Russia's "Ethnic" Republics and Constitutional Politics: 
The tanks that shelled the Russian White House were also sending a message to the country's "ethnic" republics by Robert Shariet 

As Yeltsin's tanks shelled the parliament building on the morning of October 4, a Russian journalist speculated that the extraordinary display of force may have been intended as a message to the restless and rebellious territories of the Russian Federation, especially its " ethnic" republics. Indeed, President Yeltsin, who had earlier suspended the constitution and dissolved parliament, was restoring order after the previous day's shocking violence by well-armed forces loyal to Aleksandr Rutskoi and Ruslan Khasbulatov, then vice-president and parliamentary speaker (officially, chairman of the Russian Supreme Soviet) respectively. By the time the tanks opened fire, however, parliament which had increasingly marginalized itself in the previous months and finally discredited itself by endorsing street violence, was a spent force in the long political struggle between the executive and legislative branches.

A far more formidable foe for Yeltsin were many of the " subjects" of the Federation who were either challenging or ignoring Moscow's authority. Their defiance was weakening the cohesion of the Russian state, a matter of some concern to the political class at the center, whether of reformist or conservative persuasion. During the Constitutional Assembly of June-July 1993, the Federation's subjects, feuding among themselves over their rights, had become the main obstacle to the adoption of a new, much-needed constitution to replace the heavily amended Brezhnev-era constitution of 1978. In August, many of the regional legislatures refused to endorse the draft constitution. In addition, Yeltsin's efforts to organize the regional leaders into a Federation Council, intended to bypass the intransigent parliament, foundered on intra-regional and center-periphery differences. Finally, on the eve of Yeltsin's extraconstitutional action against the constitution and the parliament in September, Moscow was facing a growing tax revolt in the territories, where the authorities were withholding or threatening to withhold federal tax revenues. 

Russia's Crisis in Federal Perspective

What are the roots of the federal dimension of Russia's current political crisis? In broad outline, the USSR was created by treaty in 1922 and subsequently constitutionalized in the 1924 constitution. Although described as a federation, the Soviet Union functioned as a unitary state. As two Soviet scholars wrote in the perestroika period, it was a system of " fictitious federalism and factual unitarism." 1 Some concessions were made to the culture and language of the predominant ethnic nationalities in the union republics, but the political and economic life of the USSR was centralized in Moscow.

Within the Soviet Union, the Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic (RSFSR), was also a multiethnic society and a pseudo-federation. Where the diverse non-Russian nationalities were reasonably concentrated geographically, they lived within administrative subdivisions of the RSFSR designated as autonomous republics, regions, or districts. The post-Soviet Russian Federation is comprised of 89 constituent units, 21 of which are " ethnic" republics scattered throughout the Federation's territory. 

In a number of the ethnic republics, the titular nationality is in the minority, often outnumbered by Russians. Many of these republics are rich in valuable natural resources, gold, diamonds, and oil to mention several-as are some of the other territorial divisions (the predominantly Russian regions and krais, or " territories" ) of the Federation. However, although the aggregate number of non-Russian ethnic minorities of the Russian Federation constitutes only approximately 18 percent of the population, their administrative units control just over half the territory of Russia; hence the concern for cohesion among Russian centrists and nationalists. 

The nationalist revolution which began in Eastern Europe in the late 1980s and eventually led to the stripping away of the Soviet Union's outer and inner empires, has also reached the shores of Russia's far-flung ethnic enclaves. In 1991, one republic, Chechnya, declared itself independent of Russia with impunity. Since then, two others, Tatarstan and Sakha (formerly Yakutia), in their new constitutions have adopted positions of constitutional separation just short of secession. Still other ethnic, as well as territorial, units are asserting various forms of legal and economic autonomy from the Russian Federation. 

To arrest and coopt these centrifugal forces, Moscow, in March 1992, rushed to completion several federation treaties (collectively referred to as the " Federal Treaty" ), the main one of which was signed by all but two of the republics, Chechnya and Tatarstan. The Federal Treaty granted to the republics considerable political and economic rights vis-a-vis the federal authorities. The three federation treaties were intended to be incorporated into the then pending draft constitution, the so-called " Rumyantsev draft" (named for the executive secretary of the Russian legislature's Constitutional Commission), and implemented through legislation. By constitutionalizing the center's concessions to the subjects, both Russian reformers and their opponents expressed fear that this would legitimize the ultimate breakup of the Russian Federation. 

In the sharp conflict between Parliamentary Speaker Khasbulatov and President Yeltsin over parliamentary versus presidential supremacy during spring of 1993, both sides " bid" for the support of the republics and other territorial units. This was especially pronounced in the lead-up to the April 25 referendum as representatives of both parliament and the presidency barnstormed the country, unabashedly offering various public boons to curry favor with local voters. During the referendum campaign, a Yeltsin draft constitution was produced and after the vote, the bidding continued, this time for alternate versions of the constitution. 

The net effect of this cumulative campaigning was to enhance the territorial subjects', especially the republics', sense of their power and leverage against the center, further accelerating the gradual disintegration of the federation and the intensification of Russia's constitutional crisis. By summer, Yeltsin and his adversaries were reconciled to, at best, a " soft" federation, or at worst, a weak confederation. 

Among Moscow's officials charged with bargaining for the provinces' support for their respective constitutional visions, memories of the breakup of the USSR were still fresh, and the worst-case scenario of a multitude of micro-states emerging from the wreckage of the Russian Federation was generally never far from mind. Any well-informed citizen of the Federation could recall how Gorbachev, desperate to maintain the Soviet Union, ended up drafting four versions of a new Union Treaty, each one granting more authority to the union republics than its predecessor. Just as Yeltsin was blamed by conservatives for engineering the final demise of the weakened USSR, he would again bear great responsibility should the Russian Federation be visited by a similar calamity. After all, had not Yeltsin, as chairman of the Russian parliament in 1990, led the drive for Russian sovereignty within the USSR and helped set in motion (along with Lithuania) the subsequent " parade of sovereignties" which progressively undermined Soviet central authority? 

The author recalls being in Kazan, capital of the Tatarstan Autonomous Republic, in the summer of 1990 the day after Chairman Yeltsin spoke there, inviting the Tatars to take as much sovereignty as they could " swallow" -a Yeltsin line which became a familiar refrain in the last days of the Soviet Union. Ironically, in the spring of 1992, President Yeltsin found himself confronted by a scheduled secessionist referendum in the Tatar Republic. The Chief Justice of the new Russian Constitutional Court, Valerii Zorkin, warned that the referendum could lead to a situation in Russia " a hundred times worse than Yugoslavia," 2 but Yeltsin took no action, confining himself to a public pledge that he would defend the " unity of Russia, its territorial and legal integrity." 3 Twice in six months the president of Russia had been defied by a rebellious republic-first Chechnya in the fall of 1991, against which he had unsuccessfully dispatched troops, and now Tatarstan. 

Ethnic Politics and Ethno-federalism

Among observers of recent political developments in the Russian Federation and other Soviet successor states, it has become fashionable to refer to the reemergence of nationalism; but as Isaiah Berlin recently observed, " nationalism is not resurgent; it never died." 4 This is perhaps true for the Tatars, who were the masters of much of Russia in the Middle Ages, or the Chechens, whose final conquest by the Russians still smolders in their collective memory; but for many of the other ethnic minorities of the Russian Federation, nationalism in the late 20th century is a new phenomenon. Some of these groups were still nomadic and without a written language at the time of the Bolshevik Revolution; most were illiterate and lived close to the land. 

A brief survey of two of Russia's ethnic nationalities may provide a better understanding of their contemporary political agendas within the Russian Federation by illustrating the influence of historical experience in the first case, and the blending of history and political expedience in the second. 

A misguided land reform was the " first spur to organized Buryat nationalism" at the turn of the 20th century.5 Up to their administrative unification by the Bolsheviks in 1923, the Buryats were a constellation of seminomadic tribes in the area of Lake Baikal and along the Mongolian border. By the early 20th century, the Buryats had developed an educated elite, a combination of intellectual and religious leaders who were aware of Buryat history and even in contact with liberal circles in St. Petersburg. The bulk of the population, however, were herdsmen probably untouched by ideas. On the whole, Buryat public life was characterized by political timidity. 
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During the 1930s, the Buryats underwent Russification, the destruction of the Buddhist monasteries, collectivization of agriculture, and a degree of industrialization and urbanization. The Buryats in the post-Stalin period benefitted greatly from the Soviet emphasis on education. Today, although constituting only 23 percent of their titular republic's population, Buryats have earned twice as many higher academic degrees than the republic's 70-percent Russian majority. Since the advent of glasnost under Gorbachev in the late 1980s, the Buryats have been in the process of reviving their language, customs, and religion, and are now rediscovering their history. The republic today is one of the poorest in the Russian Federation, heavily dependent upon subsidies from Moscow. Nationalist activity is subdued, with timidity still the norm, while most energy is devoted to the " recovery of the cultured past" of the Buryat people,6 and the reunification of the republic with two autonomous districts whose population is predominantly Buryat. 

In contrast to the Buryats, contemporary Yakut nationalism draws both on history and contemporary political opportunity. The Yakuts, who number just under 400,000, occupy a vast area in northeast Siberia the size of India. At 33 percent of the population, the Yakuts are outnumbered by Russians, but they are approaching the Russians in the number of Ph.D.s held, also making them among the most educated of the northern peoples. 

The Yakuts were overtaken by the Russians in the 17th century and " gradually marginalized." 7 They received a Cyrillic Yakut alphabet in the early 19th century, but it was a hundred years later before a Russian linguist produced a modified Yakut alphabet. A Yakut intelligentsia emerged toward the end of the 19th century, and by the 1920s various forms of nationalism were rife among intellectuals.

The Stalinist purges took a heavy toll on the Yakut cultural elite, but by the 1960s and 1970s the Yakut people were beginning to reassert their cultural identity. Under Gorbachev, Yakut national consciousness was strengthened through a movement for posthumous rehabilitation of Yakut victims of Stalin's purges, through forging a nexus of regional environmental issues and ethnic traditions, and in the republic's quest to be upgraded to the status of a union republic within the USSR. The current president of Sakha (the new Yakut name for the republic), M.E. Nikolaev, has been a strong advocate of republican autonomy and active representation of the republics in federal bodies. For instance, commenting on the draft constitution for the Russian Federation in late 1992, Nikolaev stated his preference for the presidential model and the inclusion of representatives of the " sovereign republics in the executive branch structures." 8 Most recently, in September 1993, Nikolaev became a spokesman for the " compact" theory of federalism, arguing that " the federation was formed from below. By signing the [Federal] Treaty we voluntarily delegated to the center a portion of our powers." 9
The Yeltsin Constitution and the Ethnic Republics

What are the prospects for ethnic politics in the Russian Federation in the wake of the storming of the Russian White House? The new balance of forces during the interregnum between the old constitution and the forthcoming Yeltsin constitution have not favored the projection of regional power in national politics. The parliament is gone, the Constitutional Court suspended, and the Constitutional Assembly even more dominated by Yeltsin's advisers and the executive power perspective. Former Chief Justice Zorkin is no longer in a position to mobilize regional support for the separation of powers principle, as occurred in the last days before the final assault on parliament. Until the newly elected parliament is in place, especially its upper house, the Federation Council, the republics are not likely to find any venue through which to make their collective voice heard. 

In the new Yeltsin draft constitution, which goes before the voters in the December referendum, the political future of the republics as significant players in Russian politics does not look particularly promising. Not only the legislative branch, but the Federation " subjects" as well, have been demoted and reduced in constitutional status. Although the Russian state is still described as a federation, the tone and phrasing of the November draft constitution is more centrist and unitary than its July predecessor. In Articles Five and Six, the ethnic republics have been stripped of their status as " sovereign states," and the right to establish republican citizenship. Except for the privilege of having a republican constitution, the republics and regions have been equalized. However, while the latter gain in stature, the Federal Treaty, dropped from the constitutional draft, has been reclassified as a subordinate document, effectively diminishing the powers of both the predominantly Russian regions and the ethnic republics. 

In conclusion, no sooner had the guns fallen silent than Yeltsin and his aides began taking a much tougher line with the Federation's provinces. With the long-boiling separation of powers dispute in Moscow now settled, at least temporarily, in favor of the presidency, Yeltsin and his team are free to turn their attention to the federal question of the division of powers between the central government and its territorial subjects. One salient indication of the Kremlin's new mindset on this problem was captured in a recent exchange between a senior Yeltsin adviser and a television journalist complaining of political interference in the media's coverage of political events. The presidential official replied: " There are some things more important than freedom of the press-the integrity of Russia." 10
In spite of the Kremlin's hard tone, no one should have any illusions that Yeltsin's October victory over parliament will be easily or automatically converted into success in Russia's myriad provinces.
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