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Is Russia’s President Strong? 
An Analysis of Multidimensional Regime Change and Institution 

Building in Post-Soviet Russia 

Shuhei Mizoguchi 

   This paper analyzes the political process of institution building in post-Soviet 
Russia, and aims at demonstrating that the problems of forming the executive 
authority (presidency) and building up the center-regional relationships were so 
tangled in Russia that these two political institutions affected each other and 
characterized its unstable political situation in the 1990s.  
   The Russian Constitution, which was adopted in December 1993, grants the 
president strong power, but, throughout the 1990s, President Yeltsin had much 
difficulty in implementing his policies and stabilizing the whole country. It is 
mainly because the regions acquired de facto autonomy and eroded the central 
state’s ability. Why was the “strong” president unable to control the regions? In 
order to solve this puzzle, this paper focuses on reviewing the process of institution 
building and assessing the character of political institutions newly established.  
   With the above in mind, the author brings into analysis two points of view: 
structural constraint on political actors and the multidimensionality of Russia’s 
regime change. Firstly, institution building is usually regarded as the choice of the 
actors who are the most powerful, but they do not always have freedom to choose 
what they want. In order to understand why certain institutions were selected, it is 
of much use to sort out what kind of institutional alternatives each actor had and 
what kind of constraint limited each actor’s decision. Secondly, Russia’s regime 
change is looked upon as multidimensional, not only because political and 
economic transformations were simultaneously developing, but because they were 
intertwined with each other. Thus, with the aim of comprehensive understanding of 
the regime change in Russia, it is necessary to consider how they were intertwined. 
These two factors can help to explain institution building more thoroughly. 
   During and after the Perestroika period, as the economic reform Gorbachev 
initiated was developing into the political one, three kinds of actors came to the 
forefront in Russia’s political arena and started the political struggle to gain 
political and economic power. The first one was parliamentary blocs, which were 
formed according to the social stratum. The second one was regional governments, 
which were usually connected with regional economic elites, and these 
governments tried to gain political and economic power. And the third was the 
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president. Installed in July 1991, the president was the most powerful actor in this 
period, but at the same time he was suffering from the lack of his own political 
base and continuously looking for an alliance with other actors. 
   From 1990 till 1991, when the Soviet Union still existed, parliamentary blocs 
were able to reach agreements on the expansion of Russia’s competence against the 
Soviet Union and they even succeeded in starting privatization and installing 
presidency very quickly. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, however, as the 
radical “shock therapy”, which introduced the market mechanism at the beginning 
of 1992, caused the social disarray and diversified their economic interests, these 
blocs were getting more and more opposed to one another, and were also faced 
with internal disunity. As a result, it was impossible for the president to make a 
stable majority in the parliament (Supreme Soviet), so he tried to win over regional 
leaders to his side. After the referendum held in April 1993, President Yeltsin 
convened the Constitutional Conference, where a lot of regional leaders took part 
and played a great role in working on a new draft constitution. This draft not only 
gave the president strong power, but also had very ambiguous provisions about 
center-regional relationships. This was the result of negotiations between the 
president and the regional leaders.  
   Although the “October Crisis” in 1993 made the final draft constitution a little 
different from the Constitution Conference draft, the Russian Constitution holds 
both strong presidency and ambiguous center-regional relationships. This is chiefly 
because the president tried to make an alliance with regional governments rather 
than parliamentary blocs. In contrast with parliamentary blocs, which were 
organizationally too weak to keep their unity during the days of radical economic 
change, regional governments were getting more powerful by making use of elite 
networks set up in the Soviet period. Since 1994, as some regions had the 
opportunities to sign bilateral treaties with the federal government and enjoyed de 
facto autonomy, they caused the “strong” president a great deal of trouble in ruling 
the whole country. 
   As multidimensional regime change went along and terrific social change 
happened, political actors’ interests were reshaped again and again. Such 
circumstances restrained each actor, but, in Russia’s case, regional leaders had 
more freedom to act than parliamentary blocs. Therefore, President Yeltsin decided 
to negotiate with regional leaders about the new constitution. This process resulted 
in a strange mixture of “strong” president and centrifugal regions in the 1990s. 
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