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Why do some ethnofederal states survive while others collapse? The puzzle is particularly stark in the case of the former Soviet
Union: the multiethnic Russian Federation has managed to survive intact the transition from totalitarian rule, whereas the multi-
ethnic USSR disintegrated.The critical distinction between the USSR and Russia lies in the design of ethnofederal institutions.The
USSR contained a core ethnic region, the “Russian Republic,” a single region with a far greater population than any other in the
union. This core ethnic region facilitated dual sovereignty, exacerbated the security fears of minority-group regions, and promoted
the “imagining” of a Russia independent of the larger Soviet state. In place of a single core ethnic region, the Russian Federation
contains 57 separate provinces. This feature of institutional design has given Russia’s central government important capacities to
thwart the kind of centrifugal forces that brought down the USSR. This holds important lessons for policy makers crafting federal
institutions in other multiethnic countries.

W hy has the multiethnic Russian Federation sur-
vived intact the transition from totalitarian rule,
whereas the multiethnic USSR that preceded it

dramatically disintegrated less than three years after its
maiden competitive elections? While Russia was just one
of 15 constituent parts of the Soviet Union in 1991, its
post-Soviet incarnation strongly resembled the late USSR
in that as of mid-2004 it contained some 32 ethnically
defined regions covering a total of 53 percent of the
country’s territory. Furthermore, as the largest part of the
USSR, Russia also experienced the same severe socioeco-
nomic crises that accompanied the Soviet Union’s transi-
tion from communist rule. This puzzle is all the more
striking since the other federal states that emerged from
communist dictatorships between 1989 and 1991 also

broke apart—Czechoslovakia peacefully and Yugoslavia
with devastating violence.1 Indeed, many observers in 1991
and the first few years afterwards did expect the Russian
Federation to break up along ethnic lines, just as the USSR
had done.2 Some perceived a single process of “ethnic
disintegration” that would not stop with the 15 union
republics of the USSR but would overwhelm Russia and
its minority-designated subunits as well. Chechnya was
widely expected to be the norm, not the exception. Yet
Russia has survived as a state for more than a decade after
Gorbachev’s resignation in December 1991.

The answer to this puzzle has important implications
for social scientists and policy makers alike. Ethnofeder-
alism, a federal political system in which component regions
are intentionally associated with specific ethnic categories,
has frequently been recommended by policy makers as a
way to reconcile democracy and ethnic difference.3 Many
of the world’s most geopolitically important states—
including Canada, India, Nigeria, and Russia—have
adopted ethnofederal structures. China and Pakistan, while
not democracies, also have nascent ethnofederal struc-
tures. The Soviet Union’s demise and the nearly simulta-
neous breakups of Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia led many
to suspect ethnofederalism itself as the cause, since in each
case dissolution occurred almost immediately after the
establishment of ethnofederal systems.4 This is a worrying
possibility indeed: are current and nascent ethnofederal
states sitting on an institutional time bomb, a set of polit-
ical structures that inevitably heats up ethnic tensions until
they explode? Thus, while a loose ethnofederal system was
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adopted for troubled Bosnia
with the Dayton Accords,
many in the international
community have shied away
from calls for ethnofederal
solutions to the state-building
problems facing Afghanistan
and Iraq in the wake of the
“war on terrorism.”5

Social scientists remain
divided. Some, usually focus-
ing on cases like Czechoslova-
kia, the Nigerian First
Republic, the USSR, and
Yugoslavia, have highlighted
ethnofederalism’s state-
dissolving potential.6 Others,
usually calling attention to
such countries as India, Swit-
zerland, and Spain, dwell more
on what they see as ethnofed-
eralism’s capacity to support
democracy in divided soci-
eties.7 A few have advanced
explanations for variation, but
none purport to have solved
the puzzle entirely.8 In this
regard, the Russia-USSR com-
parison may be particularly
revealing of broad patterns; the
cultural, political, social, and
economic contexts of the two
cases are so similar that we can
rule out a wide range of
hypotheses.

I argue that the critical dis-
tinction between the USSR
and Russia lies in the design
of ethnofederal institutions.
The USSR featured a core
ethnic region, the “Russian
Republic”9—a single ethnofederal region that was clearly
dominant in terms of population, containing a majority
of the union’s citizens. Core ethnic regions tend to pro-
mote state breakup because they facilitate dual sover-
eignty, exacerbate the security fears of minority-group
regions, and promote the “imagining” of core-group iden-
tifications independent of the federation. For the USSR,
this proved a deadly combination. In Russia, on the other
hand, there is no core ethnic region. While ethnic Rus-
sians constitute a majority of the country’s population,
they have no single region that they dominate but are
instead divided into 57 provinces that coexist with the
32 regions designated as ethnic minority homelands as of
mid-2004. This design has given Russia’s central govern-

ment great institutional capacity to cope with the centrif-
ugal forces that can be associated both with ethnicity and
federalism.

The Puzzle of Russia’s Survival
Researchers have put forth a wide variety of case-specific
explanations as to why Russia survives where the USSR
disintegrated. A brief review highlights these factors:

• Levels of regional autonomy. Valerie Bunce, Mikhail
Alexseev, Gail Lapidus, and Edward Walker have
suggested that Russia is more survival-prone because
its ethnic regions (called “republics” and “autono-
mous regions/districts”) were endowed with fewer
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institutional resources and formal rights than were
the 15 Soviet “union republics” that became indepen-
dent states in 1991. Alfred Stepan, however, posits
that nearly the reverse might be true, that Russia may
have survived precisely because the dispersion of power
in Russia created vested interests in the emerging fed-
eral order.10

• Ideology. Stephen Hanson argues that the USSR,
unlike Russia, was indelibly tainted by the discred-
ited ideology of Marxism-Leninism, thereby (a) lead-
ing Gorbachev (still an adherent to this ideology) to
fail to take the ethnic problem seriously; (b) uniting
“ethnic” and “civic” nationalists against the Soviet
regime; (c) making conceptually possible a distinc-
tion between “Russia” and the ideologically defined
USSR, facilitating a Russian secession; and (d) encour-
aging anticommunist Western states to support sep-
aratist movements, albeit not always fully or openly.11

• Payoffs. A number of scholars have argued that Russia
has managed to hang together thanks in part to an
explicit policy of either rewarding loyal regions, pay-
ing off troublemaking regions, or undermining inter-
regional cooperation by buying off strategically placed
provinces through economic transfers or special bilat-
eral treaties.12 The USSR had no such policies.13

• Foreign borders. Lapidus and Walker have noted that
a higher share of the USSR’s constituent ethnic minor-
ity regions than Russia’s had foreign borders.14

• Size of minority populations. Lapidus and Walker also
observe that 85 percent of Russia’s population is eth-
nically Russian, which, they argue, makes secession
less likely in Russia than it was in the USSR, where
just over 50 percent of citizens were Russian. They
point out that non-Russians make up a majority in
only 5 of Russia’s current 21 ethnic republics.15

• History of independence. Several analysts have pointed
out that some Soviet republics (the three Baltic states)
had been independent states during the twentieth
century.16 Among Russia’s republics, only Tuva was a
separate state for close to the same amount of time,
also between the two world wars.

• Patterns of economic development. Henry Hale and
Rein Taagepera cite economics as one of many fac-
tors differentiating Russia from the USSR. Russia’s
ethnic minority regions have tended to be less eco-
nomically developed, on the whole, than were the
most important ethnic regions of the USSR (notably
Ukraine).17

While these analyses highlight important differences
between Russia and the USSR and have implications for
state survival and collapse, all but Hanson’s locate their
explanations in factors determining the level of demand
for independence or autonomy on the part of ethnic minor-
ity regional governments. The explanations virtually all

boil down to a claim that the level of minority-region
demand for state collapse (as expressed through desires for
independence) was higher in the USSR than it has been in
Russia. Such explanations may be part of the answer we
seek, since it is hard to imagine the Soviet state breaking
apart if all of its component units had been fully commit-
ted to its maintenance.

None of these minority demand factors, however, suf-
fice by themselves or in combination because none cap-
tures the actual mechanism by which the USSR broke up.
As leading specialists on the Soviet collapse have docu-
mented extensively and with little controversy, the Soviet
Union fell only after the core Russian Republic conspired
with two of the 14 ethnic minority union republics to
dissolve the union.18 Theories of ethnic minority separat-
ism cannot fully explain the collapse of the USSR, there-
fore, since it was the core region that made the decisive
union-destroying move and then lent it sufficient force to
be effective. Moreover, many minority Soviet regions, such
as Belarus and the Central Asian republics, did not desire
the union’s collapse; they acceded to the idea only after
the Russian Republic had essentially thrust it upon them.
Even Ukraine, Russia’s key coconspirator in undoing the
union, had been seen by most experts prior to 1990 as a
relatively prounion region;19 it declared sovereignty only
after the Russian Republic did so.20 This active, even pri-
mary, Russian role in the destruction of the Soviet Union
thus confounds the “minority demand” explanations and
indicates that a majority-focused theory is likely to be
more consistent with actual events. Indeed, many of the
aforementioned theories assume that ethnic Russians tend
to be a force for union, not dissolution—contrary to the
facts of the Soviet case. Thus while it might make sense at
first glance to attribute Russia’s survival to the fact that
ethnic Russians constitute a far larger share of the overall
union population as well as that of individual minority-
designated regions in the Russian Federation than in the
USSR, that begs the question: If “Russians” generally act
as a union-preserving force, then why did “Russia” drive
the final stake through the heart of the USSR?

The only one of the above explanations to capture core-
region antiunion activity, Hanson’s, is also insufficient by
itself. While it is highly plausible that Gorbachev’s adher-
ence to Marxist-Leninist ideology led him to pursue inept
nationality policies, and that delegitimated Marxist ideol-
ogy facilitated Russian opposition to the central govern-
ment, there is no reason why such factors would not simply
weaken the Soviet regime or lead to a more run-of-the-
mill regime change instead of destroying the whole union
state.

A new theory need not invalidate other theories to dis-
place them as the primary explanation of an event. Rather,
such a theory might be more fundamental than other theo-
ries, in essence explaining why the other theories are cor-
rect in a way that also accounts for additional observed
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events. These events might be outcomes in other case coun-
tries or a wide range of important and directly relevant
behavior within the original case countries. Such a theory
might also represent an advance by being more parsimo-
nious than others. My theory does not deny the strongest
“minority demand” explanations; rather, it points to sim-
ple institutional design features that account for differ-
ences in core-group behaviors that, in turn, explain why
the factors cited by other theorists had the effects that
these theorists have attributed to them. My explanation
thus accounts not only for the bare facts of Russia’s sur-
vival in the face of the USSR’s breakup, but also for a wide
range of activity on the part of core-group (Russian) rep-
resentatives that previously published theories fail to expli-
cate satisfactorily.

Core Ethnic Regions and the Breakup
of Ethnofederal States
Ethnofederal systems with a core ethnic region tend to
create a higher risk of state breakup than do those without
one for three main reasons:21

1. Dual power. Core ethnic regions can constitute a
rival center of power capable of destabilizing the
union state.

2. Security fears. Core ethnic regions can generate or
exacerbate perceived security threats in minority
regions.

3. Community imagining. Core ethnic regions can pro-
mote the identity-based conceptualization of a core-
group political existence separate from the union
state.

Social scientists have long noted that “dual power” tends
to beget revolution.22 When a second center of power
makes a claim to sovereignty that rivals that of the state
over its people, and when that rival center is not imme-
diately quashed, the state faces a danger of collapse. In
ethnofederal systems that unite the demographically dom-
inant ethnic group in a single core ethnic region, that
core region is a natural, preformed, and powerful poten-
tial rival claimant to the sovereignty of the state. When
this dominant ethnic group is instead divided into mul-
tiple regions, its members face important barriers to engag-
ing in collective action that could pose a dual-power
threat to state survival.

A core ethnic region is also likely to generate significant
security fears among minority ethnofederal regions. Such
a region, which can be expected to have more narrowly
group-oriented interests than the central government, is
likely to be perceived by minority-region groups as having
disproportionate potential influence over the central gov-
ernment. Core ethnic regions tend also to be seen to have
the capacity to take unilateral actions that can both threaten
minority-group regions directly and undermine central

government efforts to accommodate their interests. Break-
ing up a core ethnic region assuages these fears by bring-
ing to the fore cross-regional differences of interest within
the core group and by creating barriers to core-group col-
lective action aimed at influencing the central govern-
ment or directly harming ethnic-minority regional interests.

Finally, when a core ethnic region exists, it becomes
much easier for members of that community (as well as
outsiders) to imagine the existence of a separate “ethnic”
state coinciding with those boundaries and their associ-
ated institutions.23 Dividing up a core ethnic region, on
the contrary, denies political entrepreneurs key institu-
tional resources that stretch across the territory, thereby
greatly complicating the process of constructing an iden-
tification limited to the set of core-group regions. In this
latter case, political entrepreneurs also face an enormous
task in creating entirely new “central” institutions for any
newly independent core group state.

This argument immediately confronts us with the chal-
lenge of counterfactual reasoning. All attempts to assert
causality rest on counterfactual claims; to say “A caused
B” is usually to say that if one had removed A and had
held everything else constant, B would not have occurred.24

While we can never “re-run history” to test such a claim,
we gain leverage by comparing cases that are similar in
environmental factors, allowing us to come as close as
possible to a controlled experiment. In this light, the Rus-
sian and Soviet cases provide leverage on the above argu-
ment because they control for so many environmental
factors, including geography, culture, and historical and
transitional context, while presenting variation in the key
factor of interest: the USSR contained a core ethnic region,
whereas Russia did not.25 The combined facts that the
USSR collapsed and Russia has survived, then, are sugges-
tive indeed. This observation alone, however, is not more
than suggestive because, while the situation is highly con-
trolled, it is not perfectly controlled.

The comparison between these two countries becomes
compelling, however, if we can show not only that the
ultimate outcomes of interest correspond with the theo-
retical argument, but also that myriad details in the flow
of observable events in these two countries match hypoth-
eses derived from the theoretical argument.26 It is thus
important to formulate expectations about what else we
should see happening in these two ethnofederal states if
the causal claim is correct. One important subset of such
hypotheses is defined by the three causal mechanisms
described above: dual power, security fears, and commu-
nity imagining. Others include implications of these
hypothesized mechanisms that can be seen as consistent
or inconsistent with observable events. To begin thinking
more systematically about such tests, it is helpful not only
to recognize that a counterfactual claim is involved, but
also to break it down into case-specific counterfactual com-
ponents. These, in turn, can spawn concrete important
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hypotheses that can then be tested. The theory sketched
above implies the following case-specific counterfactual
propositions:

• Had the Russian Republic of the USSR been broken
up into a large number of smaller units, the USSR
would have been less likely to collapse.

• If the Russian Federation itself contained a single
republic representing ethnic Russians in place of the
57 “nonethnic” regions (here simply called “oblasts”)27

that it actually has had, Russia would be much less
stable and more likely to have collapsed.

By testing hypotheses that stem from these propositions,
we gain more confidence that the logic of the theory
explains the important contrast between the fates of the
USSR and the Russian Federation.28

The USSR
In this section I demonstrate that the Russian Republic,
the USSR’s core ethnic region, was causally involved in
the collapse of the USSR. Critically, however, I also show
that the actions by which this core ethnic region sub-
verted the union would not have been union-threatening
had they been attempted by a divided set of Russian regions
(oblasts) without a unifying “Russian” institutional struc-
ture (a claim that becomes even stronger in the sub-
sequent case study of the Russian Federation, which
approximates such a condition). Specifically, had the Rus-
sian Republic been broken up into a number of Russian
regions, then the union state would have been less likely
to be threatened by issues of dual power, security threats,
and community imagining:

• Dual power. Gorbachev’s hard-line opponents, per-
ceiving less of a threat to Soviet and Communist
authority, would have been less likely to attempt the
August 1991 putsch. Had a coup been deemed nec-
essary, it would have been more likely to succeed,
preserving the union, without a united Russian
Republic to resist it.

• Security threats. It would have been easier for Soviet
leader Mikhail Gorbachev to avert the union-breaking
secession of key restive republics (notably Ukraine)
through accommodation, while staving off the threat
of a hard-liner coup. Key republics would also have
been more likely to agree to a reconstituted USSR
after August 1991.

• Community imagining. Russia’s leader, Boris Yeltsin,
would have had a harder time creating a vision of an
independent Russia that could threaten to supplant
the USSR.

While Russian Republic actions are widely held respon-
sible for ultimately bringing down the USSR, they were
intended not to destroy the union but rather to restruc-

ture it in a way that would benefit Russia. The USSR had
“disadvantaged” Russia in key ways in an effort not to
frighten away other nationalities whose support Soviet lead-
ers considered important.29 Russia, unlike the other union
republics, thus lacked its own distinct branch of the Com-
munist Party, had no academy of sciences, and wanted for
other key Soviet institutions. Most significantly, however,
reliable analyses based on market valuation of transfers
show that Russia was a net donor to the rest of the union
despite the other republics’ claims of exploitation, primar-
ily because it supplied oil and gas to them at far-below-
market prices.30 This subsidization allowed the Kremlin
to transfer wealth to the least developed Central Asian
republics, producing a rapid rise in development there
relative to bordering countries like Afghanistan. Much of
Yeltsin’s activity as Russian Republic leader can be under-
stood as an attempt to permanently rectify this disparity
between Russia’s dominance in population and territory
and its perceived disadvantages in terms of economic policy.

The critical reform that launched the Russian Republic
on its challenge to Soviet sovereignty was the introduction
of republic-level elections in March 1990. This voting
suddenly rendered Russian leaders accountable to their
own population rather than to the Communist Party lead-
ership (which, as noted, lacked a separate Russian Repub-
lic organization). The newly elected Russian parliament,
led by Yeltsin, adopted measures designed to replace the
authority of Soviet institutions with its own on the
republic’s territory. On June 12, 1990, the Russian Con-
gress issued a “declaration of sovereignty” that claimed all
resources in the republic and stated that Russian laws would
take precedence over any contradictory Soviet ones.31 This
document was not the result of Yeltsin’s personality or
combative character—instead it stemmed from real incen-
tives facing Russian leaders of the kind noted above. Yeltsin
himself had only narrowly been elected leader of the Rus-
sian parliament the previous month, and even then on a
third ballot; he was not in a position to ram through
legislation that lacked broad support. In fact, it was Yeltsin’s
conservative Communist predecessor as Russian leader,
Vitaly Vorotnikov, who proposed the first draft sover-
eignty declaration to the parliament. Vorotnikov declared
that Russia could only hope to thrive if it had the real
attributes of independence, albeit still in the framework of
the USSR.32

The declaration of “Russian” sovereignty and the hold-
ing of Russian elections, as well as later actions that accom-
panied the sovereignty drive, were critical elements in
forging a Russian identity separate from that of the USSR.33

Yeltsin aggressively adopted and adapted non-Soviet sym-
bols of Russia in his campaigns and official actions as head
of the Russian Republic.34 John Dunlop has described the
change in Russia, noting that as late as 1989 a Russian
nationalist writer and member of the Soviet parliament,
Valentin Rasputin, had attracted attention by exclaiming
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at one session of the legislature, “Perhaps it is Russia which
should leave the Union”:

These words had been uttered carpingly, and their intention had
been to underline the absurdity of such a development. One year
later, Russia had declared its sovereignty and a separate political
existence for Russia no longer seemed such an absurdity.35

Meanwhile, the spring 1990 elections had given nation-
alists a new voice in other union republics. Gorbachev
responded by proposing a new “Union Treaty”—the foun-
dational treaty that constituted the USSR. While Gor-
bachev proved willing to go to great lengths to appease the
minority-group republics, he found himself constantly
hampered in these union-saving efforts by the majority-
group republic, Russia. Russia initially demanded that the
republics negotiate this treaty among themselves, without
interference from the central government. Its leaders wanted
to relegate to the union such responsibilities as defense,
energy, transportation, and communications infrastruc-
ture.36 Russia produced its own plan of economic reform,
the 500-Day Plan, which notably called for giving a great
deal more autonomy to the republics than Gorbachev
wanted to give.37 When Gorbachev rejected this, the Rus-
sian leadership sought to present Gorbachev with a fait
accompli, attempting to leave the Soviet “center” no choice
but to let the republics administer economic reform them-
selves. In the process, Russia largely destroyed the Soviet
banking system and provided a credible challenge to Soviet
property rights over economic resources on Russian terri-
tory.38 This undercut Gorbachev’s ability to effect trans-
fers to or from restive minority republics, hamstringing
him in his union-saving efforts and undermining the cred-
ibility of his promises. The fact that “Russia” was a single,
immense administrative unit rather than a plethora of unco-
ordinated regions made such large-scale Russian moves
possible and Russian threats credible and damaging to the
authority of central institutions.

The Russian Republic played its most union-destructive
role during and after the attempted coup of August 1991.
Hard-liners were motivated to attempt a coup in part by
the vision of Gorbachev ceding power to Yeltsin’s Russia,
which they saw as an institutional challenge to the USSR.
Justifying his actions after joining the failed putsch, Prime
Minister Valentin Pavlov cited myriad examples of the
Russian Republic’s destructive behavior and the chal-
lenge that the republic, by virtue of its size and economic
power, posed to USSR institutions. Not only did the
Russian Republic undermine the Soviet government’s eco-
nomic authority by, for example, destroying the country’s
financial infrastructure, but “talk was about the replace-
ment of the Soviet government with the Russian one on
all questions.”39 Likewise, Anatoly Lukianov, widely held
to be the behind-the-scenes mastermind of the putsch,
argues that Russia’s declaration of sovereignty put the
USSR decisively on the road to collapse.40 Western ana-

lysts have also noted that such a declaration from the
country’s largest republic dramatically reduced the risks
for other republics in declaring their sovereignty, thereby
triggering a series of acts known collectively as the “parade
of sovereignties.”41 Under Yeltsin, Russia was also using
its institutional resources to pressure Gorbachev to take
harsher measures against hard-liners, making it more dif-
ficult for Gorbachev to pursue his trademark delicate
political maneuverings,42 designed to reform the system
without either losing the faith of reformers or provoking
hard-liners into attempting to remove him.

In addition, the institutional platform provided by the
Russian Republic’s authority, as well as the legitimacy con-
ferred by the republic’s direct presidential elections in June
1991, allowed Yeltsin to mobilize resistance to the coup
and effectively split the Soviet military, ultimately fatally
incapacitating the USSR.43 Immediately after receiving
news of the coup on August 19, Yeltsin issued an appeal
“To the Citizens of Russia,” branding the coup illegal and
calling on local organs to follow the Russian (rather than
the Soviet) Constitution and Russian presidential decrees.
He mobilized anticoup forces in and around the Russian
“White House” (then seat of the Russian Republic gov-
ernment), issuing decrees and appeals to take control of
all units of the army, the KGB, the Interior Ministry and
Defense Ministry on Russian territory and to call on mil-
itary servicemen and officers to obey the new Russian
military leader, General Kobets.44 He also managed to get
radio airtime and to issue an appeal through one of the
USSR’s largest newspapers, Izvestiia.45

These efforts, credible coming only from a core repub-
lic leader, failed to produce a nationwide strike. But they
had sufficient success to subvert the coup and to split the
Soviet military. The coup-plotters quickly recognized that
their success would hinge on defeating Yeltsin’s Russian
base of resistance. They drafted a plan, Operation Thun-
der, to storm the White House, now surrounded by tens
of thousands of pro-Yeltsin protesters.46 Yeltsin’s challenge
led key parts of the military, Interior troops, and even
crack units of the KGB to disobey (or even preempt) cen-
tral orders to seize Yeltsin and to attack the resisting Rus-
sians. One top military commander, General Aleksandr
Lebed, even advised Yeltsin that he should claim control
of the whole Soviet army in Russia rather than promote
“insubordination” by calling on soldiers to disobey the
coup-plotters—a legitimation strategy simply unavailable
to an oblast leader, however prominent.47 While few of
the disobedient officers appeared to submit themselves to
Yeltsin’s complete control, their defection from the central
Soviet command structure undermined the institutional
coherence of the Soviet state, since there was no longer
anyone who could control the whole Soviet military. While
Russia repealed most of these coup-time decrees on Sep-
tember 9, 1991, the damage to coercive union authority
had been done.48
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Not only did the Russian Republic create a fatal situa-
tion of dual power and forge identification with a Russia
that was distinct from Soviet structures, but its leadership
also issued inflammatory statements and took steps that
threatened Ukraine, accelerating the latter’s move to secede,
which ultimately triggered the final dissolution of the USSR.
The August coup confirmed Ukrainian fears that Gor-
bachev’s promises of security and equality were not reliable.
As Ukrainian president Leonid Kravchuk made clear in his
memoirs, there was no guarantee that hard-liners might
regroup and force a more successful crackdown in the
future.49 While the coup had given Ukraine the opportu-
nity it needed to secede, by incapacitating the Soviet mili-
tary, Ukraine chose not to declare immediate independence.
Instead, it made such a declaration contingent on a refer-
endum to be held on December 1 of that year.

While Yeltsin had previously backed other republics’
sovereignty drives as a way to wrest power from Gor-
bachev, his waxing and Gorbachev’s waning exacerbated
Ukrainian worries. Boosted by new power realities and
the moral authority deriving from Yeltsin’s heroic stand,
Russia’s representatives dominated the temporary institu-
tions set up to govern the USSR. To take the most prom-
inent example, Yeltsin’s prime minister, Ivan Silaev, became
head of the new provisional government. While Ukraine’s
president could not rely on the weakened Gorbachev, these
events gave him cause to trust the seemingly unpredict-
able and volatile Yeltsin even less. Thus, at a press confer-
ence on August 30, 1991, Kravchuk called attention to
the post-putsch “euphoria” in Russia and the attendant
“exaggeration of the merits of some one individual or one
people.” He pointedly questioned whether the Russian-
dominated transitional structures could “defend the inter-
ests of other republics.”50 Furthermore, two days after
Ukraine called a referendum on independence, Yeltsin’s
press secretary and then his vice president threatened to
make territorial claims if Ukraine followed through on
secession.51 Ukraine’s leaders used these incidents to build
support for a proindependence referendum vote.52 Krav-
chuk regarded Yeltsin’s Russia as an imperialist threat in its
own right, a threat only temporarily sidetracked by its
struggle with the Soviet central government.53 Had there
been many small regions in place of the Russian Republic
at the time, “Russia” would not have had the institutional
means to take over union functions in the way that it did,
effectively cutting out other republics and providing grist
for their separatist mills. Moreover, territorial claims voiced
by leaders of even several small regions would not have
posed nearly the same threat to Ukraine as those coming
from a core Russian Republic that might have had the
capability of soon reuniting the union military under its
wing and that certainly had considerable other national
mobilization resources at its disposal.

Finally, it was the Russian Republic that made the
final choice not to try to preserve a “rump USSR”

even after Ukraine had seceded. When Ukraine did de-
clare independence in its December 1, 1991, referen-
dum, a “severely pruned” Soviet Union could still have
been saved. Central Asian leaders, led by Kazakh Repub-
lic leader Nursultan Nazarbaev, continued to call for a
union and, indeed, pressed for tighter integration even
after the USSR dissolved. But Russia, in a last-ditch
effort to salvage some form of voluntary union with
Ukraine, opted instead to join with Ukraine and Belarus
to found the nebulous and nonbinding Commonwealth
of Independent States, effectively establishing the com-
plete independence of all 15 former Soviet republics,
whether they wanted it or not. Given the controversial
nature of this decision and the conservative nature of
many Russian regional leaders at the time, it is extremely
unlikely that a large number of Russian oblast chiefs
could have coordinated agreement on this act; such a
group would also certainly not have been able to lend it
the effect of finality that the Russian Republic’s authority
bestowed.

Overall, then, examination of the events leading to the
Soviet collapse strongly suggests that the existence of a
unified Russian core republic was critical to the USSR’s
dissolution. The Russian Republic, by virtue of its insti-
tutional resources and authority, sapped Soviet state capac-
ity and constrained Gorbachev’s autonomy in forging a
workable new federal arrangement while staving off
would-be rebels on both the left and right. The Russian
Republic’s institutional unity enabled Yeltsin to eat away
at Soviet structures, successfully challenge Gorbachev’s
legitimacy, undermine Gorbachev’s political balancing act
with hard-liners, split Soviet military and police struc-
tures, frighten Ukraine away from a restructured union
after the August coup, and prevent the formation of a
rump Soviet Union once Ukraine had seceded. Yeltsin
also proved able to forge a Russian identity distinct from
that of the USSR, in part by defining it against an ideo-
logically “tainted” Soviet Union, as Hanson argues.54 It
is highly unlikely that any of this would have occurred
with such success had there been only a collection of
oblasts in place of the Russian Republic. This will become
even clearer when we consider the post-Soviet Russian
Federation, which does contain a group of oblasts in place
of a “Russian Republic” and which has been much more
stable, despite facing otherwise very similar pressures.

The Russian Federation
We can, of course, point simply to the fact of Russian
survival and contrast it with the Soviet collapse to show
that these cases are consistent with the theory elaborated
above. Indeed, the Russian Federation lacks a core ethnic
region; instead, it consists of 32 minority ethnic regions
(republics, autonomous districts, and autonomous regions)
together with its 57 Russian-dominated oblasts.55 But to
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further lock in the causal claim, I cite strong evidence for
the following hypotheses:

• Dual power. Had a core ethnic region united Rus-
sians in the Russian Federation, it would have chal-
lenged Yeltsin’s authority in the same way that the
Russian Republic had challenged Gorbachev’s rule.
Such a challenge to federal authority would probably
have been more effective than any challenges that
have in fact occurred.

• Security threats. Had a core ethnic region existed, it
would probably have represented more narrowly “Rus-
sian” interests than the federal government did and
would have been perceived to pose a much greater
threat to minority region populations than did the
separately expressed views of 57 oblast leaders. More-
over, without Russia’s institutional division of the core
group into many regions, Russia’s presidents would
have found it much more difficult to employ both
accommodative tactics toward key minority regions
and divide-and-conquer methods vis-à-vis oblasts so
as to address potentially threatening minority-region
security concerns.

• Community imagining. With a core ethnic region in
place of Russia’s 57 oblasts, Russia would have been
much more likely to experience a challenge to the
vision of territorial Russian identity propagated by
both Yeltsin and his successor, Vladimir Putin, a chal-
lenge in the form of an identification with the nar-
rower particular territory that the oblasts now occupy,
excluding the ethnic minority republics.

To demonstrate this, I establish below that the Russian
Federation’s oblasts, since the collapse of the USSR and
particularly in the 1990s, have challenged the post-Soviet
Russian Federation in many of the same ways as the Rus-
sian Republic once did the USSR. There have even been
significant attempts to unite oblast forces. Nevertheless,
for want of coordination, these challenges have not posed
a real threat to the Russian Federation. Moreover, the fed-
eral government has proven adept at exploiting the collec-
tive action problems described earlier in a classic example
of “divide and rule.” That is, the institutional division of
the core ethnic group gave the Russian Federation’s cen-
tral leadership autonomy to respond effectively to ethnic
challenges either by accommodation or by coercion—
autonomy that the USSR’s Gorbachev could only envy.

Initially, just as Yeltsin’s Russian Republic sought to
rectify a situation in which it was subsidizing other union
republics under the Soviet regime, so too did oblast lead-
ers of the Russian Federation argue during the 1990s and
beyond that they were getting the short end of the federal
stick relative to the ethnically defined republics.56 Repub-
lics were said to have been given unfair economic advan-
tages and more political autonomy and power than the
oblasts. Thus Yegor Stroev, then both the head of the exec-

utive branch of Orel Oblast and chairman of the Federa-
tion Council, which until 2001 contained all Russian
provincial leaders, repeatedly spoke out during his tenure
against these “double standards” for Russian regions,
admonishing that the Constitution guarantees equal rights
to all regions. He declared that “all peoples should get
what they deserve, what they have earned, and not gain at
each other’s expense.”57 Some oblasts even took this com-
plaint to the point of declaring themselves “republics” or
claiming “sovereignty” as had the ethnic republics during
the late Soviet period. The most notable such attempt was
the drive by Sverdlovsk Oblast to declare itself the “Urals
Republic” in 1993.58

Individual oblasts, like the Russian Republic in the
USSR, also frequently challenged the authority of the
Kremlin in a wide range of policy areas in the 1990s.
While these challenges sometimes were meant to fill voids
created by central inaction on crises like wage arrears or
social welfare, often the oblasts just did what they wanted
regardless of federal authority.59 A number of regions also
called for Yeltsin to resign or be impeached, much as Yeltsin
himself had periodically done under Gorbachev.60 A lead-
ing Russian newspaper estimated that as much as 30 per-
cent of all regional legislation, including that regulating
property rights, tax, and customs policies, was in violation
of federal law as of 2000.61

Such episodes peaked during crises, as in August 1998,
when a financial collapse caused Russia’s gross domestic
product to shrink 18 percent in just two months, forcing
a protracted political crisis at the center that included the
resignation of the prime minister.62 Strongly reminiscent
of Yeltsin’s efforts to bring the Russian economy under
Russian Republic control in the late Soviet economic cri-
sis, many oblasts were prompted by the August 1998 crisis
to impose local price restrictions, institute controls on the
“export” of goods outside their territories, and even intro-
duce crude forms of currency.63 The leader of Sverdlovsk,
one of Russia’s largest regions, reported considering adop-
tion of a Urals “franc” to serve as local money in the wake
of August 1998.64 In September 1998, while the econ-
omy was still in decline, Russia’s Ministry of Finance noted
that over 60 of Russia’s 89 regions had adopted their own
austerity measures.65

While these actions, as well as efforts to turn oblasts
into republics, were seen as threats to central control, the
fact that the oblasts were divided meant that there was no
immediate threat to federation rule as a whole. That is,
there was no credible alternative to the central govern-
ment as a provider of the nationwide goods and services
that these regions wanted but felt they were not getting in
sufficient measure from Kremlin authorities. Had a core
Russian ethnic region existed in the Russian Federation, it
is not hard to imagine that it might have directly chal-
lenged the authority of the federal government, especially
in a crisis.
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In fact, these oblasts did attempt to act collectively to
redress perceived wrongs during the 1990s. An early
attempt to unite oblast leaders (here called “governors” for
simplicity’s sake) to lobby for their own interests was the
“Union of Governors” formed after the USSR’s collapse.
It got some lip service from Yeltsin’s government and may
have had a role in encouraging Yeltsin to adopt a consti-
tution in 1993 that appeared to establish the legal equality
of republics and oblasts.66 The Yeltsin Constitution even
created an upper house of parliament, the Federation Coun-
cil, explicitly to represent regional interests. After holding
elections for Federation Council seats, the law was amended
so that regional leaders themselves, along with the chairs
of their regions’ legislatures, were automatically members
of this organ. However, heads of republics and oblasts
frequently divided over issues of center-periphery rela-
tions in this body.67 Sverdlovsk Oblast, which attempted
to transform itself into the Urals Republic, at one point
went even further and brought neighboring oblasts together
to form the United Urals Republic.68

For the most part, however, oblast leaders found the
barriers to collective action too great. One reason for this
failure to unite involved the active policies of central
authorities. Throughout the 1990s the Russian govern-
ment sought to preserve the federation, in part, through
some combination of buying off troublesome regions
and rewarding loyal ones through transfers of resourc-
es.69 The Kremlin’s effort to conclude “bilateral treaties”
with individual republics and oblasts was particularly
important as a means of striking specialized deals to pre-
serve the federation, a strategy Yeltsin himself has cred-
ited with helping preserve the federation.70 Between
February 1992 and 2001, Russia’s central governments
concluded 42 such bilateral treaties and some 200 related
“agreements,” many with oblasts as well as with ethnic
republics.71 Each treaty represents a tailor-made delimi-
tation of powers, resources, and obligations between cen-
ter and region, and Moscow used them skillfully to defuse
potential collective regional threats to its authority and
policies, even if this sometimes meant sanctioning con-
stitutional violations. For example, the strategic use of
bilateral agreements managed to undermine the United
Urals Republic project by “buying off” Orenburg Oblast
and to ensure that Krasnodar would not use the chaos on
its Chechnya border to threaten central authority.72 Thus,
not surprisingly, regional leaders who might have aspired
to unite the Russian regions, such as 1996–2001 Feder-
ation Council chairman and Orel governor Yegor Stroev,
spoke out against bilateral treaties in principle, although
few regions appeared willing to refuse a lucrative payoff
when offered by central authorities.73 Yeltsin was also
able to exploit the division of Russian territory into oblasts
through electoral politics by supporting a key governor’s
reelection bid (for example, Stroev’s) in order to encour-
age that governor not to “bandwagon” around other gov-

ernors who might be attempting to block important central
initiatives such as economic reforms.74

In addition, carving out the oblasts that now exist in
the Russian Federation created a wide range of particular-
ist economic and political interests that have frequently
been at odds with one another. Often these internal con-
flicts have overpowered attempts to forge common stands
on nationwide issues, providing yet another barrier to
Russian-region collective action that could potentially chal-
lenge the Russian Federation.75 One cleavage has involved
large, economically powerful regions that have been net
donors to the federal budget and those that have been net
recipients.76 For example, strong regions blocked a bill in
1997 that would have bolstered the Federation Council
and instead approved a much weaker law in 1999.77 When
political entrepreneurs competed to form powerful “gov-
ernors’ blocs” for the 1999 Russian parliamentary elec-
tions (with an eye to the 2000 presidential contest), none
succeeded in attracting even close to all governors. All
major attempts contained both republics and oblasts since
the basis for cooperation involved issues like federal trans-
fer policies, autonomy, and even personal or business ties.
Indeed, the Yeltsin government had, through bilateral trea-
ties and transfer payments, successfully broken potential
coalitions of oblasts that could challenge its authority by
actively changing some of their positions (and hence inter-
ests) in union structures. Had these oblasts already been
united in a core Russian Republic, the expression of “oblast”
interests would not have been so severely hampered by
subgroup disagreements on other issues.

This diversity of institutional frameworks and regional
interests, in the absence of an overarching “Russian” core
ethnic region, has also undermined any effort to forge an
identification with a “core Russia” of only the set of oblasts,
excluding the ethnic-minority-designated republics. So
powerful has this effect been that I have not encountered
a single example of a “Russia” conceptualized as existing
in “united oblast” borders. This strongly suggests that such
a notion during the 1990s and the first half of the next
decade was even more absurd to Russian minds than ini-
tially was the idea of “Russia” seceding from the USSR—
voiced ironically by Rasputin in the Soviet parliament in
1989. Commentators have suggested that Russia might
shed Chechnya or perhaps a few other troublesome regions,
but it remains striking that even in the face of Chechnya’s
challenge no political entrepreneur has managed to advance
prominently the kind of proposal suggested here. Instead,
“Russian identity,” when not based on purely “ethnic”
criteria, has been conceptualized primarily in terms of the
boundaries of the Russian Federation as a whole or per-
haps even the USSR,78 while in some cases identification
with individual oblasts has also been strong.79

The tactics of “divide and rule” and the barriers to forg-
ing identification with a “united oblast” Russia not only
spared Yeltsin the dual power situation that he himself
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had created for Gorbachev, but also directly enabled him
to reach cooperative agreements with ethnic minority
regions (republics) and to reduce the security fears of their
leaderships. The oblast complaints noted above were in
many cases correct; some republics were getting better
“deals” in the union than were many oblasts simply because
the republics demanded this special treatment (including
resources and autonomy) as the price for restraining sep-
aratist activism.80 Granting special autonomy to the eth-
nic minority regions also increased the credibility of central
promises to respect republic interests by reducing the insti-
tutional capacity of the central government to renege and
increasing the institutional capacity of the republics to
resist encroachment. By playing one oblast off the other,
Yeltsin ensured that a critical mass of oblasts was never
able to block these transfers and inequalities as he himself
had blocked many of Gorbachev’s union-saving efforts.
Strikingly, even given the August 1998 collapse of the
country’s financial system, the only republic in post-
Soviet Russia to mount a serious separatist challenge has
been Chechnya—but Chechnya had already declared its
independence in the Soviet period, in November 1991,
before Russia had become an independent state capable of
pursuing these policies without interference from Soviet
central institutions. In any case, Chechnya’s secession
attempt has never seriously threatened the breakup of the
Russian Federation.81

All of the aforementioned developments set the stage
for the rise of President Vladimir Putin, who shortly after
his election in 2000 launched an elaborate series of reforms
designed to recentralize power. While Yeltsin’s bilateral
treaties and divide-and-conquer methods had averted the
collapse of the state, they had many negative side effects,
including a highly uneven legal space wherein seemingly
every region participated in the federation on different
terms. With the threat of national disintegration success-
fully contained during the tumultuous 1990s, Putin could
exploit regional leaders’ collective action problems to grad-
ually roll back much of the de facto autonomy enjoyed by
the provinces, securing the mutual renunciation of many
bilateral treaties and creating a new level of presidential
supervision. This latter reform included the appointment
of seven new presidential envoys to oversee the work of
federal agencies—including such powerful institutions as
the prosecutors and police—in seven new federal districts,
each of which contained several regions. Putin also cajoled
and pressured enough governors to end the practice
whereby regional leaders were automatically also mem-
bers of the Federation Council, thereby eliminating one
of the few forums in which regional leaders could easily
gather for collective action. His administration has also
strategically intervened in gubernatorial elections to elim-
inate or weaken troublesome governors, often using strong-
arm tactics or finding ways to disqualify an opponent on
the basis of a technicality. While the Kremlin has not

always won, it has won enough to make most governors
think twice about openly opposing central authorities. The
fact that there are many such regions and hence many
such contests reduces the stakes for the Kremlin consid-
erably in these machinations. It also means that no single
challenge to a popular Russian-region leader will generate
a nationwide backlash powerful enough to threaten the
state.82 By 2004 Putin was in position to propose an out-
right end to gubernatorial elections; instead, the president
would appoint such officials subject to ratification by
regional legislatures.

Overall, therefore, the evidence is strong that many of
the field’s top specialists have been right that strategic
federal transfer and treaty policies played a large role in
keeping Russia together during the 1990s, setting the
stage for further consolidating moves by Putin.83 But in
comparative perspective, this policy was only possible
because of the particular institutional structure of the
Russian Federation, a structure not in place in the USSR.
From this comparative vantage point, we can see that
Gorbachev was severely constrained in his activity by the
constant challenge coming from a unified core ethnic
region, the Russian Republic. Gorbachev did not have
as many options for strategically placed payoffs as, and
faced greater limits in his policy-making scope than,
did Yeltsin and Putin in the post-Soviet period. The issues
over which the core ethnic group clashed with the cen-
tral government were essentially the same in the USSR
and the Russian Federation—what critically differed was
the institutional capacity of the core group to overcome
problems of collective action to push for its preferred
outcomes independently of the Kremlin. Ironically, it
has been the very divided nature of the Russian nation
in the Russian Federation that has helped ensure the
survival of its “empire,” whereas the institutional unity
of the Russian nation in the USSR led to its union’s
demise.

Implications
I have argued that the most important reason why Russia
has survived through the 1990s whereas the USSR broke
apart is that the latter contained a core ethnic region as
part of its ethnofederal structure, whereas the former did
not. While it remains to determine how well this argu-
ment fits global patterns, a survey of some important cases
frequently discussed in the literature on federalism and
ethnicity is highly suggestive. One ethnic region can be
considered “clearly dominant” in population (hence con-
stituting a core ethnic region) if it contains at least 20
percent more of the unionwide population than the next
largest region or makes up an outright majority of the
country’s population.84 By this simple criterion, three of
the most widely cited “successes” for ethnofederalism—
India, Spain, and Switzerland—lack core ethnic regions.85
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Moreover, the most commonly identified “failures”—the
USSR, Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, and the Nigerian First
Republic—had core ethnic regions.86 While the portabil-
ity of this argument will have to be established through
rigorous comparative scholarship, this pattern constitutes
a prima facie case that the logic highlighted here is impor-
tant generally.87

What are the implications for those considering the
likelihood of ethnofederal state survival or collapse? For
researchers, I urge a shift from the focus on the behavior
of minority ethnic groups; equal attention must be paid
to the determinants of the behavior of dominant ethnic
groups and their interaction with central federal govern-
ments and minority regions. For policy makers and insti-
tution designers, recognizing the dangers of a core ethnic
region might make ethnofederalism a viable option for
divided societies seeking to establish working democracy
while maintaining state unity. Although there may be other
reasons to favor or oppose ethnofederalism, the research
presented here suggests that it should not be ruled out
simply due to the bad experience of the USSR and even
Yugoslavia and the Nigerian First Republic. What should
be ruled out are ethnofederal designs that include core
ethnic regions. Furthermore, rather than denying their
minorities autonomy and instituting repressive policies
for fear of losing their unions, federal authorities might do
better to adopt the alternative of “pluralizing” the federal
representation of the dominant group.

Core ethnic regions are not the whole story. Some
ethnofederal states with core ethnic regions, such as Bel-
gium, have survived, probably due to complex power-
sharing arrangements. Some ethnofederal states without
core ethnic regions have avoided state breakup but con-
tinue to experience isolated secessionist challenges (as
Chechnya poses to Russia). There is also strong evidence
that ethnofederalism generally reinforces ethnic difference
by institutionalizing it.88 Thus even if ethnofederalism
without a core ethnic region is adopted, policy makers
trying to ensure state unity should implement additional
strategies to promote peaceful intergroup relations. These
might fall into the categories of institutional crafting,89

people-to-people initiatives,90 and the development of
intercommunal civil society organizations.91

In this article, I hope to have explicated some condi-
tions under which the best effects of ethnofederalism are
more likely to be realized and the most destabilizing
dynamics minimized. We may not favor political systems
that privilege ethnic over civic or individual identities,
but sometimes group politics can not be avoided since
ethnically charged conflict has already become rife. While
some may advocate partition where the groups involved
are territorially concentrated to some degree, partition
is a problematic alternative that almost always involves
great human cost, since communities are rarely com-
pletely segregated and are seldom separated by easily defen-

sible boundaries.92 Furthermore, compelling international
interests may militate against partition. Many fear that
carving an independent Kurdistan out of Iraq, for exam-
ple, would destabilize the region due to the presence of
Kurdish populations in Iran and Turkey, the govern-
ments of which strongly oppose Kurdish independence.
Ethnofederalism, properly designed, may make it possi-
ble to avoid state breakup without outright repression in
such a situation.

My thesis also has implications for pressing concrete
issues facing policy makers and social scientists today.
For example, if Afghanistan’s difficulties continue, and if
its leaders opt for a federal solution,93 it may be unwise
to create a single region for the plurality Pashtun group
alongside regions for other groups (such as Uzbeks, Tajiks,
and Hazaras), since such a region could constitute a core
ethnic region. Minorities within Iraq, as well as some
officials in the Bush administration, have indicated a pref-
erence for ethnofederalism as a way to manage ethnic
diversity and histories of conflict among regional groups
in post-Saddam Iraq.94 The example of the USSR, how-
ever, speaks against playing to the sympathies of that
country’s majority (or near-majority) of Shiite Arabs by
carving federal territories with the aim of giving them a
single region that would isolate the Sunni group, in which
Hussein has his roots. Such a Shiite region could consti-
tute a core ethnic region, which might set in motion
many of the problems identified above, if not a more
disastrous chains of events akin to those witnessed in
Yugoslavia.

Policy makers and world leaders can also gain crucial
insight into some likely results of major decisions facing
them in Europe and Asia today. The delicate Bosnian con-
federation, for example, bifurcated between the Serb
Republic and the Federation of Bosnia-Herzegovina, seems
at risk of breakup when NATO troops withdraw.95 My
analysis also implies that China (in which the dominant
Han Chinese are divided into multiple administrative
regions alongside China’s ethnic minority regions) would
have a much better chance of surviving democratization
intact than did the USSR if it devolved significant demo-
cratic authority to these regions, making the country truly
federal; a democratic federal China constituted along the
present administrative lines is more likely to resemble Rus-
sia than the perestroika-era USSR. Furthermore, while
institutional theory typically holds that integration projects
are more difficult the greater the numbers of states involved,
my theory, counterintuitively, suggests an opposing effect
for the European Union: the greater the number of its
members, the less likely it will be that Germany will behave
or be treated like a core ethnic region. And finally, turning
back to the case of the Russian Federation, the logic devel-
oped here would disabuse President Putin of following
Russian nationalist calls to dramatically reduce the num-
ber of oblasts since this would make collective action (and

March 2005 | Vol. 3/No. 1 65



hence a collective challenge to federal sovereignty) on the
part of the core Russian ethnic group easier, endangering
the federation.96 Paradoxically, the unity of such states
may well hinge upon sustaining or even augmenting their
internal division.
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