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“How does Vladimir Putin retain power? Through charisma, coercion, corruption—and a constitution! … Partlett 
does an important service to the field of comparative constitutional law, and liberal political theory, by placing the 
case for centralized power back on the table even as he ends up severely criticizing it.” – Mark Tushnet, William Nelson 
Cromwell Professor of Law Emeritus, Harvard Law School, USA

This book challenges the common view that the Russian Constitution is a sham or a reflection of Russia’s 
authoritarian past. 
It instead shows that the Russian Constitution was a product of the constitutional ‘dark arts’, an increasingly common 
constitutional practice that seeks to guarantee liberal democracy and individual rights in a system of highly centralised 
power.     
Over time in Russia, the centralisation of power in the president has undermined the constitution’s democratic and rights 
protections. This Russian experience matters for three reasons.     
First, it shows that Russian authoritarianism is neither the personal creation of Vladimir Putin nor a natural reflection of 
Russian history. It is instead the product of a centralised constitutional system. A democratic Russia is possible but requires 
more than just Putin leaving office - it also requires breaking with Russia’s constitutional commitment to centralisation.     
Second, it demonstrates the role that the constitutional dark arts play in populist authoritarianism around the world.  In 
these contexts, centralisation allows one office to claim popular legitimacy and dominate politics while (generally falsely) 
also claiming to respect individual rights and democracy.     
Third, it reveals that democratic constitutions are more than legal texts enforced in court. They are more fundamentally 
political texts that create a balanced state with political checks on the centralisation of political power. These checks and 
balances do not just limit state power and protect rights; they also enable the state to better understand and advance the 
general well-being of its citizens.     
This book therefore provides critical guidance to those involved in building democracy in a post-Putin Russia. It is also 
important to those seeking to better understand the role that constitutions play in shaping both authoritarian and 
democratic politics.

William Partlett is Associate Professor at Melbourne Law School, Australia.
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