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INTRODUCTION 

Why do some regions seek to secede from a 

larger state, and what are the economic 

consequences of these attempts? This briefing 

attempts to answer these questions by 

examining the break-up of the Soviet Union 

from an economic perspective. The break-up of 

Soviet Union between 1987 and 1992 provides 

an ideal laboratory for examining the causes 

and consequences of separatism. Firstly, the 

Union experienced extensive separatist 

protests in the final years of its existence. These 

protests occurred in 120 out of 184 regions 

(oblasts), and attracted vastly different numbers 

of participants in each region (see figure 1). This 

variation allows for an examination of the forces 

driving popular movements for secession. For 

example, the Union exhibited very high levels of  

ethnic diversity, counting more than 60 distinct 

ethnicities of over 100000 members by 1989. 

Did this ethnic diversity fuel separatism? 

Secondly, the regions of the Soviet Union 

experienced very different economic 

trajectories after their attempted secessions. 

Connecting the degree of separatism with the 

economic development of each region opens up 

new possibilities of exploring the economic 

effects of separatism.  

WHAT DROVE SEPARATIST PROTESTS? 

Economists have developed a rich set of 

theories to explain the making and breaking of 

states. The core idea of most theories is that 

state size is the trade-off between the costs and 
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Figure 1 Separatist Protests in the Soviet Union 1987-1992 
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benefits of size1.  The benefits of size arise as 

the fixed costs of funding public goods are 

spread over a large number of taxpayers. The 

costs of size stem from preference 

heterogeneity in the population. The more 

people are lumped together in a single state, the 

more likely it is they differ in some politically 

significant aspect. A number of factors can 

mitigate this fundamental trade-off. For 

example, free trade can lead to economic gains 

that can soften the costs of being a small state. 

Conversely, fiscal transfers may be employed 

by the center to compensate peripheral regions 

for not seceding. 

Do these factors explain the incidence and 

extent of separatist protests in the Soviet 

Union? To answer that question, a new VIVES 

working paper has linked together the economic 

theory of secession with the data for the first 

time2.  

It turns out that the data strongly support the 

role of state size in shaping demands for both 

autonomy and secession: proposals to found 

larger states attract more protesters even on a 

per capita basis. This means that not only did 

attempts by larger regions to secede harness 

more support in total, but each inhabitant of this 

large region was statistically more likely to 

support secession. Similarly, the evidence 

supports the hypothesis that regions whose 

population was different from Moscow on some 

dimension of ethnic, linguistic or religious 

heterogeneity were somewhat more likely to 

see large separatist protests. The most 

influential marker of difference, however, seems 

                                                      

1 Alesina, A. and Spolaore, E. (1997). On the number 

and size of nations. Quarterly Journal of Economics, 

112(4):1027–1056. 

not to have been ethnic differences per se. 

Rather, the experience of having been part of 

the Russian state was decisive. The longer a 

region had been part of the Soviet Union, or its 

predecessor state the Russian Empire, the 

more hesitant its population was to leave this 

state. This suggests that historical legacy is a 

strong determinant of the survival or breakup of 

states. 

 On the other hand, there is little evidence that 

supports the hypotheses that subsidies or trade 

potential shaped popular demands for 

secession. This is independent of how these 

factors are measured. It may be that agents did 

not have enough information to assess whether 

their regions were net payees or recipients of 

transfers, especially given the opaque nature of 

the Soviet fiscal system. 

THE ROLE OF REPRESSION 

The level of repression exercised by central 

authorities had receded dramatically due to 

Gorbachev’s liberalizing reforms in the late 

1980’s. Indeed, the protests analyzed here 

would not have been possible had the same 

regime of repression existed that had 

characterized earlier Soviet decades. There 

were, however, still regional variations in the 

level and threat of repressions. This makes it 

possible to test whether separatist protests 

reacted in any way to observable measures of 

repression, such as arrests or police violence, 

or the presence of military forces.  

Incorporating repression into the picture reveals 

a very ambivalent pattern. In regions where 

2 Suesse, M. (2016) Shaping the Size of Nations: A 

Test of the Determinants of Secessions, VIVES 

Discussion Paper, no. 54. 
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authorities frequently arrested participants at 

protests, there is indeed a lower likelihood of 

observing any separatist protest at all. This 

indicates that repression may have worked in 

the direction intended by the authorities. 

However, the use of violence by police in 

breaking up protests seems to have had the 

opposite effect. This indicates that there may 

have been a backlash effect to the use of 

violence by authorities. 

WHAT WAS THE ROLE OF LOCAL 
SEPARATIST LEADERS? 

However many people turned out on Soviet 

streets demanding separation or autonomy 

from the Union, the decision on whether to 

pursue a separatist policy was made by regional 

leaders, provincial parliaments and local Party 

notables. In total, leaders in 117 out of 184 

regions engaged in some degree of separatism, 

for example by issuing a declaration of 

autonomy. To what extent did these local 

leaders take the demands of their population 

into account when making these policy 

decisions?  

At first glance, there exists a strong correlation 

between the extent of popular separatist 

protests and separatist policy. However, this is 

not proof that protests drove policy. It could be 

that separatist leaders encouraged more 

protests to take place, or that third factors drove 

both protests and policy. One method to find out 

whether there existed a causal effect running 

from protests to policy is to use a third variable 

(a so-called instrument) that only influences 

                                                      

3 This section is based on Suesse, M. (2014). 

Nationalism, trade disintegration and the Soviet 

economic collapse. EHES Working Paper, no.57. 

protests, but has no plausible direct effect on 

policy outcomes. One variable that satisfies this 

condition is temperatures: extreme 

temperatures affect turnout at protests, but they 

should not affect whether local leaders are 

willing to issue a declaration of autonomy. 

The results of this methodology suggest that 

separatist protests did not cause local leaders 

to engage in separatism themselves. Rather, it 

seems that local leaders followed their own 

agenda when they decided to what degree they 

wanted to advocate separation from the Union. 

For example, local leaders seem to have been 

concerned about the size and economic viability 

of their potential state, more so than the 

population at large. The most powerful predictor 

of leaders’ attempts at separation, however, 

was the degree to which their regions had 

historically promoted the use of indigenous 

languages, such as Estonian or Georgian, at 

the expense of Russian. The degree of 

protection of local languages can be interpreted 

as a proxy for linguistic “nationalism” as a deep 

driving force behind the wish to separate. 

WHAT WAS THE ECONOMIC EFFECT OF 
SEPARATISM? 

It is possible to examine the effect of a region 

declaring its autonomy on a key measure of 

economic activity: trade3.  The available data 

suggests a stark picture: the earlier a region 

declared its autonomy, the more its trade 

volumes with other regions fell subsequently. 

For some of the most separatist regions, such 

Given that trade data was only collected at the level 

of the 15 Union Republics, which comprised the top 

level of the Soviet federal hierarchy, the following 

analysis is restricted to these entities. 
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as the Baltic states, this meant that their trade 

volumes were cut by a factor of 5. This effect is 

robust to controlling for the possibility that 

republics who were weakly integrated into the 

Union-wide trading system may have had 

reason to leave the system earlier. Rather, it 

seems to have been the case that other regions 

cut trade with the more separatist regions. 

Why did regional leaders react so strongly to 

separatism by other regions? The reason is that 

domestic trade in the Soviet Union was to some 

degree under the control of local elites. They 

could send goods to other regions, but they 

would only do so if they could reasonably expect 

to receive some desirable goods in return. Once 

another region’s adherence to the Union 

became doubtful- for example because it had 

just issued its declaration of autonomy- it 

became rational to cut trade with that potential 

separatist. This implies that the possibility of 

secession was enough to lead to internal 

economic disintegration. 

Because we know how much trade each region 

lost due to its declaration of autonomy, we can 

isolate the total amount of trade lost due to 

separatist activity. The amount of this “withheld 

trade” turns out to be strongly negatively related 

to regions’ growth rates. In total, withheld trade 

due to separatism can account for up to 30% of 

the income loss experienced by Soviet 

republics between 1987 and 1992. This means 

that the economic costs of separatism were 

large, and suggests that economic 

disintegration and the disappearance of trade 

links may have been the prime mechanism 

linking separatism to reduced growth. 

Yet this is only the story for the short run. Some 

newly independent countries, especially in the 

Baltics, managed to recover eventually from the 

trade shock they experienced during the Soviet 

breakup. Economic integration with the rest of 

Europe was key to their long-term success. 

Those countries, however, that for varying 

reasons found it difficult to forge new trade links 

with the West entered a longer and more painful 

slump. 

FIVE LESSONS FROM SEPARATISM IN THE 
SOVIET UNION 

The analysis in this brief has identified a number 

of key lessons from the historical experience of 

the Soviet break-up that are worth being kept in 

mind: 

1. A legacy of regional independence, rather 

than ethnic or linguistic heterogeneity, drove 

popular demand for separation. 

2. Attempts by the center at violent repression 

often produced backlash and increased 

popular support for separatism. 

3. Local leaders, not the masses, were decisive 

in pushing for separatist policy. 

4. The expectation of secession was enough to 

lead to internal economic disintegration. 

5. There were severe short run costs of 

separatism, although these may have been 

mitigated in the longer term. 
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