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INTRODUCTION

Practitioners of the late lamented science of Sovietology have been roundly criticized for
failing to predict one of the most momentous events of the twentieth century—the disintegration
of the Soviet Union. Anxious to avoid a repetition of past mistakes, post-Sovietologists have in
turn devoted a good deal of attention to the question of whether the USSR’s largest successor
state, the Russian Federation, is itself in danger of breaking apart. Like the Soviet Union, the
Russian Federation is a multinational state with ethnically-defined territorial subunits; political
elites in these subunits, faced with massive political, economic and social uncertainty, may be
attracted by the idea of political independence. During the first half of the 1990s, post-Soviet
Russia has indeed experienced more than one crisis of center-periphery relations. The present
study, however, suggests that the likelihood of a general disintegration of the Russian Federation
peaked in the early 1990s and is now decreasing. In view of this analysis, the war in Chechnya
is an exception to an overall trend toward consolidation, rather than an indicator of a general
breakdown in center-periphery relations.

This study is intended to contribute to the small but rapidly expanding body of research
on center-periphery relations in post-Soviet Russia.! The analysis set forth here characterizes the
overall trajectory of center-periphery relations in terms of the evolution of institutional structures
and political demands, focusing on dynamics of center-periphery relations pertinent to the Rus-
sian Federation as a whole, rather than the specifics of one particular “subject” of the federation.’
Special attention is paid to the politically salient distinction between Russia’s ethnically defined
“republics” and its non-ethnic “regions,” an institutional feature of post-Soviet Russian politics
that is a direct consequence of Soviet-era nationality politics.

Scholars have suggested that particular factors characteristic of the Russian Federation

make it less susceptible to dissolution than the Soviet Union. Among the most frequently cited

! Exemplary studies include Lapidus and Walker 1995; Blum 1994; and Teague 1994c.

* The Federation Treaty of March 1992 (actually three separate agreements) established three
classes of subekty, or “subjects,” of the Russian Federation. The term “subject” will be used in
this paper to refer to any of the major territorial-administrative subdivision of the Russia. Among
the subjects whose politics have received detailed empirical treatment by Western scholars are
Altai province (Kirkow 1994), the republic of Sakha-Yakutia (Kempton 1995), and Primorskii
krai (Kirkow and Hanson 1994).
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factors are (a) the preponderance of ethnic Russians in the population of Russia as a whole and
within most of its territorial subunits; (b) the high degree of interregional economic integration
within Russia; and (¢) a lack of international recognition for the sovereignty claims of various
local governments within Russia.” These factors are all significant, but their contribution to the
stability of Russian federalism will not be well understood without considering the overall con-
text of extreme institutional flux. Throughout the former Soviet Union, the old rules of the game
have been discarded, and new rules have yet to be firmly established, as the region undergoes
multiple and simultaneous transitional processes of marketization, democratization, and the
consolidation of new state boundaries, national identities, and security structures.

The present study examines how institutional change and uncertainty has affected the
evolution of center-periphery relations in Russia. I suggest that these relations have passed
through several discrete stages of institutional change. The outcomes of political struggles at
each of these stages have influenced the scope and range of subsequent conflicts by affecting the
definition of relevant political actors, their perceived interests, and the range of politically justi-
fiable claims made by these actors.* The overall argument rests on an historical-institutionalist
interpretation that posits center-periphery relations in the Russian Federation as the latest stage
of a process of institutionalization that occurred throughout the Soviet and post-Soviet period.
Early Soviet-era institutions provided sets of political identities for provincial elites (most impor-
tantly, an institutionalization of ethnic identity) that in turn implied sets of justifiable claims over
resources. The bulk of this paper is devoted to an examination of three recent stages of institu-
tional change—beginning in the last years of the Soviet regime, and continuing through the mid-
1990s—that transformed center-periphery relations within the Russian republic. These stages
may be summarized as follows:

(1) In the period 1990-92 the institutions, identities, and realms of justification
associated with nationality politics and center-periphery relations underwent massive

transformation, as a previously stable set of institutional relations was disrupted by (a)

3 See, for example, Kempton 1995.

* Thus the methodology guiding this investigation borrows two concepts from the “new insti-
tutionalism” in historical sociology: path dependence (see Sewell n.d.) and the idea of “institu-
tional constitution of interests and actors” (Brubaker 1994, 48 [emphasis in original]).



the end of the Communist party’s monopoly of power in the face of processes of democ-
ratization and marketization; and (b) the dissolution of the Soviet Union into fifteen inde-
pendent states, a process accompanied by proclamations of sovereignty by subunits of the
Russian republic, thus threatening the territorial integrity of the emerging independent
Russian state.

(2) The period 1992-94 was characterized by a consolidation of Russian state-
hood, a process that involved multiple negotiations over the contours of center-periphery
relations. The relative strength of the periphery (regions and republics) over the center
peaked during this period as peripheral units of the Russian Federation mobilized new
sets of political identities and claims to rights against the center.

(3) Finally, as the result of events of late 1993 through early 1995, the focus of
disputes over center-periphery relations within the Russian Federation has moved from
political to economic issues. The example made of Chechnya shows the limits of sepa-
ratist political claims; the political identities of the regions and republics seem to have
coalesced around an understanding that the political disintegration of the Russian Federa-
tion would be an unlikely, unfeasible, and probably undesirable outcome. Thus, future
center-periphery disputes are likely to revolve around economic issues—most impor-
tantly, on devising a working system of fiscal federalism.

Each of the stages of this argument is dealt with separately in the four parts which constitute the
bulk of this paper. In a concluding section, I discuss how changing political conditions could

lead to a new period of instability in center-periphery relations.

THE INSTITUTIONALIZATION OF ETHNICITY IN THE SOVIET UNION
Prior to the 1980s, most analyses of Soviet nationality politics tended to fall in one of two
categories: analysts either accepted the Soviet governments claim to have “solved” the national-
ity question, or else they saw the Soviet Union as an imperial “prison of nations,” wherein long-

repressed national identities were slowly being ground out of existence.” Nearly all observers,

> Works on nationality politics published in the Soviet Union prior to the late 1980s tended to
offer uncritical, glowing accounts of the successes of Soviet nationality politics. For a similarly
pro-Soviet analysis published in the West, see Bechtel and Rosenberg 1984. Critical western
analysts of Soviet nationality policies have taken their cue from Richard Pipes (1953), who
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both pro- and anti-Soviet, were then caught short when the resilience of separate national identi-
ties became apparent during the Gorbachev years.°

Why the surprise? In a sense, the two poles of analysis had become mutually reinforcing;
in nationality issues as in other policy arenas, outside observers proved all too willing to accept
the official Soviet line, if only because its implications reinforced their own worst fears. The
officially decreed ““solution” of the nationality question, involving the emergence of a de-ethni-
cized Soviet nation with Russian as the language of inter-nationality communication, signaled to
many critical observers that Soviet Russia was bent on implementing old Tsarist dreams of
Russification, albeit with modern totalitarian efficiency.

What had been unclear until relatively recently is that, far from having eradicated ethnic
or national distinctions, the Soviet state in fact relied on these distinctions as a crucial element of
its system of rule.” No one denies that non-Russian national cultural and political figures suf-
fered banishment and death under Stalin, nor that this touted “father of nations” sentenced whole
peoples to starvation or deportation.® Yet there remains the central paradox that official policies
—from Stalin’s time onward—ended up reinforcing the institutional and political salience of

national identity and nationality distinctions within the Soviet system.” As the years of Stalin’s

emphasized the inexorable drive of the Bolsheviks toward crushing national independence
movements in the years 1917-22, and Robert Conquest (1967), who saw in subsequent Soviet
nationality policies a drive toward further Russification and diminution of national autonomy.
More recently, Gerhard Simon (1991) offered a more nuanced account, which stresses variation
in nationality policy over time and the continuing importance of korenizatsia (affirmative action
for non-Russian nationalities) even after the overall policy line turned pro-Russian in the mid-
1930s.

% Prominent early exceptions include Azrael 1978 and Carrere d’Encausse 1981. For a thought-
ful exploration of the various factors that contributed to the underestimation of nationality issues
in Western scholarship, see Subtelny 1994.

7 Slezkine (1993) and Brubaker (1994) offer particularly forceful statements of this argument.

¥ On the mass wartime deportations of the 1940s, see Conquest 1970 and Nekrich 1978. The
“terror famine” in the Ukraine is dealt with in Conquest 1986. Taking a different emphasis,
Simon (1991) argues that the anti-nationality effects of 1930s policies toward the borderlands
may be viewed as secondary consequences of campaigns aimed primarily at centralization and
rapid industrialization.

? See Roeder 1991 and Suny 1993.



terror receded into the past, indigenous (i.e., non-Russian) politicians became more or less com-
fortably entrenched in leadership roles within the various national republics of the Soviet Union.
Such leaders, all loyal communists, could never satisfy the aspirations of ardent non-Russian
nationalists, whether these suffered at home in silence (or in prison), or loudly denounced the
Soviet system from abroad. But “native” leaders did occupy crucial posts in a state-defined hier-
archy of institutionalized ethnicity, and administered populations for whom nationality was one
of the primary modes of public identity. When the Communist monopoly of power and ideology
finally eroded—and the local leaders found their continuation in office subject to election—these
leaders readily changed their tune to become the nationalist leaders of nationally self-conscious
populations. Thus did the nationality-based institutions of the Soviet past provide “a ready-made
template for claims of sovereignty” in the Gorbachev period (Brubaker 1994, 48).

For the uninitiated observer, unraveling the complexities of Soviet nationality policy is a
daunting task. In several crucial respects, policies have changed direction a number of times
over the course of Soviet history. But the maze of policies can be made clearer though an appre-
ciation of the persistence of several defining characteristics that have shaped interethnic and
center-periphery relations throughout the Soviet and post-Soviet periods. In accordance with
new institutionalist theories of sociology, Rogers Brubaker argues that the institutionalized
nationality relations of the USSR have not only acted as contextual factors, constraining the
range of strategic actors, but these institutions have in fact played a constitutive role in defining
political actors and interests (Brubaker 1994, 48-9). Compared to other multiethnic states, the
Soviet Union stands out for its unusually comprehensive codification and institutionalization of
nationality distinctions on the sub-state level (52)."° Moreover, the political language of this
institutionalization is itself significant; the peoples of the Soviet Union were consistently
referred to as nationalities, rather than ethnic minorities, a factor of no little importance in
determining the future trajectory of “ethnic” relations in the region.

There were two main elements to the political institutionalization of ethnicity in the

Soviet Union—what Brubaker refers to as the “personal” and “territorial” systems of ethnicity.

' The case of Yugoslavia offers the closest parallel to the Soviet Union’s comprehensive institu-
tionalization of ethnicity; Yugoslavia’s policy was of course modeled on the “Leninist”
principles embodied in the territorial-administrative structure of the Soviet state.
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The roots of these twin pillars of ethnicity lie in turn-of-the-century Marxist disputes over how to
accommodate the ethnic diversity of the multinational empires of Eastern Europe; this is the
well-known debate over “cultural autonomy” versus “territorial autonomy.”"" The idea of cul-
tural autonomy, as put forth by Austrian social democrats, involved establishing a set of repre-
sentative institutions at the national level to further the cultural interests of ethnic minorities
(especially in matters of education and language policy), without risking the centrifugal tenden-
cies that might result from the establishment of separate, territorially-based ethnic autonomies.
Lenin inveighed against the idea of cultural autonomy, insisting that the right to self-determina-
tion, a long-held principle of international social democracy, was meaningless without the estab-
lishment of separate territorial units corresponding to areas of compact ethnic settlement.

Lenin’s own attachment to the concept of territorial autonomy was quite conditional
(class considerations always colored his analysis of the right to self-determination), and his
writings on the subject are often contradictory, but nonetheless the idea of territorial autonomy
became the basis for the major territorial-administrative subdivisions of the Soviet Union. At the
same time, the idea of cultural autonomy also found expression in Soviet nationality policy,
especially as practiced in the first ten years of the new regime, so that the Soviet state was char-
acterized by a tension between territorial and non-territorially based systems of politicized
ethnicity. For all its ideological emphasis on a class-based theory of society, the Soviet system
of rule was deeply saturated by a nationality principle that affected both territorial subdivisions
and individual identity.

Territorial autonomy was implemented by a multi-tiered territorial-administrative struc-
ture, which divided the Soviet Union into a hierarchy of so-called “state” forms ranging from
union republics (Soviet Socialist Republics or SSRs) down through autonomous republics
(Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republics or ASSRs), autonomous oblasts (regions), and auton-
omous okrugs (districts). Each national-territorial unit corresponded to one “titular” nationality
group—i.e., the nationality after which the territory was named. Each category of statehood was

associated with a specific degree of organizational, administrative, and cultural privileges, which

" For detailed discussion of these disputes, see Conner 1984.



gave certain local advantages to a given territory’s titular nationality.'? The fortunes of a given
nationality might rise or fall in terms of moving to a higher or lower form of statehood, but the
power to determine the political status of a given nationality group rested with the Kremlin.
Nationalities could be rewarded by granting them a higher degree of statehood, punished by
depriving them of their state formation (and sending whole peoples into exile), or rehabilitated
by reinstating their state form.

This complex ethnofederalist arrangement was interpenetrated by a non-territorially
based system of individual ethnic identity. Each citizen had a nationality, which was not tied to
place of birth or republic of current residence.” Individual ethnic identifications were affected
by official measures ranging from “natural” to forced assimilation, and specific nationalities
were the targets of repression, mass population transfers and the genocidal policies of the collec-
tivization era. Still, the idea that each individual member of the Soviet polity could be identified
by nationality was never challenged.

Territorial and individual-level reinforcement of ethnic identity worked together to per-
petuate nationality distinctions, even at times when the Soviet leadership would have preferred to
see the “merging of nations” into “new Soviet men and women,” or when the dissolution of the
union republics was discussed, as in the early 1960s (see Gleason 1990, chapter four). Thus the
paradox emphasized in a spate of recent postmortems on the Soviet Union: despite the Russi-
ficatory and centralizing tendencies of the Soviet system, and in spite of a ruling ideology that

proclaimed the priority of the class nature of a society over its ethnic particularity, Soviet

2 Tan Bremmer distinguishes between “first-order” and “second-order” titular nationalities.
First-order titular nationalities were those who possessed a union republic; second-order titular
nationalities had an autonomous republic (ASSR) (Bremmer 1993, 13). The privileges (within
their “own” territorial formation) that accrued to second-order titular nationalities were system-
atically lower than those allotted to first-order titular nationalities, yet even second-order status
was a guarantee of some degree of cultural protection (see Roeder 1991).

" Note that the system of individual ethnic identity makes the concept of titular and non-titular
nationalities relational and relative to the context in question: “Nations may thus be considered
titular in relation to other nations in certain contexts (i.e., titular Russians and non-titular Geor-
gians in Russia; titular Uzbeks and non-titular Tajiks in Uzbekistan) while not in relation to
others (non-titular Russians and titular Georgians in Georgia; titular Tajiks and non-titular
Uzbeks in Tajikistan), depending on their relative hierarchical status” (Bremmer 1993, 13).
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nationality policies in fact reinforced ethnic distinctions and created the institutional basis for the
dissolution of the Union. Brubaker captures the paradox nicely:

In practice, of course, centralized party and ministerial control sharply, although

variably, limited the sphere of effective republic autonomy. But the significance

of the republics as institutional crystallizations of nationhood lay less in the con-

stitutional fictions of sovereignty, statehood, and autonomy—symbolically potent

and self-actualizing though they proved to be under Gorbachev—than in the dur-

able institutional frame the republics provided for the long-term cultivation and

consolidation of national administrative cadres and national intelligentsia (peri-

odic purges notwithstanding) and for the long-term protection and cultivation of

national languages and cultures (the promotion of Russian as a lingua franca

notwithstanding) (Brubaker 1994, 53).

As the Soviet system entered the last decade of its existence, the last Soviet constitution of 1977
(the “Brezhnev” constitution) ratified the status quo: a formally federal state structure comprised
of national republics, unified by a centralized command-administrative structure under the
leadership of the Communist Party.

Two other aspects of nationality politics in the pre-Gorbachev era deserve mention, one
relevant to the Soviet Union as a whole, and the other of particular importance to the Russian
republic. First, the Soviet federal system created a structure of incentives and opportunities that,
in the context of the command-administrative economic system, encouraged the growth of
regional “mafias,” local networks of corruption and influence that greased the interlinked
workings of government, party and industry, typically extending outward from the desk of the
regional party secretary." In many of the union republics (and, to a lesser degree, within the
autonomous republics), these “old-boy networks” also had a distinctly ethnic cast, serving as the
unofficial source of the local status and privilege of titular nationals. During the Brezhnev years,
the absence of wide scale terror and purges generally provided the regional nomenklatura with
job security and long tenure in office—ideal conditions for the ripening of corruption networks.
And when Gorbachev targeted one such operation for clean-up, firing Kazakhstan’s party chief
(and ethnic Kazakh) Kunaev in December 1986, so great was the local outcry that the resulting

riots in Alma-Ata are widely considered to have been the first irruption of the “revolt of the

nationalities.”

' Carrere d’Encausse 1993 is perhaps the best general treatment of this phenomenon.



9

A second feature of the Soviet federal system, the legacy of which has been a significant
source of tension in the post-Soviet system, is that several union republics were characterized by
a mixture of ethnic and purely territorial principles of territorial-administrative subdivision. Ten
of the former union republics had no ethnically defined internal administrative boundaries. But
Russia, like four other union republics (Georgia, Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan, and Tadzhikistan),
contained nationality-based territorial subdivisions. Of all these republics, Russia’s internal
makeup was by far the most complex: its administrative subdivisions were of two types, strictly
territorial regions (oblasts and krais), and the ethnically-defined autonomies, which included
sixteen autonomous republics (ASSRs), five autonomous oblasts (AOs), and ten autonomous
okrugs (AOks). Additionally complicating the situation, the lower-level autonomies (AOs and
AQOks) were themselves territorial subdivisions of larger, non-ethnic regions.

As long as the Soviet Union was held together by the Communist Party, the distinction
between regions and autonomies was of no great importance. But once ethnic nationalism
became the legitimating ideology of choice for political entrepreneurs throughout the region, the
continuing, often contradictory mix of ethnic and territorial principles threatened the stability of
Russia and a number of other successor states. Here, too, is a partial explanation for the contrast
between the unexpectedly smooth, nearly bloodless process of late 1991 by which the Soviet
Union became fifteen independent republics and the bloody conflicts that have dominated the
internal affairs of several of the successor states. The territorial institutionalization of ethnicity
in the Soviet Union created fifteen structurally homologous subunits—the union republics—
which, like the sections of an orange, readily pulled apart once the overarching Communist Party
monopoly of power was removed. The internal structure of Russia (and several other successor
states), with its mix of ethnic and non-ethnically defined territorial subunits, suggests that further
disintegration of the “former Soviet space” would unleash enormous energies and cause a great
deal of destruction—it would look less like peeling apart an orange and more like smashing open

a walnut.

INSTITUTIONAL RUPTURE: FROM THE “PARADE OF SOVEREIGNTIES”
TO THE FEDERATION TREATY
The late Gorbachev years were marked by institutional rupture on many fronts, not least

in the interrelated spheres of nationality politics and center-periphery relations. These ruptures
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not only culminated in the breakup of the Soviet Union, but also affected the future course of
center-periphery relations within the Russian successor state, largely by providing provincial
leaders with opportunities to challenge successfully the center’s previous monopoly on defining
the nature and competencies of subunits of the Russian federal republic. The remainder of this
section traces this institutional transformation, focusing on events beginning with the June 1990
declaration of sovereignty by the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR—since
independence renamed the Russian Federation), and culminating in the March 1992 Federation
Treaty."

Before Gorbachev, the Soviet state controlled the power to reward or punish whole peo-
ples by its prerogative of assigning them a higher or lower level of “statehood.” Any changes in
the political-territorial status of a given nationality were to be made at the top; such changes
were infrequent and tended to be clustered in time around major regime reorientations.'® During
the last two years of the Soviet regime, however, the central state lost control over its previous
monopoly on regulating the relative political status of national-territorial units. The “parade of
sovereignties” that swept the union republics was matched within the RSFSR—as the leaders of
autonomous republics, oblasts and okrugs rushed to unilaterally upgrade the status of their
national-territorial unit, declaring themselves full-fledged “soviet socialist republics” without
waiting for approval from Moscow (be it Gorbachev’s Moscow or Yeltsin’s Moscow). Such
unilateral declarations were reactions—in part defensive, in part opportunistic—to a situation of

deepening multiple crises of authority on a union-wide scale. The net effect of these develop-

'> Over the course of this period, what constituted the “center” changed as well. While the geo-
graphic location of the “center” remained within the city limits of Moscow, over the period in
question the Russian republic under Yeltsin emerged as a new political center, raising an ulti-
mately successful challenge to the Soviet center led by Gorbachev. As subsequent analysis
makes clear, the course of center-periphery relations within Russia was intimately bound up with
the momentous struggle over center-periphery relations at the level of the Soviet Union, which
found personalized expression in the power struggle between Gorbachev and Yeltsin. The latter
struggle ended with the formation of the Commonwealth of Independent States and Gorbachev’s
resignation in December 1991. As regards center-periphery relations within Russia, however,
the true endpoint of this phase came three months later with the signing of the Federation Treaty.

' The best known examples of demotion and promotion are Stalin’s wholesale wartime deporta-
tion of several nationalities—accompanied by abolition of their national territories—and
Khrushchev’s subsequent rehabilitation of most of the punished peoples and their state institu-
tions.
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ments was to convince both regional leaders and central authorities that the Russian regions rep-
resented important, increasingly autonomous political actors whose support for a given set of
central leaders and policies could not be taken for granted."’

In examining the recent politics of nationality, territoriality, and separatism within the
Russian republic, it is important to keep in mind the connections between separatist movements
inside and outside of Russia. The analogy often posited between the breakup of the USSR and
the projected breakup of Russia depends in part on a misconceived view of the sequence of
events, a view that depicts the separatism of the Union republics as preceding and inspiring sepa-
ratism within Russia. While to a certain degree accurate, this image obscures the fact that both
phenomena were elements of a general reconfiguration of authority relations among elements of
the Soviet elite, and that the national independence movements of the former union republics and
the so-called “sovereignization” of the autonomous republics within Russia occurred more or
less simultaneously in the context of a general political crisis . For the republics within Russia,
the most pertinent aspect of this crisis became the power struggle between Yeltsin and Gorba-
chev—which personified the struggle for priority between republic-level and union-wide struc-
tures of authority.

In 1988 and 1989, the rise of popular front movements in the Baltic republics ushered in
a series of events that ultimately led to the collapse of the Soviet Union, as the non-Russian
republics one by one declared their sovereignty. With these proclamations, the legislatures of
the non-Russian republics denied the supremacy of Soviet law on their territories, and claimed
the right to make independent policy decisions, especially in the realm of economics. Between
November 1988 and July 1990, Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia, Azerbaijan, Armenia, Uzbekistan,
Moldavia and Ukraine had all issued declarations of sovereignty, implying that any further rela-
tionship between these republics and the Soviet center would have to be established on the basis
of a new union treaty (Carrere d’Encausse 1993, 146-9).

The step from a declaration of sovereignty to an outright declaration of independence

was first taken by Lithuania on 11 March 1990, followed by Estonia and Latvia in June of that

'7 One of the future tasks for historians of Soviet Russia will be to trace the role of Russian’s
regions in the political processes of the RSFSR and the Soviet Union in pre-Gorbachev times.
Several important studies of Soviet regional politics exist, but in past Sovietological endeavors,
the term “region” more commonly referred to a union republic rather than a subunit thereof.
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year. In July, under pressure from Gorbachev, the Baltic states agreed to put their declarations
of independence on hold. From then until August 1991, negotiations proceeded on a new union
treaty, designed to reconfigure the authority relations between the central government and the
constituent republics of the Soviet Union. As negotiations dragged on, the number of republics
willing to sign dropped from nine to eight to five (Carrere d’Encausse 1993, 155-65, 246). On
19 August 1991, the hard-liners’ coup preempted the planned signing of the union treaty and
eventually led to the complete collapse of the USSR, bringing international recognition of the
independence of all fifteen of the former union republics.

During the months prior to the coup, the autonomous republics (ASSRs) within Russia
had also issued declarations of sovereignty. These declarations lagged behind those of the union
republics by a year or more but made similar claims for the priority of local legislative acts and
control over natural resources and the local economy. The so-called “parade of sovereignties”
within Russia began with the North Ossetian ASSR on 20 July 1990 and culminated with that of
the Kabardino-Balkarskaia ASSR on 30 January 1991. In this brief, six-month period, fourteen
of the sixteen ASSRs declared their sovereignty and the remaining two republics issued some-
what milder statements upgrading their political status. All of them dropped the designation
“autonomous soviet socialist republic” and renamed themselves as either a soviet socialist
republic, a socialist republic, or simply a republic (Abdulatipov, Boltenkova, and Iarov 1993a,
82-3)." Somewhat later, four out the five autonomous oblasts (AOs) of the Russian Federation
also declared their sovereignty, and were recognized as SSRs within the Russian Federation by
the Russian Supreme Soviet on 3 July 1991 (Sheehy 1993, 36, note 4; Abdulatipov, Boltenkova,
and Iarov 1993a, 90-5)."

Among the ASSRs, the process of “sovereignization” was partly inspired by the separa-
tist movements of the union republics, but its immediate political context was the intensification

of the power struggle between Gorbachev and Yeltsin. On 12 July 1990, the Russian Congress

'8 For the texts of these declarations of sovereignty, see Abdulatipov, Boltenkova and larov
1993b, 20-57.

' The four autonomous oblasts elevated to the status of republic were Gornyi Altai (later
renamed Altai), Karachaevo-Cherkessia, Khakassia, and Adygei; these had previously been
administrative subunits of the Altai, Stavropol, Krasnoyarsk, and Krasnodar territories (krais),
respectively (Slider 1994, 241).
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of People’s Deputies, chaired by Boris Yeltsin, issued a declaration of Russian state sovereignty;
shortly thereafter, Yeltsin encouraged the autonomous republics to “take whatever powers they
felt they could handle” (Sheehy 1993, 36). Gorbachev had already sought to channel the separa-
tist ambitions of the ASSRs to his own purposes; with a decree of 26 April 1990, he granted
them the right to participate as equal partners with the union republics in negotiations for the
new union treaty (Sheehy 1993, 36; Abdulatipov, Boltenkova, and larov 1993a, 81-2). Such a
move threatened the territorial integrity of the union republics—Russia in particular—and Rus-
sia’s leaders were faced with the threat that, under a future union treaty, the former ASSRs con-
tained within the borders of Russia might evade the control of Russian authorities and answer
only to the union government.

Unlike the sovereignty declarations of the union republics, however, those of the ASSRs
were not typically followed up by declarations of independence. Among the “sovereignizing”
autonomies, all but Tatarstan and the Chechen-Ingush Republic retained the language “within
the Russian Federation” in their sovereignty declarations (Abdulatipov, Boltenkova, and larov
1993a, 83). And despite widespread succession anxieties over Tatarstan, only the North Cauca-
sus republic of Chechnya has forced the issue of independence, eventually separating itself from
Ingushetia in the process. As long as the Soviet Union still existed, most of the former autono-
mies were content to limit their political ambitions to the aspiration to be treated as equal part-
ners in the union treaty negotiations.

Clearly, there were contradictions inherent in the idea that a sovereign republic could
exist as a subunit of another sovereign republic. Even before the final dissolution of the Soviet
Union, Yeltsin’s government began to experience openly antagonistic relations with the regions
and republics, and the Russian president worked to establish new institutional mechanisms
intended to ensure effective central control. In the wake of the August 1991 coup, Russian
President Yeltsin began to appoint his own personal representatives to the regions (but not the
republics) in an attempt to challenge the authority of local leaders who had supported the coup or
were otherwise standing in the way of reform and Yeltsin’s consolidation of power. These presi-
dential representatives—quickly dubbed “viceroys” (namestniki)—became a permanent institu-
tional feature of center-periphery relations. The presidential representatives often fought bitterly

with local soviets and administrations over access to resources and the levers of economic
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management. Presidential decrees of early 1993 strengthened the control of presidential
representatives over the local operations of federal executive agencies (Slider 1994, 251-6).

A second institutional change directly affected the nature of local executive authority in
the regions (krais and oblasts). In July 1991, the regional executive committees (ispolkomy)
were eliminated, and new local executive posts—heads of administration (glava administrat-
sii)}—were instituted in their place (Slider 1994, 256). There followed several years of struggle
over whether the heads of administration (also called governors) should be locally elected or
appointed from the center. Yeltsin claimed the right to appoint governors in November 1991,
but this right was challenged in the localities. In early 1993, the Russian Supreme Soviet
stripped Yeltsin of his power to appoint heads of administration, and governors were subse-
quently elected in Krasnoyarsk and Primorskii krais and Amur, Bryansk, Chelyabinsk, Lipetsk,
Orel, Penza, and Smolensk oblasts (Teague 1993, 7ff).

Meanwhile, relations between the central government and Russia’s ethnically-defined
republics evolved along different lines. In contrast to his powers over the regions, Yeltsin did
not have the authority to name presidential representatives to the republics; nor did he appoint
their executives. Instead, the republics began to adopt their own constitutions, which vested
executive authority in a locally elected president—or in some cases, the chairman of the supreme
soviet (Teague 1993; Slider 1994, 257-8).

Despite the evolving dichotomy in their statuses, both regions and republics cooperated
in 1990-91 in the formation of a set of new “bottom-up” institutional structures, the interregional
associations. The first such association, the North-West Association, was formed in July 1990;
the most influential one, Siberian Agreement, was founded in January 1991.%° The interregional
associations were (and are) essentially lobbying organizations, whose membership consisted
largely of leaders of the local executives and legislatures. Several scholars (Bradshaw 1992;
Hughes 1994) have traced the history of Siberian Agreement from its inception through the
events of late 1993, at which time separatist threats of the creation of an autonomous Siberian

republic reached their peak.

2% The original membership of Siberian Agreement included eight regions—Altai, Irkutsk, Kem-
erovo, Novosibirsk, Omsk, Sverdlovsk, Tomsk and Chita, and two republics—Buryatia and
Tuva (Radvanyi 1993, 48). See Appendix C for a complete listing of the interregional associa-
tions and their membership.
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A final development of late 1991 helped define the extreme limits of center-periphery
relations in the first years of the post-Soviet period. This involved Checheno-Ingushetia, the
former autonomous republic in the North Caucasus run by the volatile and nationalist General
Dzhokar Dudaev. The Chechen-Ingush Republic had issued a declaration of state sovereignty as
early as November 1990, but its independence movement gathered momentum with General
Dudaev’s election as president in November 1991. Without the approval of the Russian parlia-
ment, Yeltsin sent in Russian forces with the intent of arresting Dudaev, but these were held up
at the Grozny airport by the Chechen national guard and subsequently withdrew, an episode that
“fueled Dudaev’s anti-Russian, nationalist rhetoric” and his insistence on Chechen independence
(Ormrod 1993, 456-7).

The net impact of these developments was to set the parameters for Yeltsin’s relations
with the regions and republics over the next two years. First, Yeltsin put continual pressure on
the regional nomenklatura by reserving the power to appoint and replace local heads of adminis-
tration. Second, the regions and republics learned to band together to voice their interests (or
rather, the interests of economically powerful local elites) in the interregional associations.
Finally, the initial reaction of Chechnya led Yeltsin to refrain for nearly three years from using

military force against the self-declared sovereign republics.

THE CONSOLIDATION OF RUSSIAN STATEHOOD

The Federation Treaty and its Discontents

Following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Yeltsin no longer needed the autonomous
republics as allies against Gorbachev, but he still needed regional support as long as he con-
tinued to face a stalemate with the Russian Supreme Soviet. The political status of the former
autonomous republics apparently reached its zenith between March 1992 and October 1993, a
period that began with the signing of a series of agreements—collectively referred to as the Fed-
eration Treaty (federativnyi dogovor)—which outlined the division of authority between the
federal government and the so-called “subjects of the federation.”

Working out the new federative arrangement was a lengthy process that began in late
1990 (see Abdulatipov, Boltenkova and Iarov 1993b). In discussions over the treaty’s final
form, one of the prime sticking points was the unequal legal status of regions and republics.

Four divergent solutions were debated. One suggestion was to combine all Russian-majority
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regions into one ethnic Russian (i.e., Russkaia) republic, with a juridical status equal to that of
the other republics within the Russian federation. Depending on one’s point of view, this would
either elevate Russians by finally giving them their own ethnic territory or denigrate them by
making their political status equal to that of the small nationalities. At any rate, the complexity
of Russian settlement patterns made this solution highly problematic. A second idea, one of
enduring popularity among Russian statists, was to eliminate the national-territorial principle
altogether and transform Russia into a new federation based on the “economic-geographic
regionalization of the country.” This solution, however, was seen as impossible to implement in
a climate of highly politicized and conflictual inter-nationality relations. A third idea was to
equalize the legal status of regions and republics by increasing the rights and privileges of the
regions, but this idea was seen both as an attack on republican sovereignty and as a step toward
the disintegration of Russia into feuding principalities. Finally, some suggested that the Russian
federation should retain a Soviet-style structure with various levels of autonomy (II’inskii,
Krylov, and Mikhaleva 1993, 28-9).

The Federation Treaty in its final form, as signed in March 1992, came closest to the last
of these four proposals. The treaty consisted of three separate documents, each establishing the
relationship between a given category of “subject” and the federal government. The three types
of subjects established by the treaty are: (1) sovereign republics within the Russian Federation;
(2) krais, oblasts, and the cities of Moscow and St. Petersburg; (3) autonomous oblasts and
autonomous okrugs.?' The self-proclaimed sovereignty of the republics was left unchallenged,
but even at that Tatarstan and Chechnya refused to sign.

The treaty had the appearance of raising the status of the regions, Moscow, and St.
Petersburg, which, according to the treaties’ apologists,

ceased to be administrative-territorial units and have acquired elements of state-
hood; their territory cannot be changed without their agreement; along with
republics and autonomous formations, they are guaranteed representation in the
federal organs of governmental authority of the Russian Federation; they are
granted the right of legislative initiative in the higher organs of governmental
authority of the Federation (II’inskii, Krylov, and Mikhaleva 1993, 31-2).

*! For a listing of the ethnic territories of the Russian Federation, see Appendix A. For the
Russian-language text of the Federation Treaty, see Etnopolis 1 (1992): 17-32.
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Still, the treaty preserved and reinforced the legal distinction between regions and republics. Not
only was republican sovereignty retained, but so was the right of republics to enjoy the attributes
of statehood (flags, constitutions, presidents).

In its specifics, the treaty outlined the powers to be exercised by the federal government,
the functions under the joint jurisdiction of federal and provincial governments, and the func-
tions left to the sole jurisdiction of the regions and republics.”? The federal government was
assigned responsibility for a number of governmental functions, most significantly foreign
policy, defense and security policy, federal financial policy, and citizenship and border issues
(including the power to approve internal boundary changes). Joint central-provincial competen-
cies included health, education, welfare, and protection of minority rights. Republics enjoyed
greater residual powers than regions; both regions and republics were given the right to conduct
foreign economic relations, but only republics had a say in tax collection, and approval of federal
declarations of states of emergency. Most problematically, republics (but not regions) were
granted formal ownership of the natural resources on their territory.

As Elizabeth Teague points out, the authority of the regions and republics in this and
other areas formally subject to their exclusive jurisdiction was subordinated to the caveat that all
provincial legislation must conform to federal law. While such a proviso is not unusual for a
federal system, the smooth working of federal relations in Russia has been hampered by a
politicized and ineffective Constitutional Court (assigned the task of settling federal-provincial
disputes), and, as Teague puts it, “[i]n the absence of a mechanism for the exercise of joint
powers . . . the center has gone its way while the republics and regions have gone theirs, and the

result has been more or less total confusion” (Teague 1994c, 36).

Constitutional Crisis and Consolidation

The Federation Treaty gave federal relations a legal form, but it could not resolve the
power struggle between center and periphery. The Federation Treaty was in a sense a stop-gap
measure, and the issue of the relative status of regions and republics awaited firmer legal con-
solidation in a new constitution, successive drafts of wh