Cambridge University Press

0521026016 - Money Sings: The Changing Politics of Urban Space in Post-Soviet Yaroslavl
Blair A. Ruble

Frontmatter

More information

The politics surrounding the use of urban space exposes the interaction
of economic, physical, social, and political factors that shape contem-
porary society. This exposure is especially revealing when focused on a
single community during a period of dramatic transformation. Money
Sings explores the sweeping reorganization of Russian life during the
initial post-Soviet era (August 1991-December 1993) by examining the
politics of property in a Russian ‘“Middletown,” the historic industrial
city of Yaroslavl.

Located on the banks of the Volga 150 miles northeast of Moscow,
post-Soviet Yaroslavl reveals what can happen to a city when money
suddenly takes on meaning. Bureaucratic battles over property, plans for
automobile suburbs to be built on collective farms, major court battles,
discredited local officials, and environmental disasters add texture to
abstract notions about transitions to a market economy and political
democracy. The politics of urban space-—what a city looks like and how
it functions—explodes in Yaroslavl as local officials wrest power from
central authorities and those who control money subvert formal plan-
ning procedures that once favored privilege and bureaucratic status. This
volume, which details housing privatization, historic preservation, and
urban planning, demonstrates important lessons about the bureaucratic
and political dynamics of systemic change in post-Soviet Russia, the ec-
onomic transition to the market, and the importance of economic factors
in shaping the contemporary city.
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South view, Church of the Archangel Michael. Photograph by William
C. Brumfield.
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U nas den'gi ne govoriat, den'gi poiut!
(Here, money does not talk, money sings!)
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Preface

Somewhat over a decade ago, the Institute for Governmental Studies of
the University of California at Berkeley invited me to write a volume on
the governing of Leningrad for the Franklin K. Lane Studies Series on
Regional Governance. This invitation eventually led to the publication
of Leningrad: Shaping a Soviet City in 1990,

On receiving the institute’s invitation, I immediately set out to dis-
cover what I could about the city. Having lived in Leningrad, I thought
I knew the town rather well. Unfortunately, I had failed to appreciate
how little information was available about the place. Many of the data
that analysts in the West would normally consult about economic, so-
cial, and political urban development were classified. Now that Lenin-
grad has become St. Petersburg, and archives and planning offices are
open to Western specialists, I understand that even those data that did
exist might not have been of much assistance. Soviet officials did not
always collect data similar to those gathered by their Western counter-
parts; or, if they did, dissimilar categories and headings were frequently
employed. Even now, a researcher must approach a post-Soviet Russian
city with more than the normal amount of caution. It is still as important
as ever to think creatively about the data problem.

In pursuing my investigation of Leningrad’s development, I began to
draw on the physical city itself as a text for political analysis. Informa-
tion on employment patterns may have been concealed and politicians
may have been reluctant to speak to foreign researchers, but one could
still walk the streets of Leningrad-—at least, most of them—and look
around. Such an approach would not have been at all unusual in such
fields as urban history, urban geography, or urban planning. But polit-
ical scientists have not attempted to draw on the physical contours of
urban space for information about how urban politics works. Political
scientists in the United States and Europe simply had no reason even to

xi
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xii Preface

try to do so. When analysis demanded information, the Western inves-
tigator merely turned to official data, surveys, or interviews. By contrast,
with the interest taken by the Leningrad administration of the KGB in
my own research, I was forced to seek surrogate sources of information,
and in so doing, I discovered the physical texture of the city as a valuable
resource for understanding Leningrad’s economic, social, and even po-
litical development. I began to appreciate just how much we can learn
about the who, what, where, when, why, and how of urban politics from
the very stones of a city.

I remain convinced that a city’s physical development contains im-
portant clues to its political life, especially in post-Soviet Russia. Local
archives are opening up across Russia, public opinion polls can be car-
ried out for the right price, and politicians are more than happy to grant
interviews. Yet many critical decisions are not contained in the chroni-
cles of an archive. Public opinion remains too volatile to be a reliable
guide to the overall course of events. Politicians and other officials have
themselves changed so much in recent years that they too are often un-
able to recount Soviet-era events accurately. In short, additional data are
required to make sense of the current bedlam that is Russian political
life.

I should like to propose that political disputes surrounding changes
in a city’s physical structure offer valuable insights into contemporary
Russian politics. This is nowhere more the case than in urban commu-
nities, where so much of the tumult of the Gorbachev and post-Soviet
eras has been played out.

There are two particularly sweeping transitions among the transfor-
mations that are occurring simultaneously in Russia today: one from a
totalitarian-oriented political system, the other from a centrally admin-
istered economic system. The ultimate destinations of these journeys re-
main very much in doubt at this writing. In both cases, the who, what,
where, when, why, and how of politics are all undergoing profound
changes. By focusing on the policy issues surrounding the physical de-
velopment of a single provincial city—on the politics of housing priva-
tization, historic preservation, and land use in the Volga town of
Yaroslavl—I hope to be able to shed light on both the emergence of the
post-Soviet city and the reform process itself. I seek to define the socialist
nature of Yaroslavl and other Soviet-era Russian cities in the pages that
follow and to chart the dramatic transformations that are accompanying
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Preface xiii

the broadening of political life and the introduction of market relations
into the economy.

Most readers probably will conclude that my accomplishments in
this volume are rather modest. I pose far more questions than I am
able to answer; I offer only incomplete impressions where in-depth de-
tail may be demanded; I include few numbers for quantitative analysis.
I provide, in short, a Polaroid snapshot when a portrait in oil may be
preferred.

My only defense against such charges is that the transitions in Ya-
roslavl—as in all of Russia—are moving so swiftly that the subject does
not as yet lend itself to formal portraiture. The December 1993 parlia-
mentary elections and constitutional referendum marked the end of Rus-
sia’s first post-Soviet republic. Nevertheless, the situation has continued
to change. Yaroslavl life will be substantially different by the time the
first reader sees this sentence in print. Modest snapshots have a value in
such a fickle season, especially for historians from some distant future
who will begin to read the outcome of Russia’s current smuta (time of
troubles) back onto today’s events. Meanwhile, observers of the contem-
porary Russian scene must settle for posing questions that may reveal
but tiny portions of the dramatically new landscape that is just now
taking shape.

Many questions emerge from my conversations and my observations
during seven visits to Yaroslavl between June 1990 and September 1993 —
a period that roughly corresponds to Russia’s first post-Soviet republic,
headed by President Boris Yeltsin. A list of my more formal meetings with
Yaroslavtsy and others may be found in the Selected Bibliography. These
sessions do not exhaust the extent of my encounters in the city, however. I
also had several meetings with Yaroslavtsy in Moscow, Washington, D.C.,
and elsewhere. This list merely chronicles those moments when everyone
understood that they were speaking “for the record.”

I have come to consider many of my Yaroslavl interlocutors as some-
thing more than mere objects for social science investigation. I found
these women and men to be struggling with much honor and no little
dignity to come to terms with a world in turmoil—a world for which
they could never have been prepared. It is easy to become cynical about
the motives of politicians in any country, let alone in the chaotic Russia
of the early 1990s. Nonetheless, I am compelled to observe that nearly
all of the sixty-odd officials interviewed for this study aspired to act in
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xiv Preface

a manner that would advance the interests of their community. I have
sought—even at moments of disagreement or disapproval—to treat
these “subjects” with the fairness, honesty, and respect they most cer-
tainly deserve.

If I have been successful, this study will reveal something to the reader
about the post-Soviet transition not just in Yaroslavl but in Russia more
generally. It may also demonstrate the ways in which an examination of
disputes over physical urban space can provide information for political
analysis. My rather minimalist intent is that the pages that follow will
begin to interest political scientists in a new source for useful insights
into the political process, a source composed, quite literally, of the
stones, cement, and glass that surround them every day.

I should note at this point that I have relied on the Library of Con-
gress system of transliteration of Russian into English, except in the case
of commonly Anglicized names. This exception has singular significance
for this particular work because it has led me to transliterate in the
text—but not in the footnote citations—the name of the subject com-
munity as Yaroslavl rather than as the more precise laroslavl'.

In closing, I should like to express my gratitude to the Carnegie Cor-
poration of New York for providing the financial support that made this
study possible. In addition, I should like to express heartfelt thanks to
my Moscow colleagues Vsevolod Vasil'ev, Mikhail Marchenko, and the
late, much missed Georgii Barabashev for their support. My American
colleagues Jo Andrews, Timothy Colton, Jeffrey Hahn, Henry Hale,
Jerry Hough, Lolly Jewitt, Susan Lehmann, and Kathryn Stoner-Weiss
are to be credited for intellectual guidance. Tatiana Pavlovna Rumi-
antseva, of Yaroslavl, deserves special acknowledgment for her energetic
and steadfast encouragement of my research efforts as well as for her
unflappable good humor. Matt Keough and Susanna Bolle, Kennan In-
stitute interns, were very helpful in assisting with the preparation of this
manuscript. Todd Weinberg, Annemarie Wollam, and Galina Levina, of
New Europe Associates (Moscow), provided invaluable logistical sup-
port. William Craft Brumfield generously granted permission to include
several of his elegant architectural photographs in this volume. Most
important, Edward Bergman, Pavel Il'yn, Aleksandr Khodnev, Patricia
Kolb, Leonard Plotnicov, Hank Savitch, Steven Solnick, Joseph Tulchin,
and various anonymous readers, together with the participants at several

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521026016
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

0521026016 - Money Sings: The Changing Politics of Urban Space in Post-Soviet Yaroslavl
Blair A. Ruble

Frontmatter

More information

Preface XV

seminars and conference panels' (especially at my graduate alma mater,
the University of Toronto), offered sharp criticisms and perceptive com-
ments that, [ hope, have improved this study during its several revisions.

Earlier versions of this study were presented at various conferences, in the following
papers: “Novyi oblik goroda: politika sobstvennosti v laroslavle,” Mezhdunarodnaia
nauchno-prakticheskaia konferentsiia: Predstavitel'nye organy mestnogo samoupravleniia
v sovremennom mire, laroslavl’, R.F. (27-28 aprelia 1992 goda); “Okhrana istoriches-
kogo naslediia, chastnaia sobstvennost', i ekonomicheskoe razvitie: konkuriruiushchie ili
dopolniaiushchie tseli v Rossii?,” Mezhdunarodnaia konferentsiia po istorii gorodskoi
sredy i sotsial'no-kul'turnoi politike, Moscow, R.F. (24-29 avgusta 1992 goda); “A Case
Study in Policy Making: Urban Planning in laroslavl',” Conference on Democratization
in Russia: The Development of Legislative Institutions, Harvard University, Cambridge,
Mass. (October 29-30, 1993); “The Politics of Property in Iaroslavl',” American Asso-
ciation for the Advancement of Slavic Studies National Meeting, Honolulu, Hawaii (No-
vember 15, 1993). Sections have also appeared in print as the following works: “Iaroslavl’
in Russia: Learning the Politics of Compromise,” Woodrow Wilson Center Report 2, no.
2 (1990): 14-15; “Living without Institutions,” New Outlook 3, nos. 1-2 (1992): 7-9;
“Narisuem—budem zhit'?,” Severnyi krai (laroslavl'), August 21, 1992, p. 2; “Reshaping
the City: The Politics of Property in a Provincial Russian City,” Urban Anthropology 21,
no. 3 (1992); “Novyi oblik goroda: politika sobstvennosti v laroslavle,” in laroslavskii
gorodskoi sovet narodnykh deputatov i Tsentr izucheniia obshchestvennogo mneniia i
sotsiologicheskikh issledovanii “TsIOMSL” Mezhdunarodnaia nauchno-prakticheskaia
konferentstia: Predstavitel'nye organy mestnogo samoupravleniia v sovremennom mire.
Doklady. Tezisy vystuplenii, materialy diskussii (27-28 aprelia 1992 goda) (laroslavl':
Taroslavskii gorodskoi sovet narodnykh deputatov, 1993), pp. 95-125; “From Khru-
shcheby to Korobki,” in William C. Brumfield and Blair A. Ruble, eds., Russian Housing
in the Modern Age (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 232-70; “A
Strange Village from Another Galaxy: From Moscow to Yaroslavl' and Back,” Woodrow
Wilson Center Report 5, no. 2 (1993): 12-14; “Rossiiskie reformy i okhrana istoriches-
kikh pamiatnikov v provintsial'nom gorode,” in O. G. Sevan, ed., Sotsiokul’turnoe obos-
novanie formirovaniia predmetno-prostranstvennoi sredy goroda (po materialam
mezhdunarodnogo soveshchaniia “Istoricheskaia gorodskaia sreda i sotsiokul'turnaia pol-
itika”) (Moscow: Rossiiskii institut kul'turologii, forthcoming).

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521026016
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

