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Understanding how non-political factors influence political participation is critical, particularly in
contexts where formal democratic mechanisms are constrained. This dissertation empirically examines how
seemingly irrelevant factors, such as religious institutions and environmental conditions, shape voting
behavior and civic engagement in an authoritarian setting. Using a combination of novel datasets and rigorous
econometric methods, the analysis reveals distinct pathways through which social norms and institutional
legacies influence citizen responses to political systems.

Chapter 2 examines how political persuasion in church affects voting behavior. I focus on the case of
Russia, where a rapid resurgence of Christianity, following a century of communist—imposed restrictions on
religion, led to a significant increase in church construction, exceeding pre—communist rates by at least
tenfold. By constructing a novel panel dataset on church locations and foundation years since the 11th century,
I utilize spatial and temporal variations in religious exposure with a difference-in-differences approach.
My results indicate that in cities, an increase in the number of churches reduces the vote share of the ruling
party supported by churches by 6 percent, with half of this shift benefiting the communist party. At the same
time, voter turnout remains unaffected, suggesting that former supporters of the ruling party may penalize
its association with the church by altering their voting preferences.

Chapter 3 investigates how religion influences civic engagement by examining the impact of church presence
on protest participation. Using the same dataset on church locations and foundation years and applying a
difference—in—-differences approach, I examine the consequences of church construction following a period of
communist—imposed religious suppression in Russia. The results indicate that an increase in the number of
churches leads to a significant reduction in protest occurrences in cities, particularly for political and
economic protests. This suggests that a greater religious presence may suppress civic engagement and public
dissent, reinforcing support for the status quo. These results highlight a key distinction between short—term
compliance (protest reduction) and long—term shifts in political behavior (voter preferences), offering new
insights into the dual role of religious institutions in shaping political participation.

Chapter 4 investigates how misalignments between solar and clock time, caused by time zone differences
shape voting behavior. Russia, with its 11 time zones and hourly variations across borders, provides a unique
setting to examine the effects of temporal distortions on electoral participation. Using a geographic
regression discontinuity design, I analyze how sunrise and sunset times affect voter turnout in parliamentary
and presidential elections across electoral districts near time zone borders. The results indicate that in
districts west of the border, where the sun rises and sets earlier by clock time, overall turnout increases
The analysis of hourly turnout shows a significant increase in morning participation, slightly offset by a
decline in afternoon voting, resulting in a net positive effect. Further examination of sunrise and sunset
times reveals that earlier sunrises have a stronger positive impact on turnout, while sunset timing has no
significant effect. These findings suggest that aligning election schedules more closely with solar time could
not only boost voter turnout but also enhance electoral fairness by minimizing the disruptive effects of
temporal misalignments.

This research advances our understanding of political participation by demonstrating how seemingly




unrelated factors influence citizen behavior in environments where political freedoms are limited. By examining
the influence of informal institutions and environmental conditions, the study moves beyond traditional
explanations centered on formal structures or ideology. It highlights the often—overlooked societal forces
that subtly drive political behavior under restrictive regimes, offering a deeper perspective on the mechanisms
that sustain or challenge political systems. These findings contribute to political economy research by
revealing new dimensions of civic engagement and informing policies aimed at fostering civic engagement and

institutional accountability.
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