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Introduction

Covering eleven time zones, encompassng 89 subrational units, and serving as
home to over 100 dstinct ethnic groups, the Russan state would face ahaost of governing
challenges even if it were nat undergoing a simultaneous paliti cd and econamic
transition. The dual transition, hawever, has clealy exacebated the natural cleavages that
cut aaossthe Rusgan expanse. In this hort essay, | explore these deavages and attempt
to provide some insight into why they have mme to the forefront of Rusga’'s post-Soviet
paliti cs.

Aside from the reaurrent Chechen conflict, Russa’'s post-Soviet rulers have
endured a number of chall enges from newly empowered regional governments sncethe
coll apse of the Soviet Unionin 1991.Indedd, the 1990 s were an absolutely crucia
decale in the reform of the shape and reture of the Rusgan state, and center-periphery
relationsin particular. In the spaceof approximately a decale, Russa moved from an
unguestionably unitary state under Communist Party rule, to a “hyper-federation”
operating within the context of an urruly democracy and helting econamic transition to
market econamics.

Asthe Soviet system began to urravel in the late 1980s © too dd the two main
bulwarks of its verticd system of central control over the periphery —the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union (CPUJ) and the ommand econamy. Their undang wasin part
hastened by the halding of free déedionsto regional legislatures) in the spring of 1990,
thus loosening the strangle hald of the CP3J on the madhinery of government.

The gradual erosion d the power of central ministries over the eonamy was
brought about initially through a series of half-baked reforms under Mikhail Gorbadhev
alsointhelate 1980s. Throughou the late 198Gs the staff s of the huge bureaucrades that
controlled all ecnamic deasion making were slashed and the ministries were subjeded
to aseries of ill -concaved reorganizations. Thisled to areduced role for planning
agencies and federal bureaucradesin regiona econamies, and contributed to the
emerging independent authority of powerful enterprise diredors and as importantly
newly eleded regional governments.

Beyondthe disintegration d the CPSJ and the mommand econamy, however,
Boris Yéeltsin's pdliti cd jockeying with Gorbadhev in 1990and 1991for Rusga's
supremacy over the unraveling USSR also undoulbedly hastened the devolution d power
from USSR to Rusgan Repulic and from Russan Repulic to its constituent provinces.
Y eltsin’s now infamous exhortation to regional |eaders within Russato “take & much
autonamy as you can swallow” paralleled his own strugg es against Union supremacy
and Gorbadhev’ s desperate dtemptsin 1991to hdd the Soviet Union together.

The 89 urnits that comprise the renewed Russan Federation vary tremendously in
geographic size — with for example the repubdic of Sakha-Y akutia spanning an area
greder than the size of modern France whil e the Chechen Repubicis abou half the size



of the state of Rhodke Island. Popuation size dso varies dramaticdly among the
constituent parts of Russa such that the daty of Moscow courts about 8.6 million
inhabitants whil e the Evenk Autonamous Okrug includes approximately 19, 000.

Given the diversity of itsland and people, the mmplex and complicaed heritage
of the Soviet system, and the added complicaion d asmultaneous econamic and
paliti cd transitioninitiated in 1992,it is perhaps nat surprising that post-Soviet Rusgan
center-periphery relations quickly becane contentious and in some instances, highly
conflictual. The two Chechen campaigns are particularly stark examples of the difficult
relationships Moscow has had with many of its constituent units. Y et the Chedhen
experienceis not representative of the ways in which territorial disputes have been
resolved through the 1990s. Indead, where Chedhnia s demands for increased autonamy
from Moscow devolved into violent conflict, several other ethnicdly nonRusdan
repuldics pursued nonviolent means to gain increased pdicy-making autonamy from
Moscow.

The deavages within the Russan Federation cut in a number of ways — center
versus peripheries, ethnic Russan regions versus ethnicdly non-Russan regions, and
wedthy regions versus poa regions. Thereis nosingle cause for these lines of cleavage.
Rather, a number of causes have contributed to the avkward shaping and reshaping of
Rusga sfederal relations and these have produced complex and contradictory pictures of
the renewed Russan state.

Re-Imagining Russia

Even in the yeas|ealing up to the wllapse of the Soviet Unionin December,
1991afundamental clash of views developed concerning the shape of Rusdan federal
relationships. The central authorities, barowing from the Soviet system, preferred a
federal system where the center was clealy preeminent while many regional pdliti ca
officials pushed hard for afar more decentrali zed system. This clash of viewsis evident
in the peadliar institutional and constitutional framework that devel oped to manage
center-periphery relationsin Russa. Undouliedly aso, the introduction d competitive
eledions did agrea ded to forcedevolution from center to periphery in that eledions
made regiona officials aceurtable to locd interests rather than dstant officialsin
Moscow. This srved to seriously damage and eventually destroyed the pre-existing
system of verticd integration and central control that existed duing Soviet rule.
The ingtitutions that developed to manage Russan territorial paliti cs have proven week
and ineffedive, hovever.

The tug of war between the central government and the provinces that
charaderized the period (19901993 lealing up to the aloption of the Rusgan
Condtitution ill ustrates the conflicting views regarding what kind d institutional
framework would arise to manage Rusdan territoria conflict. While Moscow sought to
impaose anational federal system -- that is, a system imposed from above, with the central
government being the dea leading power -- the provinces advocaed a more
“contractua” federal system, where eat subrational unit would agreeto enter the
federation ona negotiated, contradual basis and where the cantral government’ s power
would be de-emphasized relative to that of the federation’s constituent parts. Asaresult



of thisclash of “re-imaginings’ regarding the shape of the Russan state produced a
contradictory and ineffedive institutional framework that ultimately satisfied neither side.
The central government attempted to install Soviet-style institutions to bring unruly
regional governmentsto hed, whil e regional governments built up institutions to adively
oppcse central rule.

Undouliedly, the introduction d competitive dedions at the regional level
launched Rusga onamore complex path of reform. The 1990€eledions of regional
soviets (legislatures) injeded the nation d pdliticd aceountability into subrational
paliti cs. If eleded officials were now going to be held resporsible by their eledorates for
locd condtions, then they naturally demanded increased control over matters of prime
importance d the subretional level. The regional adivism in thisealy period was aso, in
part, an immediate readion to the extreme centrali zation d the past (where Moscow
controlled all trade and most interregional contads). Under the old untary system, many
regions were not able to benefit from their natural material resources (like oil and gas)
becaise dfedively they were treaed as colonies of the central Soviet state. The proceeds
from mineral extradion, for example, went straight to Moscow with the region and its
inhabitants deriving pradicdly no kenefit. Astheir regions suffered from cutsin fundng
from Moscow, and an increase in pdicy resporsihiliti es, new regional leaders foundthis
situationintolerable. Finally, the surgein regional demands for more cntrol during this
period may also have been aresult of the fad that many old Communist Party bosses,
who sometimes foundthemselves 4gill i n dfficefoll owing the 1990€eledions, wanted
increased control in order to enrich themselves and proted their own preferred statusin
the new pdliti cd and emerging econamic order.

The assertivenessat the level of the twenty one ehnic repulics of Russa
(Tatarstan and Chedhnia anong them) was acaompanied by a “war of laws’ between the
Rusdan Federation government in Moscow and severa repubics (where repulics would
passlegislation dredly contravening Moscow’ s edicts), as well asthe financially
crippling and widespread withhdding of tax revenues from Moscow by bath oldast and
krai, as well asrepulic level governments.

Thiswas despite the fad that in 1991,in afail ed attempt to avoid the gosion of
central authority in the provinces, President Y eltsin introduced the office of presidential
representative.

Re-Imagining I nstitutions of Central Control

The paosition d presidentia representative was an overt attempt by Moscow to
reintroduce central exeautive control over the provinces and has been thricereformed
sinceitsinceptionin 1992 Within amonth of hisfirst being eleded president of Russa
inJune, 1991, Yeltsin annourced hisintention to appant an envoy to every region. This
was to ensure that presidential dedsions would be reliably implemented and to provide
reliable information abou the pdliti cd situationin ead region. Although he reformed the
officein 1997in an attempt to strengthen it, ultimately it came to have littl e influence
over regional pdlitics and pdicy.

President Vladimir Putin, reformed this officeyet again in 2000in a renewed
attempt to regain control over Russa srestive provinces. Putin installed new presidential
representatives in ead of seven newly creaed “super districts’ (ead encompassng



approximately 12-15 obasts, krais, repubdics or autonamies). As with the two previous
iterations of this officeunder Y eltsin, the new representatives of the federal exeautive
have poaly defined resporsihbiliti es. It is unclea, for example, to what degreethey are
suppased to overseethe adions of regional governmentsin general or merely federal
bureaucratsin the regions. Indedd, thisinstitutional solutionto the center’s problemsin
the regions appeasto have merely creaed afurther layer of the Rusdan state without
adually enhancing its abiliti esto govern at the regional level. It also may be an attempt to
resurred a system of verticd integration reminiscent more of the Soviet erathan of a
developing federal democracy. Thus, Putin’s re-imagining of the Russan state gopeasto
draw heavily on dd Soviet institutional frameworks.

The dash o “reimaginings’ of the shape of the Russan state is also evident in the
Congtitution signed in 1993. Although it was intended to address ®me of the vagaries of
the Russan federal system, it probably did more to compli cae the dready complicaed
patchwork of center-periphery relations. It contained two articles (71 and 72 that
assgned pdicy jurisdictionto the various levels of government. Article 71 liststhe
powers exclusively all otted to the federal government in Moscow, while Article 72
enumerates those aeas in which resporsibility isto be shared between Moscow and the
constituent units of the Federation. Article 71is © exhaustive, however, that there ae
few powers left to share with the regions. Indeed, there is no sedionin the cnstitution o
the Russan Federation which spedficdly enumerates the powers reserved exclusively for
subretional governments, raising the question as to whether the Rusgan basic law
adually constitutes the wuntry as afederation at all.

As aresult, some regions and repubi cs attempted to clam some exclusive powers
through aternative means. Tatarstan’s subbannessin this regard andits successin
extrading from Moscow additional jurisdictional rights led to the establishment of a
dangerous precealent in center-periphery relations. This ded initi ated a series of similar
agreements sgned between Moscow and bdh ol asts and repuli cs and further sustained
the principle of Moscow’ s unequal treament of units of the federation.

The examples of the spedal agreament the center had made with Tatarstan,
Bashkortostan and aher repubicsin 1994gave rise to further asymmetriesin Russan
federal relations as 46 aher regions demanded and achieved hil ateral tredies and
agreements for themselves by 1998.

The treaies [dogovora] themselves were relatively general statements regarding
the nature of the division d powers and shared powers between the particular subjed of
the federation and federal institutions. All the tredies were slightly different, although
they contained some common elements. They were acompanied by a series of
agreaments [soglasheniye], which could be signed any time dter the conclusion d the
tredies.

The agreanents were far more detail ed than the treaies with resped to spedfic
palicy purviews and were, therefore, rather wil dly different for ead region depending on
particular palicy concerns and resource endovments.

But the treaies and agreaments, despite central government dedarations to the
contrary, were not always based onthe constitution and suppartive of the principles of
the supremacy of federal law, and the establi shment of asingle pdliticd and econamic
expanse. They served to establish Rusdga' s federal relations more ona contradual than on
anational-constitutional basis, carving out far more freedom of adion for the subjeds of



the Federation than the drafters of the 1993constitution hed likely intended. On ore level
or ancther, some tredies contradicted the anstitution rather diredly. Indeed, the tredies
and agreamentsin general contradicted the dedared intention d the constitution to render
al subjeds of the Federation equal to ore ancther. Their inconsistencies are enblematic
of the dash o “re-imaginings’ at the heat of center-regional relationsin Russatoday.

Although the tredies may have served to cdm the more rebelli ous and demanding
regions of Rusga (Tatarstan and Sverdlovsk oblast chief among them) in some respeds,
this came a considerable ast to the federal government. The eonamic aisis gemming
from the August, 1998financial coll apse served to underscore the fad that many regions
in pradiceexercised autonamy beyondwhat was provided for in either the bil ateral
agreaments, the mnstitution a existing federal law. That is, the tredies were far from
definitive in terms of lending predictabilit y to center-periphery relations, nar in ensuring
implementation d and adherenceto central padlicy at the provincial level. Thus, if the
tredies were afederal strategy intended to restrain further grabs for regional autonamy,
or to lend more predictabilit y to center-periphery power relations, then that strategy
faled.

More significantly, however, the avail able empiricd evidencefrom the regional
level indicates that the treaies were nat the sole means by which regions gained
increased autonamy over palicy — nat infrequently it was smply taken by repulics and
oblasts alike. Regions were purished infrequently by central authorities for doing so,
although the posshble pattern to punshing transgressons requires further study.
Throughou the 1990's, there were ebundant examples of regions legidating in dred
oppaitionto federal |aw and the constitution. These examples range widely aaoss
regions of Rusda, acosstime, and aadosspadlicy areas. For example, in 1996 the
Ministry of Justicereported that of the 44,000regional legal ads it reviewed, including
gubernatorial orders, it foundthat nealy half [that isamost 22,000] of them did na
correspondwith the Constitution d the Russan Federation. A similar report was issued
indicating that in the first three-quarters of 1998, 3046 of regional ads were foundto
violate the constitution and federal law. In aspeed onMay 17, 2000President Putin
reported that in the first few months of 2000,the Ministry of Justicereported that 20,000
regional laws (or 20% of al regional laws passed in the first quarter of that yea) violated
the congtitution a federa law.

President Putin, almost immediately after coming to power in the spring of 2000
deaedl that many of the more egregious regional contradictions of federal law be
reversed, bu many others remained. Beyondthe reform of the office of presidential
representative, Putin also initiated legislation that was later adopted by the State Duma
enabling the Russan president to dsmissregiona heads of administrations (presidents of
repulics and governors of oblasts) and regional | egislatures deemed by the @urtsto
have passed legislation that violates either the cnstitution d the Rusgan Federation a
federal law. Although thisis an undoulbedly powerful instrument on paper, in pradiceit
may prove difficult to use since Putin would facethe unpopuiar scenario of having to
dismisseleded authoritiesin the provinces. Thistod isnat likely to be used doften, if at
al, asaresult. Further, Putin’ s threas and new padlicy instruments have not gone far in
curbing the persistent transgressgons of federal authority on the part of many oblasts and
particularly repuldics of Russa. Well into 2001 reports of violations persist. Moreover,
the pervasivenessand persistence over time of these violations, and their rather sweeoing



nature indicate that the institutional framework that is suppacsed to govern Rusgan federal
relationsis problematic & best.

What shoud be evident, ishow weg many of these new institutionsarein
ensuring the smoath functioning of shared authority between center and periphery and
ameli orating ethnic diff erences by extension. For despite the signing of many bil ateral
treaies between Moscow and more than half of the mnstituent units of the Federation,
there remains a tremendous amourt of unpredictability in center-periphery relations.
What seems clea isthat formal institutional arrangements are routinely disregarded o
reshaped. The mall eability of key institutions designed to govern center-periphery
relations (like for example the mnstitution o 1993 is undouledly an important cause of
the central state’s problemsin the periphery. Poorly or underspedfied institutions
designed (like the presidential representative) are dso clealy a caise of Russa's
difficulties. Further, the cnstitution, for example, fail sto clealy outline what shared
jurisdictionadually meansin pradice and so regions have taken it uponthemselvesto
breahe life into the meaning of this ®dion, dthough na in any uniform way. Relatedly,
the system of bil ateral treaies Moscow signed with half, but nat al, of Rusda’'s
constituent units produced contradictions in federal relations as well as institutionali zing
huge asymmetriesin regional power. Finaly, aweg system of judicia review and poa
implementation d legal deasions, has contributed to the difficulties Moscow has facel in
taming the periphery.

Beyondthese institutional fadors, hovever, important non-institutional fadors sare
arole in shaping center-periphery conflict. Although some of these ae cmmmonto all 89
regions of Rusda, others are aresult of the speafic histories of relationships between
Moscow and perticular regions.

Moscow’ s troulled relationship with Chechnia, for example, is condtioned by
historicd, geographicd, econamic, cultural and international fadors. The Checdhen
people have along and urfortunate history of struggle against Russan rulers gemming
badk to Imperial Rusda. Their fradious relations with Moscow continued through the
Soviet period with massdeportations under Stalin. Perhaps it shoud na be surprising,
given this history, therefore, that Chedhniaremains ahot spot in the post-Soviet era.
Geographicdly and ecmnamicdly, Chechniais also aspedal case. It isone of afew
Rusdan repubicslocaed onan ouer border, which makes it more difficult for Moscow
to regulate its trading (particularly arms trading) adivities.

Nonetheless the set of circumstances under which Chedhnia strouded relations with
Moscow have unfolded is largely distinct from Moscow’ s experiences with the other non
Rusdan repubics within its borders. The roots of Moscow’ s conflicts with the republics
of Tatarstan, Bashkortostan, and Y akutia, for example, are both cultural and econamic in
nature. Each of these repulics can lay areasonable daim to a dea and dstinct non
Rusgan ethnic heritage. Thus, part of their conflict with Moscow has undoultedly been a
result of their leaderships genuine desire to forge a alturally distinct ethnic identity that
was long-suppressed under Soviet rule.

It would be amistake, however, to asaume that thisisthe only clea cause of their
assertivenessvis-a-vis Moscow. For all threeof these repulics also have in common vast
mineral resources (oil and gasin Tatarstan, oil i n Bashkortostan and damonds in Sakha).



Sakha, for example, isthe sea of the Russan damondindustry (and Russais soondin
the world in its mining of predous gones), whil e Tatarstan and Bashkortostan are
absolutely key centers for Russa s oil and gasindustry. Much of the desire for autonamy
in eat of these repulics has been driven by the desire of their leadershipsto regp greder
benefit from what lies bene&h their soil after yeas of exploitation unar Soviet rule. The
pattern of regional adivism throughou the 1990 s provides suppat for this interpretation
of at least the force behind some of Russa s nationalist revival. That is, thase regions that
have the most valuable e@namic resource endovments have proven most adivein
making clamsfor increased pdicy autonamy.

Other lesswell -endowved repulics of Russa, however, have dso been relatively
aggressvein their pursuit of increased autonamy, athough nore have been as aggressve
as Chedhnia, Tatarstan, Bashkortostan and Sakha. Buriatia and Tuva, for example, are
among the two poaest of Russa s twenty-one repubics, yet both of them have signed
bil ateral tredies with Moscow and badh have passed constitutions fraught with clauses
that contradict the Russan constitution and strongly chall enge the sovereign right of
Rusdato legislate ontheir territories. The sources of their autonomy drives would appea
to be more aultural than econamic therefore — with Tuva having agreaer than 63 percent
indigenous popuation, and a distinctive set of cultural, religious and linguistic atributes
(inded, part of its popuationis comprised of nomadic herdersliving as their ancestors
have for thousands of yeas). Buriatia, is smilarly culturaly distinct from the rest of
Rusgawith asignificant part of the popuation claiming the Buddhist religionfor
example.

Aside from the non-Russan repulics, even ethnicdly Rusdan regions have
doggedly sought to challenge Moscow’ s authority. Unli ke some of the repulics, these
claims are more dearly based in econamics rather than in culture or language. Thereis at
least preliminary evidencethat the basis for regional adivism among ethnicdly non
Rusdan regionsis econamic rather than primordial nationalism in that regiona |eaders
who were of thetitular nationality were not significantly more likely to press gparatist
demands than thase who were Russan.

Beyondcommon institutional problems, or particularistic historicd or cultural
causes, Rusga sterritorial pdlitics are dealy deeoly affeded by the fad that as the
courtry undergoes a paliti cd transition and the evolution d new pdliti cd institutions, it
is smultaneously of course undergoing key eanamic changes. In particular, the shift in
property rights from public to increasingly private has had adired impad on hav center-
periphery relations have played ou in the recent past and hav they will li kely continuein
future.

The Impact of the Dual Transition on Re-Imaginings of the Russian State
Elsawhere | have agued that the roat of this variationand d regional adivism
more generaly is the simultaneity of the eonamic and pditi cd aspeds of Rusda’'s
transition. That is, the e@namic transition— and in particular the transfer of property
rights regimes from puHblic to private through the late 1980s and ealy 199G engendered
new social forces that were not incorporated into new institutional frameworks. These
interests are untamed and dredly chall enge what the central state can accomplish.
Resistanceto central padlicies then comes not from eleded puldic officialsaonein
repubics and obasts of the Russan Federation, bu also from the small circles of



businessinterests by whom they have been captured and to whom they have often
bemme acourtable. These ealy “winners’ from the transition have littl e interest in
promoting central state regulation d their adivities. In order to proted their ealy
financial and property gains, they have dfedively carved upand cgptured parts of the
state -- particularly at the regional level -- for personal financial advantage.

As aresult, we seeregional governmentsin bah republics and obasts of Russa
passng legislation that contradicted the constitution predominantly in ways that affea
eoonamic condtionsin their regions. For example, the underlying cause of aregion
establishing a atizenship requirement for voters, or language requirements for eleded
officiasin contradiction to the federal constitution, is undoultedly to limit and control
whois entitl ed to seled regional leaders and also who those regional |eaders can be.
Regional violations of housing and privatization pdicies are dso designed to ensure that
regional interests control regional assts. Restructuring of judiciariesis ancther strategy
to control mecdhanisms by which ownership disputes might be resolved, ensuring once
again that regional interests are proteded and advantaged. The imposition o ill egal
tariff s and taxes on goods entering many regions is ancther strategy to ensure that locd
goods and services are privil eged over thase from outside the region. Restrictions on
freedom of movement through the residence permit system that persistsin many regions
isastrategy for limiti ng fador mohility in locd production faaliti es and maintaining the
prevaili ng econamic balance of power. Finaly, dedarations of regional ownership of
natural resources are further mechanisms by which regional governments, uncer the
influence of regional econamic interests, aim to ensure they benefit the most from what
lies under their soil .

Concluding Thoughts

In sum, in the murse of a decale, much imagining and re-imagining of the
Rusgan state has taken place Often, the views of officialsin the canter have mmeinto
serious conflict with the perspedives of popuarly eleded regional officials. The
conflictual relations with the provinces, and the steady erosion d the power of the central
state in the post-Soviet periodisin stark contrast to the shape of its Soviet predecessor
and undoulkedly would defy even the wil dest imaginings of its former leadership.



