastic governance, warlords in Abkhazia, and Zelensky’s
internal centralism linked to a broad international coalition, along
with the distinct methods of coercion and extraction typical of
each regime.

Opverall, the post-Soviet evidence suggests that war has been a
dual force: it has sometimes helped cement nationhood or regime
legitimacy, but often at the cost of fragmenting formal institutions
or entrenching patronal rule. The first wave conflicts entrenched
ethnonational divisions and weakened nascent democratic institu-
tions by prioritising security over liberal reforms. These wars rein-
forced Soviet-era administrative borders as new state boundaries
but also birthed unrecognized statelets, perpetuating regional in-
stability. The second wave wars, particularly Russia’s annexation of
Crimea (2014) and full-scale invasion of Ukraine (2022), marked
the “catastrophic end” of the post-Soviet era’. These wars desta-
bilized the post-Soviet order, enabling authoritarian consolidation
in and among many countries of Eastern Europe and Northern
Eurasia through militarized nationalism and suppression of dis-
sent. The following case studies explore these dynamics in four
post-Soviet polities.

2 See E Jaitner et al., Crises in the Post-Soviet Space: From the Dissolution of
the Sovier Union ro the Conflict in Ukraine, London/New York, 2018; L.P. Izmirli
et al., Post-Sovier Conflicts: The Thirty Years' Crisis, Lanham, 2020.

2 M. Minakov, The Post-Soviet Human, cit., p. 4.
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Analysis of the country cases

Russia: Personalized autocracy through war

Russia’s post-Soviet journey illustrates how war can legitimize
power centralisation and facilitate autocratisation without neces-
sarily enhancing the formal capabilities of the state. In the 1990s,
the newly established Russian Federation was involved in several
armed conflicts as it sought to assert influence over the former
Soviet territories. Russian forces engaged in the separatist wars in
Moldova’s Transnistria region (1992) and Georgia’s breakaway are-
as of Abkhazia and South Ossetia (1992-1994). Moscow also con-
tended with a major internal conflict against Chechen secession-
ists during the First Chechen War (1994-1996). These initial con-
flicts highlighted the fragility of Russia’s military and governance
systems in the post-Soviet era. The failed Chechen campaign, in
particular, undermined Russia’s fledgling democratic institutions:
military setbacks against Chechen fighters and the ensuing chaos
empowered hardline security factions (the siloviki) and discredit-
ed Yeltsin’s liberal reformist allies who opposed the war®. By the
mid-1990s, facing separatist challenges and governmental paraly-
sis, President Boris Yeltsin aimed to regain centralized authority.
He adopted a “hyper-presidential” constitution (adopted in 1993)
that funnelled power into the executive branch and formed alli-
ances with rising oligarchs and regional leaders (notably during
his 1996 re-election) to neutralize potential rivals. The upheaval
and “siege mentality” of the early war years thereby facilitated both
formal and informal consolidation of power in Moscow, setting
the stage for the patronal-authoritarian regime that would fully
emerge under Yeltsin’s successor®.

Putin’s rise to power in 2000 accelerated Russia’s evolution into
a centralized patronal autocracy. During the Second Chechen War
(1999-2009), Putin struck a deal to end the conflict by co-opt-
ing former Chechen rebels into his power vertical. For example,

22 See H. Smith, Democratization and War: The Chechen Wars’ Contribution to
Failing Democratization in Russia, “Demokratizatsiya”, n. 4 (2014), pp. 628-639;
V. Klimentov, Coping with Defeat: The Russian State Duma’s Views of Chechnya
After the First Chechen War, “Interdisciplinary Studies on Central and Eastern
Europe”, vol. 25 (2024), pp. 211-213.

23 H.E. Hale, Patronal Politics, cit.
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he empowered Akhmad Kadyrov—and later his son Ramzan—to
govern Chechnya as loyal client warlords in exchange for suppress-
ing separatism. This strategy—outsourcing regional pacification to
a local strongman in return for personal loyalty—exemplified the
Kremlin’s shift toward informal, patronal methods of rule in the
aftermath of war. It generated short-term stability at the cost of
institutional coherence, effectively trading a rebel insurgency for a
Kremlin-aligned fiefdom*.

Meanwhile, Putin leveraged the widespread public desire for
stability to justify reasserting central control over Russia’s regions,
media, and economy. The brief war with Georgia in August 2008
further bolstered Putin’s position. Russia’s swift military victory
over Georgia (undertaken during Putin’s hiatus as prime minister)
was celebrated at home as a restoration of national strength. This
confrontation with the West also provided a pretext for Putin’s
circle to intensify domestic repression and rally the elite around
an anti-Western, nationalist line®. In the years following 2008,
the Kremlin tightened its grip: regional governors were stripped
of autonomy, independent media and NGOs were curtailed, and
oligarchs were either integrated into Putin’s patronage system or
neutralized. By the 2010s, Russia had become a fully consolidated
authoritarian regime, characterized by a single-pyramid patronal
network centred on Putin and legitimized by a narrative of defend-
ing the nation against internal decadence and external enemies™.

Russia’s ongoing war against Ukraine, which began in 2014
and escalated dramatically in 2022, has pushed the Putin regime
to new extremes of autocratisation. The conflict started when
Russia unlawfully annexed Crimea and instigated a separatist up-
rising in Eastern Ukraine’s Donbas region, triggered by Ukraine’s

2 A. Monaghan, The Vertikal: Power and Authority in Russia, “International
Affairs”, no. 1 (2012), pp. 1-16; H.E. Hale, Patronal Politics, cit.

» R. Allison, Russia Resurgent? Moscow’s Campaign to ‘Coerce Georgia to
Peace’, “International Affairs”, n. 6 (2008), pp. 1145-1171; S.E. Cornell et al.,
Russia’s War in Georgia: Causes and Implications, “Central Asia-Caucasus Institute
Policy Paper”, (2008). Available at https://silkroadstudies.org/resources/pdf/
SilkRoadPapers/2008_08_PP_CornellPopjanevskiNilsson_Russia-Georgia.pdf
(accessed on 17 June 2025).

% H.E. Hale, Patronal Politics, cit; B. Magyar — B. Madlovics, The Fatal
Combination, cit.



144 QUADERNI DI SCIENZE POLITICHE 28/2025

pro-Western revolution?. The “Crimean success” triggered a pow-
erful rally-around-the-flag effect that effectively silenced internal
dissent and eliminated any remaining competitive features of the
political system. For years, a fragile low-intensity conflict persisted
in Donbas under the Minsk peace agreements, but in February
2022, Moscow launched a large-scale invasion of Ukraine, esca-
lating a localized struggle into the most significant war in Europe
since World War II. Since the all-out invasion in February 2022,
Russia’s regime has shifted from authoritarianism to outright dic-
tatorship: wartime conditions have enabled Putin to purge or in-
timidate the last independent oligarchs and political figures (even
long-time insiders who publicly criticized the war were forced into
exile or coerced into compliance)®®. Formal institutions have been
further hollowed out as power is concentrated in the executive
and security services. The Kremlin’s patronal network has deci-
sively closed ranks, subordinating all major elite factions to Putin’s
inner circle. As Magyar and Madlovics observe, the invasion start-
ing in 2022 prompted a “single-pyramid” consolidation of pow-
er: formal institutions like the military, security services (FSB),
and bureaucracy have surged to the forefront, while oligarchs and
informal power-brokers have seen their influence wane or have
been coerced into line®. Prominent oligarchs who once had some
autonomy were either brought to heel or dispossessed. Repression
expanded to a level not seen in Russia since the Soviet era: by
2023-24, the number of political prisoners, censorship measures,
and instances of harsh punishment for dissent in Russia all exceed-
ed those of the late Soviet period, indicating a return to full-scale
totalitarian practices in the name of war mobilisation®.

7 See M. Trudolyubov et. al., Roots of Russias War in Ukraine, New York,
2015; T. Malyarenko — S. Wolff, The logic of competitive influence-secking: Russia,
Ukraine, and the conflict in Donbas, “Post-Soviet Affairs”, no. 4 (2018), pp.
191-212.

% Freedom House, Nations in Transit 2024: Russia, Washington, D.C.:
Freedom House, 2024. Available at: https://freedomhouse.org/country/russia/
nations-transit/2024 (accessed on 17 June 2025).

¥ B. Magyar — B. Madlovics, The Fatal Combination, cit.

30 A. Yakovlev et al., Putin’s New Hermit Kingdom, “Foreign Affairs”, 16 mag-
gio 2025. Available at https://www.foreignaffairs.com/russia/putins-new-her-
mit-kingdom-closed-dictatorship (accessed on 17 June 2025).
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By 2025, Russia’s regime exhibits classic patronal-authoritarian
traits: personalized rule supported by securitized nationalism, sup-
pression of all independent societal forces, and propaganda-fuelled
mass mobilisation for the war. Comparative ratings confirm this
authoritarian entrenchment. Freedom House now categorizes
Russia as a “Consolidated Authoritarian Regime,” with a democ-
racy score of only 1.07 out of 7 (equivalent to a mere 1.19/100
on its scale)—a sharp decline from even the semi-authoritarian
stability of the 2000s*. Similarly, Varieties of Democracy Report
data classify Russia as one of the world’s most autocratic states,
indicating an accelerating erosion of democratic institutions since
2014 and especially after 2022*. In line with Hale’s framework,
Putin’s patronal network has united: wartime demands have elim-
inated rival factions and subordinated all major elites to Putin’s
inner circle, insulating the regime against splitss—and in that pro-
cess, increasing the role of informal institutions over the regular
state bodies. So far, this wartime authoritarian crescendo comes
at the cost of growing personalist rigidity and sophisticated auto-
cratic influence, allowing the regime to prevent being undermined
from within and outside. As the Ukraine war grinds on, Russia’s
political system has largely abandoned even the pretence of com-
petitive politics, solidifying into what analysts term a “militarized
patrimonial dictatorship”—one shaped by patronal power imper-
atives and sustained, for now, by the very conflict that brought it
to its most repressive apex®.

Azerbaijan: Dynastic autocracy and protracted war for Karabakh

Azerbaijan’s post-Soviet state-building was significantly in-
fluenced by its long-standing conflict with Armenia over the

31 See Freedom House, Nations in Transit 2001: Russia. Washington, D.C.:
Freedom House, 2001. Available at: https://www.refworld.org/reference/
annualreport/freehou/2001/en/95389 (accessed on 17 June 2025); Freedom
House, Nations in Transit 2024: Russia. Washington, D.C.: Freedom House, 2024.
Available at: https://freedomhouse.org/country/russia/nations-transit/2024 (accessed
on 17 June 2025).

3 M. Nord etal.,, 25Years of Autocratization — Democracy Trumped?
Democracy Report 2025, “V-Dem Institute” (2025). Available at hteps://www.v-
dem.net/documents/61/v-dem-dr__2025_lowres_v2.pdf (accessed on 17 June
2025), pp. 10-11.

33 A. Yakovlev et al., Putins New Hermit Kingdom, cit.
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Nagorno-Karabakh region. The First Karabakh War (1992-1994)
erupted as both Azerbaijan and Armenia gained independence
during the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Azerbaijan suffered
a devastating defeat; by 1994, Armenian forces had taken control
of Nagorno-Karabakh and seven neighbouring districts, amount-
ing to about 13% of Azerbaijan’s territory. The war resulted in
approximately 20,000 deaths and displaced roughly 800,000
Azerbaijanis, in addition to hundreds of thousands of Armenians
fleeing retaliatory violence in Azerbaijan and the occupied areas*.
Politically, this military failure sparked an internal power struggle.
Azerbaijan’s democratically elected president, Abulfaz Elchibey,
lost influence following military defeats and was ousted in June
1993. Heydar Aliyev, a former member of the Soviet Politburo
and KGB officer, took advantage of the situation to emerge from
obscurity and assume the presidency. He established a new rul-
ing elite, primarily comprised of Soviet-era officials and regional
strongmen, effectively creating a neo-patrimonial autocracy. The
country’s devastated state after the war allowed Aliyev to recentral-
ize power and weaken the democratic opposition. Supported by
growing oil revenues in the late 1990s, Aliyev reconstructed the
Azerbaijani military and used the unresolved Karabakh issue to
legitimize his regime?®.

During the extended period of “no war, no peace” from 1994
to 2020, Azerbaijan’s leadership actively promoted the objective of
reclaiming lost territories to boost nationalism and justify authori-
tarian measures. Throughout this timeframe, both Azerbaijan and
Armenia participated in an arms race, while intermittent ceasefire
violations continued along the frontline*. Domestically, the rule
of Aliyev and his son Ilham (since 2003) was notably personal and
repressive: the government utilized oil wealth to create patronage

34 See T. De Waal, Black Garden: Armenia and Azerbaijan Through Peace and
War, New York, 2013, pp. 327-328; M.H. Yavuz — M.M. Gunter, The Karabakh
Conflict Between Armenia and Azerbaijan, Cham, 2023, pp. 12-14

3 See K. Hirschfeld etal., New Wars and Old Plagues: Armed Conflict,
Environmental Change and Resurgent Malaria in the Southern Caucasus, Cham,
2023; Yavuz — Gunter, The Karabakh Conflict, cit.

% See A.L. Altstadt, Azerbaijan and Aliyev: A Long History and an Uncertain
Future, “Problems of Post-Communism”, n. 5 (2003), pp. 3-13; S. Lussac,
The State as a (0il) Company? The Political Economy of Azerbaijan, “GARNET
Working Paper”, n. 10 (2010), pp. 1-44.
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networks and augment the military, yet failed to implement mean-
ingful institutional reforms or share power. This dynastic autocracy
demonstrated a remarkable capacity to repel both internal dissent
and external challenges to their rule”. By the end of the 2010s,
Azerbaijan and Armenia had become increasingly militarized and
nationalistic, paving the way for renewed conflict. However, it was
Azerbaijan’s authoritarian stability that ultimately empowered it to
prevail in the Second Karabakh War (2020).

In 2020, Azerbaijan renewed large-scale hostilities in what is
referred to as the Second Karabakh War. For over 44 days, from
September to November 2020, Azerbaijani forces—supported
by drones and military advisors from Turkey—secured a signifi-
cant victory, reclaiming all seven districts surrounding Nagorno-
Karabakh and approximately one-third of Nagorno-Karabakh it-
self, including the crucial city of Shusha (Shushi). A ceasefire me-
diated by Russia on November 10, 2020, ended the conflict and
deployed 2,000 Russian peacekeepers to the remaining Armenian-
controlled regions of Nagorno-Karabakh. President Ilham Aliyev
hailed this outcome as a historic victory that restored Azerbaijan’s
territorial integrity*. This success greatly boosted Aliyev’s domestic
support and provided a rise in nationalist legitimacy for his dynas-
tic regime. Nevertheless, the fate of Nagorno-Karabakh itself re-
mained unresolved, effectively turning it into a Russian-protected
Armenian enclave within Azerbaijan.

After Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine distracted Moscow
and weakened its support for Armenia, Aliyev moved to con-
clude the long-standing Azeri-Armenian conflict on his terms. In
September 2023, Azerbaijani forces launched a swift offensive that
overwhelmed the remaining defences of the Karabakh Armenians
within 24 hours. With Russian peacekeepers remaining passive,
the self-proclaimed authorities of Artsakh (Nagorno-Karabakh)

% See H.E. Hale, Patronal Politics, cit; R. Safiyev, Informality in a
Neopatrimonial State: Azerbaijan, in S. Voell — 1. Kaliszewska (eds), Swate and
Legal Practice in the Caucasus, London, 2016, pp. 133-148.

38 See J. Khalilzada, Does the Offense-Defense Theory Explain War Onset Between
Small States? Causes and Consequences of the 2020-2023 Armenia-Azerbaijan War,
“Journal of Asian Security and International Affairs”, n.2 (2024), pp. 190-
213; R. Ali, The Geopolitical Ramifications of the Nagorno-Karabakh Conflict
(1988-2024), “Social Sciences & Humanity Research Review”, n. 1 (2025), pp.
283-297.
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capitulated. By the end of 2023, Azerbaijan had secured full
control over Nagorno-Karabakh, leading to the exodus of over
100,000 ethnic Armenians from the region, effectively disman-
tling Armenian self-rule in Karabakh?.

These wartime successes have further entrenched Azerbaijan’s
autocratic, patronal political order. ITham Aliyev has utilized the
reintegration of Karabakh to enhance his cult of personality and
tighten the repression of any dissent. The regime intensified sur-
veillance and crackdowns under the pretext of post-war security,
jailing opposition activists and journalists who challenged the of-
ficial narrative. Already ranked as one of the most authoritarian
countries in Eurasia, Azerbaijan saw its democracy and civil lib-
erties ratings decline even further after the 2020 war: Freedom
House’s assessment of Azerbaijan fell from 10/100 in 2021 to just
7/100 points (“Not Free”) by 2025%.

Notably, the state’s enhanced coercive capabilities have not
resulted in stronger formal institutions or the rule of law in
Azerbaijan. The Aliyev regime continues to rely on oil revenue
and external support (such as from Turkey) instead of establishing
a comprehensive, tax-based social contract. Core state functions
remain tied to informal patronage networks and transnational
corruption. This situation somewhat mirrors the circumstances
in Russia: the war has served as a justification for increased dig-
ital surveillance and anti-terrorism measures, yet there has been
no corresponding improvement in the capabilities of formal
state institutions. As a petro-state with a sophisticated autocratic

% See W. Landgraf — N. Seferian, A Frozen Conflict Boils Over:
Nagorno-Karabakh in 2023 and Future Implications, “Foreign Policy Research
Institute” (18 gennaio 2024). Available at https://www.fpri.org/article/2024/01/a-
frozen-conflict-boils-over-nagorno-karabakh-in-2023-and-future-implications/
(accessed on 17 June 2025); L. Hovsepyan — A.A. Tonoyan, Sustaining Conflict:
Identity, Ontological (In)Security, and Azerbaijan’s Policy Toward Armenia After the
2020 Nagorno-Karabakh War, “Small Wars & Insurgencies”, n. 1 (2025), pp.
1-33.

# See Freedom House, Freedom in the World 2021 — Azerbaijan. Washington,
D.C.: Freedom House, 2021. Available at: https://freedomhouse.org/country/
azerbaijan/freedom-world/2021 (accessed on 17 June 2025); Freedom
House, Freedom in the World 2025 — Azerbaijan. Washington, D.C.: Freedom
House, 2025. Available at: https://freedomhouse.org/country/azerbaijan/
freedom-world/2025 (accessed on 17 June 2025).
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regime, Azerbaijan has successfully avoided Tilly’s fiscal squeeze
by reaping substantial profits from its oil revenues. Contemporary
innovations further evade taxation: Aliyev’s family and affiliates
maintain assets overseas and use offshore companies for invest-
ment. Ultimately, the war has reinforced Azerbaijan’s patrimonial
state, centralising power without advancing governance®. Even in
Nagorno-Karabakh, the victory did not lead to an expansion of
Azerbaijan’s regular administrative frameworks but instead result-
ed in the disbandment of the region’s existing political and civic
institutions—an alarming illustration of how military triumph
can erode governance rather than enhance it. In conclusion, the
war has consolidated Azerbaijan’s centralized patronal autocracy,
empowering the ruling elite while achieving little in terms of es-
tablishing robust state capacity or accountability.

Abkbazia: Warlord democracy

The case of Abkhazia—a breakaway territory of Georgia—
demonstrates how war can produce a de facto state that is partially
recognized internationally and dominated by informal “warlord”
politics. The Georgian-Abkhaz War of 1992-1993 culminated in
Abkhazia’s secession from Georgia but at a horrific human cost:
roughly 10,000 people were killed, and more than 200,000 (main-
ly ethnic Georgians) were expelled from Abkhazia during the con-
flict, in what many observers describe as a campaign of ethnic
cleansing®. The war ended with a Russian-brokered ceasefire in
1994, leaving Abkhazia’s political status unresolved but effectively
establishing its de facto independence. In the aftermath, Abkhazia
developed its state institutions—a presidency, parliament, and
army—under the leadership of President Vladislav Ardzinba, the

“E. van Gils, Whose Resilience? Increased Resilience and Regime Strength in
EU-Azerbaijan Relations, from 2009 to 2023, in G. Rouet — P. C. Pascariu (eds),
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former wartime commander. However, lacking international rec-
ognition or access to significant resources, the Abkhaz authorities
became heavily dependent on informal networks and a patron-cli-
ent relationship with Russia for security and economic survival®.

Throughout the “frozen conflict” period of the late 1990s and
early 2000s, Abkhazia functioned as an isolated enclave, protect-
ed and subsidized by Moscow. Russia stationed CIS peacekeepers
along the ceasefire line and granted Russian passports and pensions
to Abkhaz residents, gradually integrating Abkhazia into its eco-
nomic and legal orbit without formally annexing it®. Internally,
Abkhazia’s politics were dominated by a tight-knit circle of war
veterans and patronal elites rather than by robust democratic in-
stitutions. Scholars have characterized Abkhazia during this time
as a warlord democracy or semi-democracy.

The concept of warlord democracy refers to a hybrid post-con-
flict order in which former commanders and their networks par-
ticipate in electoral politics while retaining coercive capacities and
patronage structures, making democracy largely procedural and
violence still a latent resource.® It describes regimes that are for-
mally democratic or semi-democratic, yet functionally dominated
by armed elites whose wartime authority continues to shape insti-
tutional and societal relations?.

# See A. Cooley — L.A. Mitchell, Engagement without Recognition: A New
Strategy toward Abkbazia and Eurasias Unrecognized States, “The Washington
Quarterly”, n. 4 (2010), pp. 59-73; M. Minakov, Patronalism and Political
Systems of the Post-Sovier De Facto States: The Cases of Abkhazian and Transnistrian
Resilience, “Quaderni di Scienze Politiche”, n. 25 (2024), pp. 49-78.
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Politics, London-New York, 2017.

17 See A. Pej¢inova, 2006; ISN/ETH, 2008 A. Pejéinova, Post-modernizing
Afghanistan. “Central European University Political Science Journal”, n. 1(5)
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In the case of Abkhazia, the term warlord democracy resonates
with the persistence of security actors and ex-combatant networks
in the post-war political system, where elections exist but are em-
bedded in the legacies of violence and coercive authority. Indeed,
Abkhazia held periodic elections and had multiple political fac-
tions, but true power resided with informal groups of former com-
manders and their client networks, with outcomes often decided
by behind-the-scenes bargaining and Russian mediation®. For in-
stance, a tense dispute over the 2004 presidential election—which
led to protests and a brief power vacuum—was resolved only
when Russia brokered a power-sharing deal between the contend-
ing Abkhaz factions, installing opposition leader Sergei Bagapsh
as president while placating the Moscow-favoured candidate by
giving him a high post in a “unity government™. This episode
underlined how Abkhazia’s internal politics, though outwardly
pluralistic, were controlled by patronal negotiations and exter-
nal influence rather than by formal democratic processes. Thus,
Abkhazia illustrates how warlord democracy can provide stability
and legitimacy after conflict, while simultaneously constraining
the depth of democratic consolidation.

The 2008 Russo-Georgian War was a pivotal moment for
Abkhazia. Capitalising on Georgia’s military conflict with Russia
in August 2008, which centred initially on South Ossetia, Abkhaz
forces, backed by Russia, successfully removed the last vestiges of
Georgian government authority from the Kodori Gorge, the fi-
nal area of Abkhazia under Thilisi’s control. Following the war,
Russia officially recognized Abkhazia (as well as South Ossetia) as
independent states. Moscow promptly established military bases
within Abkhazia and began to finance a significant portion of the
region’s budget. Although this recognition affirmed Abkhazia’s dis-
tinct status, it concurrently deepened its dependency on Russia.
Abkhazia’s claimed “sovereignty” is compromised by extensive

# See K.M. Bakke et al., Convincing State-Builders? Disaggregating Internal
Legitimacy in Abkhazia, “International Studies Quarterly”, n. 3 (2014), pp. 591-
607; V. Kopecek et al., De Facto States and Democracy: The Case of Abkhazia,
“Bulletin of Geography. Socio-Economic Series”, n. 32 (2016), pp. 85-104.

#D.O. Beachdin, The Dynamics of Electoral Politics in Abkhazia, “Communist
and Post-Communist Studies”, n. 1-2 (2012), pp. 165-174; Kopetek et al., De
Facto States and Democracy, cit.
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Russian oversight in defence, border management, and economic
assistance.

The influx of Russian resources and influence has often
strengthened the current Abkhaz elite while obstructing calls for
reform. Today, Abkhazia presents a hybrid political system: it
has the outward institutions of a democracy (elections, changes
in leadership—indeed, mass protests in 2014 and 2020 forced
incumbent presidents to resign), and Freedom House even rat-
ed it “Partly Free” in the late 2000s*. Yet, meaningful political
competition is limited by clannish patronal dynamics and the
decisive shadow of Russia’s security umbrella®. Power continues
to flow through informal channels—veteran networks, clan ties,
and Moscow’s local proxies—rather than through legal-rational
bureaucratic institutions. In effect, war granted Abkhazia de facto
statehood, but it did not lead to the kind of institutional consol-
idation that Tilly’s model would predict. Instead of a strong in-
dependent state, Abkhazia became a militarized patronal enclave,
experiencing periodic revolts and relying on an external patron for
its survival.

Ukraine: Patronal democracy under siege

In contrast to Abkhazia, Azerbaijan, and Russia, post-Soviet
Ukraine did not emerge as a distinctly militarized or war-focused
state during the 1990s. For the first twenty-two years of its inde-
pendence, Ukraine developed into a pluralistic patronal democ-
racy marked by regular competitive elections and significant civic
activism, such as the Orange Maidan in 2004 and the Euromaidan

0 See G. Toal, Near Abroad: Putin, the West and the Contest over Ukraine and
the Caucasus, New York, 2017; M. Minakov, The World-System and Post-Soviet De
Facto States, in M. Minakov et al. (eds), Post-Soviet Secessionism. Stuttgart, 2021,
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in 2013-2014. Nonetheless, political dynamics were heavily in-
fluenced by informal patronage systems and powerful oligarchic
factions. This balance of Ukrainian democracy was based on mul-
ti-pyramid patronalism and remained intact until 2013, despite
the persistent instability and corruption scandals that shaped the
dynamics of the Ukrainian “republic of clans™.

The trajectory changed dramatically in 2014. In February of
that year, the Euromaidan protests ousted Ukraine’s patronal-au-
tocratic president, Viktor Yanukovych, leading to a pro-Western
interim government. Almost immediately, Russia launched a
multifaceted aggressive response: it annexed Crimea outright in
March 2014 and incited armed separatist uprisings in Ukraine’s
Donetsk and Luhansk provinces (the Donbas region). By mid-
2014, Ukraine was plunged into a hybrid war on its own soil. The
conflict in Donbas (2014-2015) involved heavy fighting around
cities such as Slovyansk, Donetsk, and Debaltseve, until a tenuous
ceasefire (the Minsk II agreement) froze the front lines in February
2015. By January 2022, this low-intensity war had claimed over
14,000 lives (including around 3,400 civilians) and displaced
more than 1.5 million people from eastern Ukraine*.

In February 2022, Russia escalated the conflict by launching
a full-scale invasion of Ukraine from multiple directions—a stark
attempt to subjugate the entire country. Russian forces attacked
from the north (via Belarus toward Kyiv), from the east (into
Donbas), and from the south (out of occupied Crimea), aiming
to topple Ukraine’s government and install a Moscow-aligned re-
gime. However, Ukraine mounted fierce resistance. The Ukrainian
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military, strengthened by volunteer battalions and rapidly expand-
ing with Western arms shipments, managed to thwart Russia’s as-
sault on Kyiv, forcing Russian units to retreat from the capital’s
outskirts by April 2022%. The war then shifted into a grinding
attritional phase primarily in Ukraine’s eastern and southern re-
gions. Major battles throughout 2022 and 2023—including the
brutal siege of Mariupol, intense fighting for Sievierodonetsk
and Bakhmut, and Ukrainian counter-offensives that liberated
parts of Kharkiv and Kherson—resulted in very high casualties
on both sides. By early 2025, observers estimated that each side
had suffered tens of thousands of soldiers killed or wounded, and
the United Nations had verified over 12,000 civilian deaths in
Ukraine, with actual civilian tolls likely much higher. The war also
triggered the largest refugee crisis in Europe since World War I1:
roughly 14 million Ukrainians have been driven from their homes
(over 5 million abroad and millions more internally displaced)*.
Vast areas of Ukraine’s infrastructure lie in ruins due to Russian
bombardment”. Despite intermittent international efforts to bro-
ker a truce, the conflict persisted into 2025 with no final settle-
ment in sight.

The war has had a complex impact on Ukraine’s state and po-
litical system. On one hand, the existential threat from Russia has
galvanized Ukrainian society and spurred certain state-building
reforms. After 2014, the post-Euromaidan leadership undertook
significant measures to break from the corrupt, oligarch-dominat-
ed legacy of the Yanukovych era. Ukraine established new anti-cor-
ruption agencies, reformed its police force, and implemented a
far-reaching decentralisation of government that empowered local
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communities—a change credited with improving public services
and enabling effective local resistance during the 2022 invasion®.
The war also forged a stronger sense of national unity, diminishing
regional and linguistic divides. Russian aggression has caused pre-
viously ambivalent or Moscow-leaning segments of the population
(especially in the east and south) to identify more strongly with
the Ukrainian state, while support for pro-Russian political parties
dwindled to negligible levels®.

On the other hand, wartime needs have posed challenges to
Ukraine’s democracy. Since 2014, and particularly after 2022, the
Ukrainian government has implemented illiberal actions to ensure
national survival. Kyiv has banned numerous parties and media
outlets accused of being pro-Russian, enforced martial law (which
halts normal political competition), and postponed elections set
for 2023-2024 due to significant areas being under occupation
or bombardment. While these measures have largely garnered
public support in Ukraine (or at least have not sparked any sig-
nificant protest movements), they have raised concerns among
international observers about potential democratic backsliding.
External evaluations indicate a temporary dip: Freedom House’s
Global Freedom Score for Ukraine fell from 61 to 51 (out of 100)
during the ongoing war, while the Varieties of Democracy reports
categorized Ukraine in 2023 and 2024 as an “electoral autocra-
cy” because of the election suspension and the concentration of
emergency powers in the executive®. Nevertheless, most experts
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consider these wartime restrictions to be exceptional and reversible.
Polls conducted in late 2023 revealed a strong public consensus for
resuming elections and civil liberties once the war concludes and
martial law is lifted®. President Zelensky, who has operated under
emergency powers since 2022 (his term was constitutionally slated
to end in May 2024, but elections have been postponed), has con-
sistently stated that he does not intend to forgo future elections or
create a new dictatorship, affirming that wartime measures will be
rescinded when conditions permit.

Crucially, Ukraine’s pluralistic patronal political structure is
damaged but remains intact beneath the surface of martial law.
Multiple power centres—including local governments, civil socie-
ty organisations, business groups, and opposition figures (many of
whom contribute to the war effort)—continue to influence policy
and act as a check on monolithic rule. The very nature of Ukraine’s
partnership with Western democracies (on whose support Kyiv de-
pends for military and economic aid) also provides incentives for
Ukraine’s leaders to uphold a commitment to democratic norms®.
In summary, while the war has tested Ukraine’s institutions and
forced temporary authoritarian-like adjustments, it has not irrepa-
rably harmed the country’s democratic trajectory. Unlike Russia and
Azerbaijan, where war cemented outright autocracy, Ukraine has so
far managed to wage a defensive war without abandoning the core
features of its patronal democracy®. The ultimate post-war regime
outcome will depend on whether reforms and accountability can be
strengthened during the reconstruction period, but Ukraine’s expe-
rience to date underscores that even under severe duress, a patronal
democracy can resist transitioning into a patronal autocracy.
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Analysis and conclusions

The comparative evidence from these cases suggests that war in the
post-Soviet context tends to reinforce autocratic and informal pat-
terns of rule rather than foster strong formal states. In both Russia
and Azerbaijan (the patronal autocracies demonstrating their in-
telligence in preventing their regimes from critical contestation,
both internally and externally), warfare consistently tightened the
incumbent ruler’s grip on power. Conflicts provided a justification
for eliminating political rivals, mobilising nationalist sentiment,
and expanding coercive organs oriented toward regime security, all
while sidestepping the need to develop broader state capacity or
accountability. Putin and Aliyev each used wartime emergencies
to legitimize domestic crackdowns and reward loyalists, instead
of strengthening rule-of-law institutions or inclusive governance
structures. The net result was a greater concentration of personal
power and informal control, not the kind of institutional consoli-
dation that classical bellicist theory would predict.

In more diverse environments, war also failed to produce ro-
bust, regular states. The secessionist conflict in Abkhazia led to a
de facto state that has never attained full sovereignty or developed
strong institutions. Although the Abkhaz victory in 1993 creat-
ed a territory with its own government, that government became
heavily dependent on a patron state (Russia) and was largely in-
fluenced by informal warlord networks. While elections and for-
mal positions exist in Abkhazia, genuine power lies with veteran
commanders and patronage networks. This warlord democracy
illustrates how warfare can establish a political entity without de-
veloping a competent, independent state framework.

Ukraine’s experience as a democracy compelled to engage in a
defensive war reveals yet another variation: war has prompted some
illiberal measures (martial law, postponed elections, weakened par-
liament and judiciary), but it has not extinguished the regime’s plu-
ralistic nature. Ukraine’s political system has remained fundamen-
tally patronal-democratic—multiple factions and interest groups
have persisted—and the wartime leadership has explicitly framed
emergency measures as temporary. In other words, even during the
invasion, Ukraine did not centralize into a single-pyramid autocracy
like Russia or Azerbaijan; rather, it maintained a degree of pluralism
and pledged a return to open politics after the war.
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These findings demonstrate that in post-Soviet contexts, war-
fare frequently results in the emergence of an autocrat (or a pa-
tronal strongman) instead of promoting the development of effec-
tive, regular Weberian state institutions. Rather than encouraging
leaders to create inclusive fiscal-military states accountable to their
societies or at least effective in providing them with security, con-
temporary conflicts in the region often compel leaders to focus on
resource extraction through informal or coercive methods, side-
stepping comprehensive societal negotiations.

Several factors clarify this disparity. Firstly, the starting condi-
tions of post-Soviet states differ from Tilly’s early modern European
examples: institutions were either weak or neo-patrimonial, and
elites typically depended on external rents (such as oil revenue
or backing from major powers) to finance conflicts without en-
gaging their populace in negotiations. In this context, wartime
pressures encouraged survival-driven tactics—such as personal ar-
rangements, repression, and foreign aid—over the establishment
of rational bureaucracies and comprehensive tax systems. Second,
the nature of contemporary warfare in the post-Soviet environ-
ment—often influenced by intervention from larger powers and
highly destructive to infrastructure and social trust—has tended
to undermine rather than enhance state capacity. In the select-
ed country cases, war produced regimes that are certainly skilled
in violence and control—Russia’s militarized authoritarianism,
Azerbaijan’s triumphalist dictatorship, Abkhazias warlord polity,
Ukraine’s hard-bitten democracy—but none can be described as
the classic strong “war-made” state with high institutionalisation
and extractive efficiency.

In conclusion, the dynamics between war-making and
state-building in the post-Soviet context have significantly di-
verged from the classical European model that inspired bellicists.
Post-Soviet conflicts have largely failed to create the positive insti-
tutional feedback loops predicted by bellicist theory. Instead, they
have often fostered new forms of autocracy—such as electoral,
intelligent, and adaptive autocracy—along with patronal govern-
ance models. This does not imply that war has no effect; indeed,
it has profoundly altered regimes, societies, and borders within
the former Soviet Union. However, the trend of change typically
leans toward personalized authority and state fragility, rather than
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a strong, regular state. These outcomes underscore the necessity
of considering context. In environments dominated by patronal
politics and accessible external resources, rulers are less inclined to
pursue the state-building “contract” with society. In such scenari-
os, war acts more as a mechanism for consolidating or preserving
regimes rather than fostering institutional growth. Future research
on the interplay between war and state formation should examine
other regional instances where warfare reinforces informal struc-
tures or even weakens the capabilities of formal state institutions.

The post-Soviet political experience, spanning from Eastern
Europe to Northern Eurasia, thus enhances our understanding:
in today’s world of patronal and post-colonial states, war can just
as easily disrupt or dismantle state-building as it can facilitate the
creation of states.
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