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Preface: Formal and Substantive

What w ould need to be studied now . . .  is the way in which  
the specific problems o f life and population were raised 
within a technology of government which, without always 
having been liberal . . . was always haunted since the end of 
the eighteenth century by liberalism’s question.

— Michel Foucault, Birth o f  Biopolitics

In  1 9 9 4 , J e f f e r y  S a c h s  d e l i v e r e d  an address on Russia to the World 
Bank’s annual conference on development economics. Sachs was, at the 
time, an important voice in U.S. discussions about Russia; a commenter 
on his paper called him the w orld’s leading advisor to countries “seeking 
to make the transition from socialism to m arkets” (Williamson 1994: 
81). After a turbulent first few years—marked by progress in privatiza
tion and liberalization, but limited success in stabilization and persistent 
economic decline—the project of “transition” seemed to be at a cross
roads, having barely staggered through a series of crises that included 
the shelling of the Russian Parliament in 1993. Characteristically, Sachs 
did not waver in his advice or outlook; despite the difficulties, he saw an 
opening. In conditions of state breakdown, with opposition disorganized 
and the risk of social chaos acute, it remained “possible for a small group 
of policymakers, backed by international support, to begin stabilization” 
(Sachs 1994: 72). The road ahead required renewed focus on “structural 
adjustment,” which he defined in an article published two years later as 
the “ initial reallocation of resources in the economy following the intro
duction of m arket forces” (Sachs 1996: 128).

Sachs’s vision of post-Soviet transformation was laid out in the lan
guage of what Karl Polanyi—in a discussion that is seminal in economic 
anthropology—called “ formal economics,” which referred to problems 
of efficiency in a “definite situation of choice,” paradigmatically, a market 
(Polanyi 1977). But this vision of structural adjustment also had pro
found implications for w hat Polanyi called the substantive economy that 
evolved under socialism—the “instituted processes” involved in the m a
terial satisfaction of hum an wants. This substantive economy included 
the mechanisms of planned production, controlled prices, and collective 
property, all of which seemed easily dismantled (at least to some ob
servers). But it also included the sedimented products of socialist institu
tions of industrial coordination, social welfare, and urban planning. The



“resources in the economy” to which Sachs alluded were, to paraphrase 
Polanyi, nothing other than the universe of human settlements, resource 
flows, and elements of production that comprised the fabric of collective 
life. Their “réallocation” suggested a tremendous upheaval.

The problem of structural adjustment dominated Russian politics from 
Soviet breakup in 1991 to the devaluation in 1998. As observers of post- 
Soviet affairs have long pointed out, developments in this period resonated 
profoundly with those described in Polanyi’s classic study, The Great 
Transformation, which examined the tangled births of market society 
and what he called the “liberal creed” in the early nineteenth century.2 

This was true of economic developments—which pitted the creative 
destruction of markets against the existing organization of the Soviet 
substantive economy. It was also true of the political and intellectual bat
tles over transition. As Polanyi noted, the last defense of the liberal was 
never that marketization had failed but that it had not been tried. So it 
was for supporters of transition like Sachs—the problem was always one 
of too little reform, too little marketization. And for critics of both the 
early nineteenth- and late twentieth-century versions of the liberal creed 
this starkly utopian project was bound to founder: on the intransigence 
of the “existing organization of society,” and on the resistance of politi
cians, bureaucrats, and citizens to the stresses introduced by the market 
mechanism . 3

More than a decade after the devaluation of 1998 it is striking that 
the figures of “transition” and the Washington Consensus now seem 
to be the barely discernable features of an already-distant horizon. In 
the ensuing decade, high politics in Russia were no longer dominated 
by the problems of stabilization and liberalization—wrapped up in the 
government’s delicate dance with foreign creditors—but, rather, with the 
centralizing and state-building projects of a government that became 
defiantly independent of foreign influence. Reform, meanwhile, has ap
parently been decoupled from the global project of liberalization with 
which “transition” and the Washington Consensus were associated. To 
the extent that neoliberal reforms have continued to be pursued—and 
I will be at some pains in this book to show that they have been—they 
have not emphasized the austere vision of marketization that dominated 
the 1990s. Instead, they have addressed more complex questions relating 
to the mundane elements of the post-Soviet substantive economy: the 
material infrastructures, apartment blocks, urban utilities, social norms, 
and budgetary routines that were created under socialism and have had 
persistent significance after its demise.

One premise of this book is that the questions first posed in the frac
tious debates around “transition”— and that, in the 1990s, were so con
vincingly framed by Polanyi’s analysis of an epochal battle of markets ver-



sus society—have not lost interest. The fate of the substantive economy 
produced by socialism; the tradition of thought that claims the mantle of 
classical liberalism; and the governmental adjustments among the popu
lation, production, and social welfare—all remained crucial problems in 
the second decade of post-Soviet change. But the Polanyian vocabulary 
for thinking about them—and this is a second premise—is no longer ad
equate. We require a different intellectual apparatus to ask how—in Rus
sia, but not only in Russia—the problems of economy and society, health 
and welfare, are raised in (liberal) technologies of government.

A Note on Transliteration and Translation

I have used the ALA transliteration scheme in all cases except for com
monly translated words and names, and for names referred to frequently 
in the text that are more easily grasped with alternative transliteration 
(e.g., Belaya Kalitva). All translations from Russian texts are my own.
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C H A PT E R  O N E

Introduction: Post-Soviet, Post-Social?

So w e cannot say that liberalism is an always unrealized 
utopia— unless one takes the kernel of liberalism to be the 
projections it has been led to formulate by its analyses and 
criticisms. It is not a dream that comes up against a reality 
and fails to insert itself within it. It constitutes— and this is 
the reason for both its polymorphism and its recurrences— a 
tool for the criticism of reality: criticism of a previous 
governmentality from  w hich one is trying to get free; of a 
present governmentality that one is trying to reform and 
rationalize by scaling it down; or of a governmentality to 
which one is opposed and whose abuses one wants to limit.

— Michel Foucault, Birth o f  Biopolitics1

W h a t  is  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between neoliberalism and social moder
nity? How have neoliberal reforms critiqued and reworked projects of 
state planning and social welfare found in so many countries in the twen
tieth century? A generation of scholars has answered these questions in 
virtually one voice. Neoliberal doctrine, they argue, is opposed to social 
welfare and to the public ends of government; it is “congenitally blind,” 
as Peter Evans has written, “to the need for social protection” (2008: 
277). Neoliberal reforms, meanwhile, deconstitute institutions of social 
protection and economic regulation, either through a general retrench
ment of government in favor of the market, or through programs that 
move the locus of governing outside the state. M ost broadly, if the twen
tieth century was characterized by the rise of “social” government, then 
as Nikolas Rose has argued, neoliberal thinkers have “challenge[d] the 
rationale of any social state” (1999: 135).

The argument of this book begins from a dissatisfaction with this con
ventional wisdom about neoliberalism. Scholars have taken too much for 
granted about neoliberalism and social modernity, and taken too little 
care in examining the thought of actual neoliberals, the technical details 
of neoliberal reforms, or the prior institutions of planning and social wel
fare that these reforms critiqued and sought to reprogram. My aim is to 
redress some of these shortcomings through a study of urbanism, social 
welfare planning, and neoliberal reform in Soviet and post-Soviet Russia.



During the 1990s, the Russian case and the battles over “transition,” the 
Washington Consensus, shock therapy, and structural adjustment, stood 
as emblems of the neoliberal project’s grandiose transformative ambi
tion—and catastrophic failure. But the dynamics of this period proved to 
be both contingent and temporally circumscribed, bracketed roughly by 
Soviet breakup in 1991 and the devaluation of 1998. My gambit is that 
ten years beyond the collapse of the Washington Consensus—and with 
the luxury of a broadened and perhaps historically deepened perspec
tive—the Russian case provides a good site for revisiting the legacy of an 
important and distinctive form of social government, and for asking how 
neoliberal reforms propose to reshape it.

The first half of this book examines the Soviet urbanist paradigm of 
city-building or gradostroiteVstvo. City-building grew out of the thor
oughly researched experiments of the urbanist and architectural avant- 
garde in the late 1920s. But here I am interested in city-building as a 
key element of the Soviet Union’s more enduring project to constitute its 
population’s health, welfare, and conditions of daily existence as objects 
of knowledge and targets of governmental intervention—that is, I exam
ine city-building as a key figure of the Soviet project of social modernity.
I show how planners of the 1920s and 1930s invented city-building as 
an alternative to a liberal framework for understanding and governing 
life in industrial cities. Then, shifting focus to the late Soviet period, I 
examine city-building as a window on the mundane elements such as 
pipes, wires, apartment blocks, bureaucratic routines, and social norms, 
through which a new form of collective life was assembled.

The book’s second part examines how, after Soviet breakup, these ele
ments have become targets of neoliberal reform. In this analysis I do not 
identify neoliberalism with a set of abstract principles, a rigid ideological 
project, or specific governmental techniques (of calculative choice, priva
tized risk, and so on). Rather, following Michel Foucault’s methodologi
cal orientations, I examine neoliberalism as a form of critical reflection 
on governmental practice distinguished by an attempt to reanimate the 
principles of classical liberalism in light of new circumstances—most 
centrally, for my purposes, the rise of the social state. This investigation 
takes us far from the Russian scene, to key figures in the American neo
liberal tradition who criticized and sought to reform the regulatory re
gimes, technical infrastructures, and welfare mechanisms that comprised 
the social state. By tracing the influence of these figures through “minor 
traditions” of neoliberal thought such as the new economics of regula
tion and fiscal federal theory, I will show how neoliberal reforms took 
hold of mundane instruments of the Soviet social state as key targets 
of intervention. Thus, surprisingly, pipes and valves, budgeting formulas



and bureaucratic norms, emerge as privileged sites where the relationship 
between neoliberalism and social modernity can be reexamined.

The conclusions that emerge from this analysis suggest a critical revi
sion of accepted understandings of neoliberalism. I did not find that neo
liberal thinkers were blind to the need for social protection. I did not find 
in neoliberal reforms a total program of marketization or government 
through calculative choice that wiped away the existing forms of Soviet 
social welfare. In the domains I studied, neoliberal reforms propose to se
lectively reconfigure inherited material structures, demographic patterns, 
and social norms. They suggest new ways of programming government 
through the state that retain the social welfare norms established by So
viet socialism. An important implication of this analysis is that, following 
the recent comment of Jacques Donzelot, although neoliberal program 
ming calls for “a completely different compromise with the idea of social 
justice than the one represented by the Welfare State” (2008: 117), we 
have to understand how it may involve, in some cases, a compromise 
nonetheless. In this sense, neoliberalism should be analyzed not beyond 
but within the history of what Foucault called biopolitics: the attempt to 
govern a population’s health, welfare, and conditions of existence in the 
framework of political sovereignty.

O r i e n t a t i o n : T h e  C i t y  o f  t h e  F u t u r e , T o d a y

These questions about social modernity, neoliberalism, and biopolitics 
took me over a broad empirical field, one that encompassed crucial di
mensions of the genealogy of Soviet government—reaching back to Peter 
the Great— and selected thinkers in the development of post-W orld War
II neoliberalism in the United States. I will say something in a moment 
about how these various sites came into focus, and about the difficulties of 
organizing inquiry into such a far-flung field. But my starting point—the 
scene that provided an initial orientation to these diverse sites—was for 
an anthropologist rather traditional: a small industrial city in the south
ern Russian province of Rostov, called Belaya Kalitva. Following Anna 
Tsing (1993), small industrial cities are “out of the way” places—neither 
the administrative capitals (sites of political dramas) nor the major in
dustrial centers (those privileged loci of early socialist construction) that 
have been the focus of much work on cities and urbanism in Soviet and 
post-Soviet Russia .2 Given my concerns, the reasons for starting in such 
places were straightforward. Small industrial cities were identified as ide
als of the socialist urban future by the architects, urbanists, and social 
planners who invented the norms and forms of Soviet social modernity.



Figure 1.1. Belaya Kalitva, Rostov ob lasf

Such cities seemed, therefore, like good places to study both the emer
gence of this project and its proposed reformation after Soviet breakup.

In the nineteenth century, Belaya Kalitva was a small stanitsa, the ad
ministrative center of an agricultural district. Industry in the area was 
restricted to mines that lay on the northeast extent of the Donbass, the 
coal basin that spans what is now the Ukrainian-Russian border. It was 
only in the mid-twentieth century that substantial industrial and thus 
urban development took place in Belaya Kalitva proper, triggered by the 
construction of what is still called, in one of those peculiar and telling 
Soviet terms, the city’s “city-forming” (gradoobrazuiushchee) enterprise, 
an aluminum plant connected with defense aviation. Through the 1950s, 
a growing industrial workforce drove a modest expansion of the local 
population, as well as the construction of new schools, a hospital, a sta
dium, a “House of Culture,” and some communal housing. But at the end 
of the decade the city was little more than a rural-industrial settlement, in 
which most locals lived in small huts.

Urban transformation quickened in the 1960s following an event that 
was to have great significance in my research: the approval in 1964 of 
Belaya Kalitva’s first general plan. The plan was produced by the Lenin
grad State Institute for the Design of Cities (Lengiprogor), one impor
tant center of the distinctive Soviet urbanist practice of city-building 
(gradostroitel’stvo). In contrast to familiar forms of urbanism, city-building 
was not limited to questions of zoning, transport, or the use of public 
space. Rather, employing planning methodologies developed in the late 
1920s and early 1930s, city-builders produced detailed blueprints for ev
ery possible element of a future city. They began from plans for “settle-



m ent” (rasselenie) that projected the correlative development of the local 
population and industrial production. On this basis, city-building plans 
proceeded to lay out a new substantive economy or, to borrow another 
key term from the vocabulary of Soviet urban modernity, a new city kho- 
ziaistvo—apartment blocks, schools, and clinics; doctors, teachers, and 
communal service workers; parks, clubs, and other recreational facilities; 
pipes, wires, roads, heating systems, electric substations, and other ele
ments of urban infrastructure. The result was a vision of the future that 
totalized the field of collective life. Belaya Kalitva’s future was simply 
the sum of those elements described in the general plan. And the path 
between the present and the future was, simply, planning.

Belaya Kalitva’s development over the last twenty-five years of the So
viet period did not precisely follow the lines laid out in the general plan. 
City-builders complained constantly about the lack of planning control. 
There were perpetual imbalances in urban development—for example, 
industrial production was favored at the expense of housing, schools, and 
urban infrastructure. And Belaya Kalitva, like many small Soviet cities, 
grew less than city-builders had hoped (the Soviet Union’s large cities, 
meanwhile, grew much more). Nonetheless, a visitor to Belaya Kalitva 
in the late 1970s or early 1980s would have found a city that closely 
resembled the one envisioned in 1964: central avenues lined with apart
ment blocks; parks; centralized urban infrastructures; nearly universal 
social and urban services; and increasingly balanced adjustments between 
the local population and available local industrial employment. Even 
works that were not completed—a second “city-forming enterprise” or 
a new residential settlement—pointed to the modest but stable future of 
city-building.

Belaya Kalitva was hardly atypical. The preponderance of small and 
medium industrial cities dispersed over Russia’s vast and frigid territory 
was one key characteristic of an urban pattern that is, as a 2005 World 
Bank report put it, unique to Russia. By the end of the Soviet period just 
under sixty million people, or nearly 60 percent of the Russian urban 
population lived in cities of under 500,000 people; almost half that num 
ber—nearly 30 percent of the urban population—lived in cities under 
100,000 (Goskomstat 1999). And as residents in these cities were linked 
to systems of urban need fulfillment that became nearly universal over 
the Soviet Union’s last decades, the cities were themselves plugged in to 
national mechanisms of economic coordination and circuits of resource 
flow, embedding the substantive economy of cities in the staid certainties 
of Soviet planning.

W ith the breakup of the Soviet Union, these certainties were thrown 
into disarray in all Soviet cities. But the collapse of national planning and 
the introduction of markets for most industrial goods were particularly



devastating in small industrial cities like Belaya Kalitva. By the late 1990s, 
Belaya Kalitva’s aluminum enterprise, stripped of guaranteed orders, was 
running at a tiny fraction of its capacity. Industrial employment, corre
spondingly, dropped to a fraction of its former levels. Economic collapse 
affected every facet of local life. Belaya Kalitva had literally lived on its 
city-forming aluminum factory, both directly through industrial wages 
and services and, indirectly, through taxes that were the primary source 
of revenue for the city government. Thus, as a direct consequence of in
dustrial collapse, wages for teachers and doctors fell into arrears, apart
ments were chilly, parks were dilapidated, and buildings in what once 
had been a tidy city center were in a state of increasing disrepair.

This, perhaps, was neoliberalism in the sense it is conventionally under
stood: as a totalizing and utopie project of deregulation, state retrench
ment, and marketization that wreaked havoc on the existing organization 
of collective life. In cities like Belaya Kalitva the devastation was as much 
existential as material. The mundane elements that comprised urban life 
and that formed the stable horizon of a certain future were viewed by 
many, particularly of older generations, as the fruit of decades-long strug
gle and mind-numbing sacrifice. Belaya Kalitva literally arose from the 
rubble of World War II, from the ashes of burned buildings, from a dis
mantled prison camp that was constructed by Nazi occupiers on the foun
dation of the city’s aluminum enterprise, started just before the onset of 
hostilities. The collapse of this urban reality offended everything that had 
given meaning to the lives of many Soviet citizens. Literally, the future was 
at stake, and not only in the obvious sense that it was bleak or uncertain. 
After Soviet breakup the landscape of half-built enterprises, crumbling 
apartments, and deteriorating parks stood as stark reminders of a vision 
of the future—a mode of relating the present to a possible future—that 
was now past. An entire way of life in hundreds of cities like Belaya Ka
litva, spread across the vast territory of post-Soviet Russia, was thrust into 
question: Would people simply move away? If they stayed, how would 
they survive? W hat new forms for governing this peculiar human collec
tivity—for relating its grim present to a better future—would emerge?

P o s t -S o v i e t  S o c i a l ?

These questions provided a starting point for my research—the begin
nings of an orientation. The answers I found surprised me, and pushed me 
in unexpected directions. A first surprise was that despite obvious signs of 
decline during the difficult years of the 1990s, local life in Belaya Kalitva 
held together. Teachers and doctors were not paid regularly, but clinics 
and schools still functioned. Radiators were tepid, but in most cases they



kept apartments livably warm as hot water continued to flow through 
central heating systems (something that was not true in all post-Soviet 
countries3). Pension payments were intermittent, but frequent enough 
that older residents could support younger members of their families—at 
least some of the time. Finally, and perhaps most strikingly, the 1990s 
did not witness a dramatic outflow of people from the city.4 Many Belo- 
Kalitveans began to travel to Rostov (the regional capital), Moscow, or 
other cities for work. But these were often temporary migrations, and 
people generally returned. In sum, things were bad but, following the 
economic geographer Ann Markusen (1996), they were also “sticky.” The 
substantive economy created by Soviet city-building proved stubbornly 
intransigent. The pipes, apartments blocks, radiators, and boilers; the 
flows of gas, hot water, heating oil, and rubles; and the existing routines 
of bureaucrats who had little to do but nowhere to go—all seemed to 
hold things together. The industrial heart of Belaya Kalitva was torn out. 
But the mundane systems built to support daily life—the elements of the 
substantive economy, the city khoziaistvo—somehow survived.

Here was a second surprising observation: the vital importance of 
these material structures, bureaucratic routines, and resource flows that 
had, during the Soviet period, plugged people into centralized systems 
of urban provisioning, and plugged cities into national mechanisms of 
economic coordination. Such sociotechnical infrastructures, which make 
modern life possible, generally escape our notice. But as Paul Edwards 
(2 0 0 2 ) has observed, they become visible when they break down, or seem 
threatened with breakdown. In post-Soviet Belaya Kalitva they were 
the objects of urgent concern, perpetually discussed in local papers and 
among friends and acquaintances. They were also the constant preoc
cupation of the city government, which, paralyzed by fiscal crisis, could 
only “govern” local life through frantic attempts to squeeze transfers out 
of the regional government so that teachers’ wages could be paid, or 
through in-kind transactions with local enterprises to exchange heat for 
tax debt so that the city government could keep apartments warm. Thus, 
following O legK harkhordin (2010), in some improbable way these m un
dane sociotechnical systems were among those “common things” that 
made Belaya Kalitva a unit of collective fate .5

When I was in the field these common things were also coming to the 
attention of reformers, both foreign and domestic, in Moscow and in 
regional capitals, who were thinking about problems of government in 
post-Soviet Russia. For most of the 1990s, reforms focused on privatiza
tion, liberalization, and stabilization, those explosive themes of macro- 
economic policy and enterprise governance that dominated the rancorous 
debates around “transition” and the Washington Consensus. But atten
tion shifted by the early 2000s to “second-generation” reforms (Naim



1994). International consultants, development organizations, Moscow 
think tanks, federal functionaries, and regional policymakers turned a 
critical eye to those sociotechnical systems that in the difficult years of 
the 1990s had been crucial to the preservation of cities like Belaya Ka
litva. By the early 2000s, they were among the most important targets of 
federal and regional reforms. All of this attention caught my attention. 
And the more time I spent in Russia, the more I became convinced that 
budgets, spending norms, pipes, and wires were key sites where the re
lationship between Soviet social modernity and neoliberal reform could 
be examined.

The character of these reforms was a third surprise, one that is cen
tral to the claims of this book. These reforms had many of the features 
that are often associated with neoliberalism. They proposed to transfer 
previously centralized powers of decision-making to citizens and local 
governments, and to replace, in some cases, state economic coordination 
with mechanisms of m arket allocation. They aimed to “responsibilize” 
citizens not just as subjects of need but as sovereign consumers making 
calculative choices based on individual preferences. But in other respects, 
these reforms did not map easily onto our conventional understandings 
of neoliberalism.

Take, for example, reforms of urban heating systems, centralized behe
moths that could provision an entire small city. During the Soviet period, 
heating systems “bundled” Soviet social modernity, linking households 
to urban utilities and utilities to national circuits of resource flow in a 
system that was driven by a substantive rationality of need fulfillment. 
Reform programs formulated by both the Russian government and in
ternational organizations such as the World Bank and the United N a
tions proposed to “un-bundle” these systems through marketization (of 
gas provision and maintenance), commercialization (of heat production), 
and “responsibilization” (of “users”). But this un-bundling was blocked 
in significant ways. The material setup of heating systems—the absence 
of meters or control valves, the technical integration of the distribution 
network—meant that the flow of heat could not follow “effective de
mand.” Consequently, reforms took shape as a selective intervention to 
reprogram key nodes in the system while leaving much of its structure— 
its hardware, if you will—intact. W hat is more, reforms did not abandon 
existing norms of social welfare. Thus, the Russian government’s 2001 
framework for sectoral reform affirmed that heat was a basic need whose 
provision should, at the end of the day, be guaranteed by the state . 6 Were 
these reforms simply not “neoliberal” ? Were they examples of a neolib
eralism that had been accommodated to the exigencies of local circum
stances? Or was it necessary to revisit accepted understandings of what 
neoliberalism is?



Another example is found in reforms of the budgetary system. Like 
centralized heating systems, budgets were crucial to the articulation of 
Soviet social modernity. Through them, norms for social provisioning 
were translated into resource flows that made a range of social and urban 
services (from education to health care to gas, heat, electricity, and water) 
available to the Soviet urban population. Post-Soviet reforms proposed to 
“budgetize” the behaviors of local governments, in Nikolas Rose’s (1999) 
sense, giving them the freedom to  determine which public values should 
be pursued through state spending but simultaneously imposing hard 
constraints. But reforms also proposed new formulas for redistribution— 
transferring resources from rich to poor regions, and from rich to poor 
cities—that drew precisely on existing socialist norms for social provi
sioning. In this sense, these reforms re-inscribed the substantive ends of 
Soviet social welfare.

Once more, these observations suggested puzzlement about neoliberal
ism as a technical, political, and ethical project. This puzzlement, in turn, 
posed a methodological question about where to direct inquiry. Having 
begun my research with fieldwork in small industrial cities, the instinc
tive anthropological response might have been to analyze a distinctively 
Russian variant of neoliberalism, through which a marketizing project 
was reshaped, both through creative adjustments by policymakers and 
through resistances and blockages that constrained the utopian aspira
tions of neoliberal ideology when it “hit the ground.” M aterial infrastruc
tures like heating systems might, in this view, be analyzed as intransigent 
elements that made post-Soviet change path-dependent. 7 Concessions to 
existing norms of social welfare might be understood, following Jamie 
Peck and Adam Tickell (2002), as “ameliorative” measures that address 
contradictions in the neoliberal hegemonic project. The problem with 
such an approach, in my view, was that it would take for granted the 
“neoliberalism” that is supposedly at stake in post-Soviet developments. 
I was thus led to ask: How could “neoliberalism”—rather than its ef
fects—be brought into the field of inquiry?

T h e  C r i t i c a l  C o n v e n t i o n a l  W i s d o m

If there is a particular difficulty in posing this question today it is due in 
part to the dominance of a “critical conventional wisdom” about neolib
eralism, whose main effect, I contend, has been to obscure neoliberalism 
rather than make it visible as an object of inquiry .8 To justify this claim, 
and to clarify its meaning, it may be helpful to briefly consider two recent 
studies that have played a significant role in shaping critical discourse: 
David Harvey’s Neoliberalism  (2005) and Naomi Klein’s Shock Doctrine



(2007). Harvey and Klein cannot, of course, stand in for all critical schol
arship on neoliberalism. Certainly there are strains of critical discourse— 
notably work by Nikolas Rose and others (Rose 1999; Rose et al. 2006) 
in the framework of “governmentality,” and the work of Dieter Plehwe 
and others (Plehwe et al. 2006; Mirowski and Plehwe 2009) on the neo
liberal “thought collective”—that have made neoliberalism a much more 
meaningful and effective object of inquiry than these authors have. But 
Harvey and Klein provide a useful orientation if only because they state 
explicitly what is often taken for granted in discussions of neoliberalism.

Harvey, working in a M arxian framework, understands neoliberalism 
as a “system of justification and legitimation” for a project to “re-establish 
the conditions for capital accumulation and to restore the power of 
economic elites,” following the economic crises of the 1970s. He argues 
that

In so far as neoliberalism values market exchange as “an ethic in itself, 
capable of acting as a guide to all human action, and substituting for 
all previously held ethical beliefs” it emphasizes the significance of con
tractual relations in the marketplace. It holds that the social good will 
be maximized by maximizing the reach and frequency of market trans
actions, and it seeks to bring all human action into the domain of the 
market.

Neoliberalism thus abandons the solidaristic and equalizing norms of 
the social state. Regressive “redistributive effects and increasing social 
inequality,” Harvey concludes, have “been such a persistent feature of 
neoliberalization as to be regarded as structural to the whole project” 
(Harvey 2005: 3, 16, 19). Klein meanwhile, argues that:

The movement that M ilton Friedman launched in the 1950s is best 
understood as an attempt by multinational capital to recapture the 
highly profitable, lawless frontier that Adam Smith, the intellectual 
forefather of today’s neoliberals, so admired—but with a twist. Rather 
than journeying through Smith’s “savage and barbarous nations” . . . 
this movement set out to systematically dismantle existing laws and 
regulations to re-create that earlier lawlessness. And where Smith’s 
colonists earned their record profits by seizing what he described as 
“waste lands” for “but a trifle,” today’s multinationals see government 
programs, public assets and everything that is not for sale as terrain to 
be conquered and seized—the post-office, national parks, schools, so
cial security, disaster relief, and anything else that is publicly adminis
tered (2007: 241-42).

Many scholars would, no doubt, object to the epochal and totalizing 
terms in which these authors present neoliberalism as a ubiquitous force



in post-W orld War II history. But few would question the basic claims 
Klein and Harvey advance concerning neoliberalism and the social state: 
neoliberalism is for the m arket and opposed to government provision of 
services; for an ethic of individual responsibility and opposed to “all pre
viously held ethical beliefs”; for a private definition of value and against 
value created by government—except, in Klein’s account, when public 
value can be plundered by corporate interests.

One major task of this book will be to ask whether, and in what sense, 
any of these claims about neoliberalism can be supported. To do so, it is 
necessary to address another question that is not substantive, concerning 
the “content” of neoliberalism, but methodological: W hat kind o f thing 
is neoliberalism? And how should it be studied? Is neoliberalism the kind 
o f thing to which one can attribute a coherent position on such diverse is
sues as redistribution, schools, security, disaster relief, and the post office? 
How is it connected to the vast range of historical experiences in which 
contemporary scholars purport to discover its workings?

Here, too, Harvey and Klein lay out a story th a t is implicit in most, 
though certainly not all, critical work. This story begins by identifying 
neoliberalism as an intellectual movement that is associated with a num 
ber of prominent economists, political philosophers, and motley fellow 
travelers, many of whom were associated with the Mt. Pelerin Society or 
the University of Chicago’s department of economics. This intellectual 
movement took shape in the wake of a vast expansion in the role of gov
ernments in managing social and economic life. In response, “neoliber
als” revived but modified the tenets of classical liberal thought, both as a 
critique of these developments and as a source of proposals for reform.

There is nothing wrong with this starting point. Indeed, in the discus
sion that follows I will insist on employing an “emic” definition of neo
liberalism that refers to those figures Dieter Plehwe (2009a) has called 
the “self-conscious” neoliberals, who sought to revive the tradition of 
classical liberalism and modify it in response to new problems . 9 Trou
bles arise, however, when these thinkers are connected to all those other 
things—reform programs, techniques of governing, broad processes of 
transformation or, most generally, a sweeping hegemonic project—that 
are often analyzed under the rubric of neoliberalism. The standard nar
rative unfolds roughly as follows: First, a handful of thinkers (certainly 
M ilton Friedman; perhaps Fredrik von Hayek) are taken to be the para
digmatic neoliberals while other self-consciously neoliberal thinkers are 
ignored. Second, a simplified account of their thought, generally based on 
selective reading of popular writings and neglect of the “serious speech 
acts” found in their scholarly work, is offered in some general formulae 
about support for the market, opposition to social welfare, and emphasis 
on individual choice and autonomy . 10 Third, links are then established



between these individuals and a range of experiences—from Ludwig Er- 
hardt to Boris Yeltsin; from Augusto Pinochet to Bill Clinton; from Deng 
Xiaoping’s “Four M odernizations” to the Washington Consensus to the 
post-Soviet project of “transition”—either by discovering some purport
edly decisive interpersonal or institutional connections or, more crudely 
but unfortunately more commonly, by simply registering every instance 
of marketization, opposition to social welfare, and “government through 
calculative choice” as a case of neoliberalism . 11 Thus, after beginning on 
solid ground, we observe w hat Bruno Latour calls an “acceleration” in 
the analysis, in which neoliberalism is understood as a dark and pervasive 
force that can explain “vast arrays of life and history” (2005: 22).

M y objection to such accounts is not that they attempt to link neolib
eralism to programs of reform and processes of transformation that are 
quite distant from the thinkers we would want to call “neoliberal.” Quite 
the contrary: the significance of neoliberalism must be sought, at least in 
part, in the disparate experiences in which neoliberal styles of reasoning, 
mechanisms of intervention, and techniques have played a significant role 
in shaping the forms of government. The problem, rather, is that such 
analyses fail, as Foucault once wrote, to “pay the full price” of making 
the connections that they wish to establish (2008: 187).

Toward Reconstruction

The way forward, it seems to me, is a conceptual and methodological re
construction of the field of inquiry. Reconstruction begins with unlearn
ing much of what we think we know about neoliberalism. It then requires 
reconstituting the field of investigation in a way that makes neoliberalism 
appear as a topic and problem  of inquiry rather than its premise.

To explain what I have in mind it will be helpful to return to the Rus
sian case. In what sense can Russia’s post-Soviet experience be linked 
to neoliberalism? The answer to this question may seem self-evident; it 
has certainly been taken for granted by observers of post-socialist trans
formation. As Bruce Kogut and Andrew Spicer have shown in a com
prehensive review of relevant literature, post-Soviet transform ation has 
overwhelmingly been understood as the product of a “ ‘Neo-liberal Eco
nomic Ideology’ that. . .framed foreign aid strategy in post-communist 
countries” (2004: 3 ) .12 And the Russian experience during the 1990s— 
particularly policies of structural adjustment and shock therapy, un
leashed in a final trium phant dismantling of Soviet socialism—marks 
the neoliberal apotheosis.

But there are problems with this story. First, as Venelin Ganev points 
out, the actual process of reform in all post-socialist countries was “in
coherent, tentative, and contradictory.” Thus, to portray post-socialist



developments as “emanations of an ideology that is both comprehensive 
and radical would amount to committing a grand simplification” (Ganev 
2005: 350). Second, the claim that structural adjustment and shock ther
apy are distinctly and specifically “neoliberal” at least requires qualifica
tion. When it was initially proposed by pragmatists at the World Bank as 
a program of massive intervention in response to economic crisis, struc
tural adjustment was an anathema for many self-consciously neoliberal 
thinkers. In any case, as I argue in chapter 6 , structural adjustment was 
the product of contingent historical factors, not the distilled essence of 
the neoliberal project.

But even if we grant that, in some qualified way, policies like structural 
adjustment and shock therapy can be associated w ith neoliberalism and 
that they have had enormous implications for post-socialist change— 
and in some qualified way, both claims are indeed true—we encounter 
a third and for my purposes decisive problem. Namely, such an account 
limits the reference domain of neoliberalism in Russia to a specific set 
of problems—relating to macroeconomic reform and privatization— 
and to the specific historical conjuncture of the 1990s, whose dynamics 
were more temporally circumscribed than many observers assumed they 
would be at the time. We are thus left to ask whether there is continued 
meaning in speaking of neoliberalism “beyond” the Washington Con
sensus, whether the reforms that moved to the center of attention in the 
2000s can, indeed, be called “neoliberal” in some meaningful sense. I 
want to insist that as my research turned to mundane systems like plan
ning norms, budgets, and heating systems, these were, in fact, questions: 
Could the reforms of such systems be linked to something that could be 
called “neoliberalism” ?

Ultimately, my answer was “yes”— although there was, indeed, a high 
price to be paid for arriving at it. After some digging through reform 
documents and technical studies and, from there, through relatively ob
scure traditions of economic and technocratic thought, I found tha t these 
reforms could be traced to key exponents of American neoliberalism. Of 
most immediate relevance was the work of George Stigler and James 
Buchanan, two thinkers who have been largely ignored in relevant schol
arship, but who were major figures of post-W orld W ar II neoliberalism 
in the United States. 13 Buchanan and Stigler were explicitly concerned 
with how the precepts of classical liberalism could be accommodated 
to the norms of what they called the “social state.” They made original 
contributions to a new liberal understanding of basic concepts such as 
the social contract, public interest, and equity. And they deployed this 
reworked conceptual toolkit to critique the budgetary mechanisms, in
frastructures, and regulatory regimes through which the social state had 
been articulated, first of all in the United States. Their work was then



taken up in traditions of technocratic practice. Buchanan, thus, made 
key contributions to fiscal federal theory, which, among other things, has 
become a central framework for a neoliberal programming of redistribu
tion. Stigler, meanwhile, catalyzed a new economics of regulation that ad
dressed, among other things, the government of infrastructures and utili
ties. By the 1970s the schemas of analysis and programs of reform they 
and others proposed had become central to a new liberal programming 
of the social state in rich countries; by the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s their 
proposals were circulating around the world. In post-Soviet Russia, in
ternational consultants, aid agencies, federal, regional, and local officials, 
and Russian experts deployed these forms of critique and programming 
to reform institutions inherited from the Soviet social state.

Through these long detours, a set of disparate objects came into focus as 
essential to investigating the puzzles about neoliberalism and social m o
dernity that had initially been framed by small cities like Belaya Kalitva: 
city-building and Soviet planning; Stigler, Buchanan, and a neoliberal 
critique of the social state; fiscal federal theory and the new econom
ics of regulation; and the mundane sociotechnical systems—pipes and 
wires, bureaucracies and budgets—that tied the other elements together, 
both materially and conceptually (see figure 1 .2 ). These elements com
prise, certainly, a complex and unwieldy field of study. The questions that 
emerged were: How to shape the disparate elements of this field— and 
the genealogical lines that run through them—into some kind of coherent 
narrative form?; How to craft general claims about neoliberalism as an 
intellectual project with broad and diverse effects without losing hold of 
its specificity in the thought of actual neoliberals?; and How, finally, to 
place post-Soviet neoliberal reform in a broader history of governmental 
forms in tsarist and Soviet Russia?

R e o r i e n t a t i o n : N e o l i b e r a l i s m , S o c i a l  M o d e r n i t y , B i o p o l i t i c s

My answers to these questions, which I outline in the remainder of this 
introduction, have been shaped by Foucault’s reflections on liberalism 
and biopolitics. Substantial literatures have drawn on Foucault’s work to 
analyze contemporary neoliberalism, and have debated the applicability 
of key concepts such as discipline to the Soviet Union and Russia. 14 Since 
I am pushing Foucault’s analysis in a somewhat different direction, it 
bears outlining what I find distinctive in his reflections before explaining 
how they animated my own inquiry. This will require a brief comment on 
the historical and conceptual problems that Foucault tried to analyze in 
the frame of biopolitics. But this discussion will soon lead us back to the 
central themes of my argument.
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The analysis that follows is rooted in Foucault’s lectures at the Collège 
de France in 1978 and 1979. In these lectures Foucault initially set out to 
develop a genealogy of biopolitics. Many commentators have concluded 
that this initial plan was dropped, and that he turned instead to an analy
sis of liberalism and neoliberalism in the frame of “governmentality.” But 
as I have argued elsewhere (Collier 2009b), this reading is not quite sat
isfactory. Foucault observed that liberalism could be studied as the “gen
eral framework of biopolitics” (Sellenart 2007: 383), and remarked that 
“only when we know what . . . liberalism was will we be able to grasp 
what biopolitics is” (Foucault 2008: 22). Indeed, I would like to show—if 
only in the most general terms—that Foucault’s examination of liberal
ism and neoliberalism suggests a template for the study of biopolitics; 
and tha t the frame of biopolitics, in turn, provides an orientation for the 
study of liberalism and neoliberalism that diverges substantially from the 
one suggested by conventional understandings.

Foucault found in liberalism the initial articulation of a new kind of 
governmental reason th a t understood individuals and collectivities not as 
legal subjects (of sovereignty) or docile bodies (of disciplinary power) but 
as living beings. At the most general level, it is this feature of modern gov
ernment that Foucault designates with the term “biopolitics.” I cannot 
address here the important historical question of whether and in what 
precise sense the “government of living beings” is distinctive of modern 
government, although it bears noting that on this point Foucault’s analy
sis converges with that of other authors, such as Karl Polanyi and, in a 
different fashion, Marc Raeff. 15 But some clarification about the refer
ence of “living beings”—and, therefore, about what is designated by the 
“bio” in biopolitics—is in order.

In its initial articulation—that is to say, in the thought of the French 
Physiocrats and the British liberals, who are at the center of Foucault’s 
story— biopolitics was shaped around the naturalistic conceptions that 
were characteristic of early liberal thought. Foucault argued that the key 
figure of liberal political reflection was population , understood as a “mul
tiplicity of individuals who are and fundamentally and essentially only 
exist biologically bound to the materiality within which they live.” 16 Fol
lowing Polanyi’s piquant observation, liberalism learned to understand 
human beings “ from the animal side”; in liberal thought “the biological 
nature of man appeared as the . . .  foundation of a society that was not of 
apolitical order” (2001: 119).

Though this connection has not been made by many of Foucault’s 
readers, it seems uncontroversial to conclude that the “bio” in biopoli
tics refers precisely to this early liberal naturalism—the proposition that 
government had to be thought of as a relationship between the juridico- 
legal domain of the state and the quasi-natural order of “population,”



which was radically heterogeneous to  the order of sovereignty. That said, 
it should be underlined that biopolitics, at least in these lectures, did not 
refer to the political management of questions that we would today call 
biological. Liberal and protoliberal thought could not have been con
cerned with the biological in the contemporary sense since it simply did 
not exist at the time17; and in current usage the problems w ith which 
Physiocracy and British liberalism were concerned, and that were the 
focus of Foucault’s analysis in these lectures, such as trade, patterns of 
habitation, urban conditions, means of subsistence, and so on, would be 
called “economic” or “social.” It is most accurate to say—and, in so many 
words, Foucault did say—that if a new figuration of “M an” or “anthro- 
pos,” defined at the “finitudes” of life (biology), labor (economic activity), 
and language (sociocultural existence), emerged in the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries as the object of the human sciences, then bio
politics designates the entry of this figure into the workings of political 
sovereignty. 18 In this sense, the term  “biopolitics” may serve (and has 
indeed served) as a source of confusion. Foucault might just as well have 
referred to an “econopolitics” or a “sociopolitics,” or invented a more 
general term. But since he did not, since the obvious alternatives do not 
exactly roll off the tongue (anthropos-politics?), and since biopolitics is 
an accepted term of art, I will stick with it.

At one level, then, biopolitics refers to a taken-for-granted (though 
not necessarily very well conceptualized) fact: that all modern govern
ments are concerned with managing the biological, social, and economic 
life of their subjects. But we should be careful. Like other diacritics of 
modernity (Max Weber’s analysis of rationalization, for example), this is 
best seen not as the diagnosis of an age but as an analytical orientation. 
There is no underlying “logic” of biopolitics but different ways in which 
the government of living beings is made a problem of reflection and in
tervention. W hat is most interesting in Foucault’s work—and what I try 
to develop for the Soviet and post-Soviet cases—is an analysis of the suc
cessive formations of biopolitical government, and of the different ways 
that biopolitics has been problematized.

Here it will be helpful to briefly consider Foucault’s treatment of these 
topics in the first lectures of 1978, which focus on the “protoliberal” 
French Physiocrats. 19 His analysis revolves around a number of individu
als who formulated proposals for understanding and managing nascent 
processes of urbanization and industrialization in the eighteenth century: 
Vigne de Vigny’s plan for the city of Nantes that sought to manage the 
pressures of population growth and expanded trade; Emmanuel Etienne 
Duvillard’s study that employed statistics to establish the distribution of 
smallpox risk over a population; and Louis-Paul Abeille’s proposals for 
regulating the grain trade. Foucault found in these thinkers fundamen-



tally novel propositions about the realities with which government had 
to grapple. The Physiocrats argued that to understand phenomena such 
as urbanization, famine, and pandemic disease, governmental knowledge 
and intervention had to concern itself with living beings in their patterns 
of habitation, production, and trade. They began, thus, to “carve out” new 
realities that would later be called “society” and “economy” as sites of ve- 
ridiction—fields of objects about which truth claims could be advanced— 
and as the grounds for a new “political ontology” —that is, propositions 
about what government is, about the objects on which government works, 
and about the ends toward which it is directed (Gordon 1991).

We should not pass too quickly over this point. In contrast to most 
“Foucaultian” work on liberalism and neoliberalism, Foucault’s analysis 
of the Physiocrats—like his subsequent analyses of the British liberals and 
of the German and American neoliberals—insistently focuses on thinkers 
and thinking. In his lectures of the late 1970s Foucault did not under
stand thinking as a static or closed system of reasoning—an episteme—or 
as an abstract practice of theorizing. Instead, as Paul Rabinow has ar
gued, he analyzed thinking as a “temporally unfolding situated practice” 
(2003: 17) that constitutes new ways of understanding and intervening, 
new kinds of veridiction, and new political ontologies.20 Here, then, is 
a first methodological orientation that we can draw from Foucault: to 
study liberalism and neoliberalism not as ideologies, hegemonic projects, 
or governmental rationalities but as forms of “critical reflection on gov
ernmental practice” (Foucault 2008: 321). In a nominalist spirit, and fol
lowing the suggestion of Stephen Holmes (1995), we could identify some 
orientations that are shared by all or at least many liberal and neoliberal 
thinkers. But the real interest of Foucault’s approach lies in its analysis 
of how these thinkers took up particular historical situations and recast 
them as problems of thought: the Physiocratic response to the economic 
difficulties of Absolute monarchy; the German ordo-liberal response to 
the legitimacy crisis of the post-Nazi state; and, most relevant for my 
purposes, the American neoliberal response to the rise of the social state.

Our next question is how Foucault links such analysis of governmental 
reflection to an analysis of the instituted forms of biopolitical government. 
Here, too, the Physiocratic example is instructive. Foucault argues that 
in their analyses of disease, urban conditions, and trade the Physiocrats 
provided the grounds for a practical assessment and critique of an ex
isting governmentality. They showed that the disciplinary and juridico- 
legal mechanisms of classical power were too invasive, too disruptive of 
the self-regulating mechanisms of the social and economic milieu. The 
Physiocrats also invented new forms of intervention that worked within 
and sought to modulate the autonomous laws of the market, the dynam
ics of disease, and the vicissitudes of population. Foucault thus found



in Physiocracy a new form of critique and a new kind of programming. 
This couplet of critique/programming or analysis/programming, which 
is repeated many times in these lectures, is crucial to understanding Fou
cault’s project. Liberal and neoliberal thinkers are not understood to have 
presented a “system” of government that displaced prior forms. “There is 
not,” Foucault argues, “a series of successive elements, the appearance of 
the new causing the earlier ones to disappear.” Rather, Foucault is inter
ested in political reasoning as a situated practice through which existing 
governmental forms are reflected upon, reworked, and redeployed. Fou
cault thus shows how liberal critique and programming shapes “complex 
edifices” of government in which disciplinary mechanisms, elements of 
sovereignty, and new liberal techniques of government are combined .21 

The Physiocrats inscribed the “liberal” doctrine of laissez faire within the 
aims of sovereignty; their purpose was not to overturn but to preserve 
sovereign power (Foucault 2008: 285). In a subsequent analysis Foucault 
shows how British liberals took up and redeployed existing governmental 
forms, as in the integration of disciplinary techniques in Bentham’s w ork
house, or the adaptation of the juridico-legal edifice of rights to the new 
questions of biopolitical government.

Ultimately, Foucault is telling a nuanced and very dynamic story about 
the relationship between critical reflection and successive forms of gov
ernment, documenting their intimate relationship but also insisting that 
they be held apart analytically so that their actual interconnections can be 
studied. And this is the kind of analysis I pursue in what follows. I am not 
treating biopolitics as a theory that could be somehow “applied” to Russia, 
or a “logic” that could also be found in Soviet government. Nor is the story 
I want to tell about how an existing (Soviet) biopolitics is “neoliberalized,” 
as though an abstract blueprint was imposed on a prior reality. Instead, 
I understand Soviet government as a distinctive formation of biopolitics, 
the result of a specific and original response to the most basic problems 
of modern government: How should the state govern living beings? How 
should it manage adjustments between population, production, and social 
welfare provisioning? And I examine neoliberalism—in its initial formula
tion and in the Russian reforms it made thinkable—as a form of reflection 
that arose precisely in response to the problems of the social state, and a 
source of proposals for criticizing and reprogramming the social state.

B i o p o l i t i c s  a n d  S o c i a l  M o d e r n i t y — L i b e r a l  a n d  S o c i a l i s t

The first half of this book examines the emergence of Soviet biopolitics, 
focusing in particular on the project of Soviet social modernity: not the 
modernization of society, as though “society” was a pre-existing entity



waiting to be modernized, but the forms of veridiction, the kinds of pro
gramming, and the apparatuses through which figures like society and 
economy were “carved out,” as Foucault has put it (2007: 79), as objects 
of knowledge and targets of intervention in Soviet Russia.22 My analysis 
centers on city-building, the distinctive Soviet form of urban planning. 
Conceptually, it revolves around a distinction between the liberal and 
Soviet variants of social modernity.

We have seen that the problem of social modernity was inaugurated 
in liberal (or protoliberal) reflection as a response to processes of ur
banization and industrialization—and the problems to which they gave 
rise—first, as a critique of excessively rigid and invasive frameworks of 
sovereignty and discipline and, second, as a form of programming that 
worked within the autonomous laws of the economic and social milieu. 
But the forms of social modernity have not always been “liberal”—far 
from it. One can point to innumerable projects—from programs of so
cial welfare, to frameworks of international development, to twentieth- 
century socialism—that, as M ariana Valverde (2008) has recently re
minded us, rested on a rejection of liberalism’s core tenets. Among these 
latter traditions the Soviet case is of fundamental importance, looming 
over the twentieth century as the great alternative and challenge, to which 
liberal thought—or, more precisely, raeoliberal thought—had to provide 
answers. But surprisingly little attention has been paid to the distinct 
formation of socialist biopolitics. Analyses of totalitarianism in a Fou- 
caultian frame have focused on “limit” experiences (the camps, for exam
ple), which are often treated—rather mysteriously—as a hidden nomos 
of liberalism rather than as distinctly illiberal formations of government 
that have to be analyzed on their own terms.23 And although a number 
of excellent studies have drawn on Foucault’s concepts to study tsarist 
and Soviet Russia, most focus on questions of subjectivity and power, or 
on problems of “cultural modernity .” 24 No study, at any rate, has tried 
to construct for the case of Soviet biopolitics and social modernity what 
Foucault (and a massive subsequent scholarship) provided for the liberal 
cases: an account of the political ontology on which it rested and of the 
kind of critique and programming through which it reflected upon and 
reshaped existing governmental forms.25

An analysis of Soviet biopolitics and social modernity must begin from 
the fact tha t the problems confronted by Soviet planners were entirely 
different from those faced by the French Physiocrats or British liberals. 
The most important feature of the tsarist inheritance was understood 
as the absence of urbanization and industrialization; the key challenge 
was to create through state initiative what had arisen “spontaneously” 
(because these processes were thought to take place “outside” the state) 
in the liberal cases.26 In response to these challenges, key figures in early



debates about Soviet government explicitly rejected liberal political 
ontology. They cast aside its concern with the autonomous realities of 
economy and society and its strictures on governmental intervention, and 
they reconceptualized collective life as a space of total planning. Soviet 
city-building extended this biopolitical gambit into the domain of urban 
modernity and social welfare. Economic planners called for the state to 
reorganize populations around new sites of industrial production; city- 
building was a framework for building cities and mechanisms of need 
fulfillment around these new collections of people. If, in liberal thought, 
“economy” and “society” were discovered as autonomous realities not 
subject to the laws of the state, then for key theorists of Soviet city-build- 
ing, such as Nikolai Miliutin and Mikhail Okhitovich, the problem of 
settlement (rasselenie) concerned the planned adjustments between popu
lations and production. If, in liberal thought, the laws of the social mi
lieu had to be respected, the Soviet city (gorodskoe) khoziaistvo—the key 
problem domain of city-building—was a substantive economy planned 
and programmed to its minutest detail.

These basic orientations of city-building and social modernity were 
established by the early 1930s, as the attention of architects and urbanists 
turned from a “revolution in daily life” to the problem of building cities 
around the new industrial works foreseen in the first five-year plan. But 
it was only after World W ar II that city-building consolidated as an ap
paratus of transformation. In the postwar decades the planning institutes 
expanded; resources were increasingly channeled to housing construction 
and social welfare provisioning; and the population, violently reorga
nized over national space in the first several decades of the Soviet period, 
slowly settled into a stable pattern. It is during this period that sociotech
nical systems like urban utilities and budgetary systems emerged as key 
mechanisms through which a new pattern of substantive provisioning 
was established. And it is during this period that small industrial cities— 
the longstanding ideal for city-builders—emerged as the exemplars of a 
particular form of modern life comprising:

• Forms o f expertise in domains such as architecture, urbanism, de
mography, geography, and social welfare planning;

• Values and normative orientations to equality and to universal so
cial provisioning;

• Institutional and material apparatuses such as infrastructures and 
budgetary bureaucracies through which cities, people, and resource 
flows were stitched together;

• A project o f transformation that oriented these different elements 
toward the telos of a planned future;



• Patterns of adjustment between populations, production, and social 
welfare provisioning defining the size structure of settlements and the 
relationship between social provisioning and industrial production.

These elements make up what I will call the “Soviet social” : not Soviet 
“society,” whose existence was such a contentious question of late Soviet- 
ological debate, and not the analytical field that provides the explanatory 
background for the social sciences, but instead a particular configuration 
of collective life in whose assembly city-building played a central role.

N e o l i b e r a l i s m : R e p r o g r a m m i n g  t h e  S o c i a l  S t a t e

If the first half of this book is concerned with the project of Soviet social 
modernity and the assembly of the Soviet social, then the second half 
asks: How do neoliberal reforms critique and program the systems of 
social welfare and the urban forms created by socialism?; Can these re
forms be considered “post-social” ? If, on the one hand, we understand 
Soviet social modernity as a project of transformation, with correspond
ing knowledge forms and apparatuses, we would have to conclude that 
post-Soviet Russia is post-social in a rather straightforward sense. The 
mechanisms of Soviet industrial coordination and the framework of city- 
building were rapidly disarticulated with the collapse of Soviet social
ism. On the other hand, years of scholarship on post-Soviet Russia has 
demonstrated the often surprising persistence of the material structures, 
demographic patterns, spatial forms, bureaucratic routines, and underly
ing values produced by Soviet socialism. My aim is not to sort out pre
cisely what has been preserved and what transformed. Instead, following 
Foucault’s emphases, I am interested in how the elements of the Soviet 
social are being reproblematized in new approaches to thinking about 
government in Russia.

For reasons I have already rehearsed, this orientation took me far from 
Soviet and post-Soviet Russia, to the post-W orld War II United States 
where James Buchanan and George Stigler enter our story as crucial fig
ures in neoliberal reflection about the social state. Buchanan and Stigler 
were both “neo” and “liberal” in a specific and, it seems to me, meaning
ful sense. Writing after World War II, both understood that they lived in 
a different world from that of the classical liberals. They recognized that 
the existence of a large government whose expenditures were directed 
overwhelmingly to health, social security, and welfare posed a challenge 
to classical liberalism. They hoped, certainly, to limit the growth of the 
state, and both, at times, denounced government in strikingly categorical 
terms. But they had no illusions about returning to the status quo ante. A



“social state” of some size was a reality. The question was how liberalism 
could be adapted to the problems of the social state, and how, in turn, the 
social state might be modified to conform to the political and economic 
principles of liberalism. Thus, most basically, Buchanan and Stigler’s neo- 
liberalism was defined by their attempt to modify liberal critique and 
programming in light o f the social state .27

Central to this effort was what might be called a critique of public 
value—a critical approach to analyzing the value produced by govern
ment for its constituents. Buchanan and Stigler argued that since the Pro
gressive Era and the New Deal in the United States, economic critique fo
cused on “market failure”—that is, the failure of unregulated markets to 
ensure competition or maximize welfare. On this basis, economists (and 
other experts and policymakers) justified a substantial expansion of state 
intervention across many areas of social and economic life. For Buchanan 
and Stigler (and many other neoliberals), the problem with the dominant 
forms of economic reasoning about the state began from the fact that 
“government” was treated as a benevolent actor, and the “public” as a 
homogeneous mass whose needs and values could be known. In response, 
they raised fundamental questions about the production of “public val
ue” (a term of which both were suspicious) in a complex modern society. 
For whom, they asked, are public values valuable—a broad swath of 
the citizenry or powerful private groups such as corporations? Through 
what mechanisms are these values defined? How can public values such 
as health and welfare—values that, as Foucault once remarked, have no 
“internal principle of lim itation” (2000: 373)—be reconciled with the 
reality of scarcity and the diverse desires of constituents?

The answers tha t Stigler and Buchanan formulated struck directly at 
the regulatory institutions, redistributive mechanisms, and infrastruc
tures through which the American social state expanded; their effect, 
as one not particularly sympathetic commentator observed, was like a 
“shotgun blast” that challenged the assumptions and institutions of “the 
Progressive era, the New Deal, and the Great Society” (McCraw 1976: 
297). On one level, their critique drew attention to the failure of many 
government interventions to produce the outcomes that policymakers 
and technocrats explicitly sought to achieve. But this new critical reflec
tion was not only an economic “test” of government activity (Do policies 
achieve their goals?). It was, also, a “criticism of reality”— an interven
tion at the level of political ontology. Stigler and Buchanan articulated 
what I will call a “microeconomic” critique of government that com
prised, following Foucault, an entirely new “method of analysis and . . . 
type of programming” (2008: 219) of the social state. In referring to 
a microeconomics of government, I do not mean to suggest that they 
worked on the microeconomy as a pre-existing field. Rather, I refer to a



form of reflection and intervention that served to constitute the incentives 
of individuals as a register of reality that could be known and governed .28 

Buchanan and Stigler (and many other neoliberal thinkers) decomposed 
what they saw as unwieldy aggregate concepts like “the state,” the “pub
lic interest,” and “society” into calculating actors, whether firms, interest 
groups, or individual citizens. They defined a new critical visibility of 
government activity, uncovering previously ignored behavioral questions 
about how regulatory officials, corporations, policymakers, the benefi
ciaries of public programs, and citizens responded to the incentives that 
were created, often unwittingly, by government intervention. At the same 
time, this microeconomic perspective provided the conceptual grounds 
for a new programming that identified these actors’ incentives as a key 
target of reform.

It is central to my story that the form of critique and programming that 
Stigler and Buchanan formulated did not arrive in Russia because the 
agents of “neoliberal hegemony” transported it there; there are no hid
den connections between major neoliberal thinkers and the experts and 
policymakers who formulated heating or budgetary reform in Russia, 
and these latter individuals, no doubt, would never think of themselves 
as neoliberals. Instead, we will see that a crucial intermediary role was 
played by tw o “minor traditions” of neoliberal thought: fiscal federal 
theory and the new economics of regulation. Borrowing loosely from 
Gilles Deleuze and Felix G uattari’s (1986) discussion of minor literature, 
I have in mind a tradition defined not by an overriding ideological or 
political agenda, or by great thinkers, but by a style of reasoning and an 
accumulation of exemplary experiences that contributes to shared under
standings. Akin to Michel Callon’s “hybrid knowledges” (1998a), these 
minor traditions were constituted between academic disciplines, domains 
of technical expertise, and policymaking, and produced an entire body 
of knowledge, and a toolkit of highly original practices. As Nikolas Rose 
(1999) has shown in his work on “advanced liberalism,” these new gov
ernmental mechanisms that work through individual choice and calcula
tion—we might call them “microeconomic devices”29—introduced a vast 
range of new possibilities into the programming of government: markets 
in social “bads” such as pollution; voucher programs for schools; the 
monetization of social welfare payments; decentralizing reforms of gov
ernment; incentive pricing for regulated industries; formulas for budget
ary redistribution; mechanisms of quasi-competition in contexts where 
competitive markets cannot function, and so on. These minor traditions, 
though not exclusively associated with neoliberalism, can be called “neo
liberal” in, again, a specific and meaningful sense, and it is through them 
that neoliberalism can be meaningfully associated with the areas of re
form that I studied in Russia.



P o s t -S o v i e t  S o c i a l

The question I want to pose explicitly—precisely because it is so often 
taken for granted—is how this microeconomic programming relates to 
the norms and forms of the social state. At first glance it might seem that 
the multifarious realms of substantive organization of economic and so
cial life are reengineered through mechanisms of formal rationalization 
and calculative choice. Following Rose, O ’Malley, and Valverde, to the 
extent that they are “autonomizing and responsibilizing” of individual 
citizens, these “advanced liberal” techniques of government enable the 
state to “divest itself of many of its obligations” for the population’s 
health and welfare, and to devolve these to “quasi-autonomous entities” 
(2006: 91). To recall Harvey, the market ethic replaces all previous ethi
cal systems. “Advanced liberal” government, on this account, would also 
seem to be “post-social” government.

But we should not move too quickly from the identification of neolib
eralism with a microeconomic critique and programming to any assump
tions about the formations of government that neoliberal reform shapes. 
W hat Buchanan proposed, what the theorists and practitioners of fiscal 
federalism elaborated, and what a collection of international consultants, 
local experts in fiscal reform, policymakers, and government officials ar
ticulated through proposals for budgetary reform in Russia, was not the 
abandonment of the social welfare goals of the Soviet state. Instead, by 
programming systems of transfers, reforms aimed to accommodate the 
reality of scarcity and a preference for decentralized government to the 
quite stringent redistributive standard of “fiscal equity.” In doing so, neo
liberal reforms did not reject Soviet social norms. Quite the contrary: we 
will see that the technical definition of “fiscal equity” requires meticulous 
calculation of citizens’ norm-defined “needs” in order to determine ap
propriate budgetary distributions. This orientation to fiscal equity was 
not an exception to a neoliberal project that was really, in its dark and 
hidden moments, devoted to evacuating the public purposes of the state. 
N or was this simply an “ameliorative” accommodation, meant to over
come contradictions in the “neoliberal hegemonic project.” 30 Rather, 
fiscal equity was the central theme of Buchanan’s classic essays of the 
late 1940s and early 1950s, which articulated a new liberal reflection on 
growing inequality in industrial societies and suggested a practical ap
proach to organizing distributions of wealth that would be, as he put it, 
more “ethically acceptable” (1950: 590). If Buchanan took from classical 
liberalism a concern with limiting the state and fiercely defending indi
vidual autonomy, he also took from it a concern with justice.

W hat Stigler began to conceptualize, w hat was elaborated through a 
new economics of regulation, and what was articulated in federal re



forms of heat provision formulated in the 2000s in Russia, was not the 
abandonment of the principle that the state should guarantee delivery of 
essential infrastructure services, or of the proposition that in certain sec
tors of a modern economy markets fail and government must intervene. 
Instead, it was a new critique and programming of heat provisioning that 
deployed microeconomic devices—meters, targeted (rather than blanket) 
subsidies, incentive pricing—to partially reprogram the delivery of heat 
while preserving a prior orientation to universal provisioning, and m an
aging the natural monopoly characteristics of heat production imposed 
by the stubborn material structures and spatial forms of Soviet social
ism. This, again, was not an “exception” to a neoliberal project bent on 
marketizing public services. Rather, it was precisely an application of a 
tradition of neoliberal thought that acknowledged the failure of markets 
to produce desired efficiency or welfare outcomes in some sectors or sub
sectors, and that sought, in these cases, to deploy microeconomic devices 
in a way that could be accommodated to the substantive orientations of 
universal need fulfillment. This was less a “m arketization” or “privatiza
tion” of a public service—the universal slogan of neoliberalism’s critics— 
and more a new patterning of social welfare mechanisms with techniques 
of commercialization and calculative choice.

These observations suggest no definitive answers to the question of 
whether post-Soviet government is post-social government. If there is a 
global argument it is negative: the antinomies that have long been accepted 
as defining neoliberalism—public versus private value; social versus post
social; the state versus the market; solidarity versus individualism—do 
not perform the conceptual labor we require of them. My point is not 
precisely that existing formulations about neoliberalism are wrong; they 
are in some cases but not in others. Rather, it is that they are of the wrong 
kind. They are seeking in neoliberalism explanations for “vast arrays of 
life and history,” to repeat Bruno Latour’s phrase, when we should be 
trying to establish better tools for studying this significant form through 
which population, society, and economy are being reshaped as objects of 
governmental reflection and intervention.

O b j e c t s  a n d  M e t h o d

In concluding this chapter, a few comments about the objects of analysis 
that appear, and the methods of inquiry employed in this book are in or
der. A central strategy, motivated by the methodological concerns already 
discussed, is to cast a suspicious eye on term s like “Soviet society,” “mar
ketization,” or “neoliberalism” and to identify objects of analysis— and 
terms for describing them—that get closer to the actuality of how the



social was assembled in the Soviet period, and how it is being reshaped 
today. Thus, I spend a good deal of time on detailed analyses of pipes and 
budgetary routines, norms and standards, calculative tools such as social
ist “tabulations” of social welfare needs, and neoliberal redistribution 
formulas. I also devote considerable attention to the analysis of technical 
documents and the “styles of reasoning” 31 that can be discerned in them: 
articles written by neoliberal economists and Soviet planners; strategy 
statements issued by technocratic institutions such as the World Bank; 
and reform proposals propagated by the Russian government or Rus
sian think tanks. This may make for rough (or dry) going at times. But I 
am convinced that only in this way can we make headway in addressing 
questions whose answers have too often been taken for granted.

In some respects this approach bears an affinity to the style of inquiry 
associated with Actor-Network Theory (ANT). It places great value on 
detailed and careful technical description. And my broader methodologi
cal orientations echo ANT’s antisociological arguments: its insistence on 
taking figures such as “the m arket” or “society” or the “calculative actor” 
not as pre-given categories of social scientific analysis but as assemblages. 
Their construction has to be accounted for by making “the social” trace
able, as in Latour’s recent formulation (2005: 164), or, following Michel 
Callon, by showing how markets are made through the “framing” of cal
culative agencies (1998a).32 Thus, my inquiry was very much concerned 
with understanding how, through “humble” infrastructures, the Soviet 
social was assembled, and with the way that calculative agencies were (or 
were not, thanks in part to the intransigence of the same infrastructures) 
framed through neoliberal reforms.

That said, as my fieldwork progressed, this mode of inquiry was com
plicated by a simple fact: other observers in the historical and contempo
rary fields I was studying were asking precisely the same questions. Tsarist 
ministers, planning theorists, and Soviet city-builders were all concerned 
with understanding how “the social” had been assembled in liberal coun
tries, and with inventing alternative ways that, through infrastructures, 
standards and norms, and budgetary mechanisms, it could be assembled 
differently. Neoliberal reformers, from Buchanan and Stigler to the of
ten anonymous authors of innumerable Russian and foreign technical 
reports, asked not whether it would be possible to “marketize” these as
semblies— as though markets and calculative agencies would magically 
emerge when the state was withdrawn. Instead, they asked how calcula
tive agencies could be constituted by disentangling actors and framing 
their choices through the details of material apparatuses and administra
tive arrangements. From this perspective, the questions of ANT did not 
have to be introduced into these fields as the special contribution of a 
detached observer. They were already there, posed through diverse forms



of critical questioning that were historically shaped through an entire ac
cumulation of arguments, now obscure technical debates, and historical 
experiences. The challenge, thus, was to analyze these actors as thinkers, 
and to analyze thinking neither as abstract reflection nor as a fixed “sys
tem ” or episteme but as a practico-critical activity through which, follow
ing Paul Rabinow, “historical conjunctures [are] turned into conceptual 
and practical problems” (2003: 4 7 ) .33

In this light, my approach diverges from ANT—and converges with 
alternatives such as Foucault’s history of the present and Rabinow’s an
thropology of the contemporary—in its explicit concern with what might 
be called the historicity of the assemblages or “actor-networks” that ANT 
has made its privileged object of analysis. By “historicity” I do not mean 
just that the formation of these assemblages can be temporally traced— 
that they can be situated historically (arising at a certain time, animated 
by certain actors or actor networks). Instead, I refer to their relationship 
to broader fields of significance and historical conditions of intelligibility 
that are themselves temporally circumscribed, and whose identification is 
a critical moment of inquiry. 34 Consequently, if a first step in the analysis is 
“deconstructive” in the sense that Latour (2005) uses the term—a process 
of breaking down the vague abstractions of the social sciences and of be
ginning to trace how collectivities are actually constituted—then a second 
step might be called the conceptual reconstruction of historical conditions 
of intelligibility or what Ian Hacking (2002) calls historical ontology . 35 It 
is to this end that the technical analyses in this book are directed.

Thus, though city-building plans were never implemented in full, they 
tell us something essential about the project of Soviet social modernity. 
Their analysis suggests a set of terms—khoziaistvo, settlement, and so 
on—that are not meaningless abstractions but valuable tools for grasp
ing how the health, welfare, and conditions of existence of the Soviet 
population was constituted as an object of knowledge and a field of inter
vention. And although the reforms I examine may not have worked out 
as anticipated in plans—and indeed have not, in some cases, even been 
implemented—they provide us with ways to think about the relationship 
between neoliberalism and social modernity that are better in the sense 
that they are closer to the actuality of neoliberalism as a form of critique 
and programming in particular domains. Buchanan’s concept of fiscal 
equity tells us something about contemporary reformations of the state 
that is entirely missed by the usual boilerplate about austerity and state 
retrenchment. Stigler’s economics of regulation allows us to understand 
neoliberalism not as a “privatization” of social services that simply aban
dons central commitments of the social state but as a microeconomic 
programming of social welfare that reworks but in some cases retains the 
ends of social government. In this sense, conceptual reconstruction does



not mean abandoning middle range concepts like neoliberalism. Instead, 
it means investing in them by clarifying their meaning and significance.

Since I am an anthropologist, it bears closing these brief notes on method 
by commenting on what is usually taken to be the defining feature of 
anthropological work—ethnography. This book is not an ethnography, 
and it does not have the typical traits of an ethnography. I do not draw 
on extensive quotation from conversations in the field; I do not investi
gate “difference” or structures of experience; and I do not try to portray 
my fieldwork in Russia as an existential journey in which the experience 
of the ethnographer is foregrounded. In fact, my fieldwork did offer op
portunities to pursue ethnography in these familiar forms: classic rites of 
ethnographic passage such as fluency and immersion, unhappiness and 
existential quandary; and candidates for thick description, such as the 
nostaVgiia of those who built small cities after World War II and lived to 
see their collapse, or the struggle of younger residents to gain their ethical 
bearings in small cities whose horizons closed down with the “opening” 
that attended Soviet breakup. But I did not pursue these “ethnographic” 
concerns for the simple reason that ethnography, thus conceived, did not 
offer answers to the questions I cared about.

And why should it? As various commentators have observed, ethnog
raphy was invented in relation to a specific theory of anthropology’s ob
ject—the culture or ethnos (Clifford 1988; Gupta and Ferguson 1992; 
Rabinow et al. 2008). Given the proliferation of other kinds of objects 
in contemporary anthropology, it seems reasonable to ask not whether 
a certain study is “an ethnography” but how certain practices associated 
with ethnography can fit into a toolkit for contemporary anthropological 
inquiry. For ultimately I did use a practice that is derived from traditions 
of ethnography in a fashion that seems to me typical of much anthropo
logical work today: a technique of inquiry tha t begins from the specific
ity of a certain place, is oriented by the weight of its problems, by the 
density and polyvalence of the experiences that one finds in it, and that 
leads to other sites, where other techniques of inquiry must be used. This, 
at any rate, is what fieldwork in Belaya Kalitva and Rodniki—a second 
city in which I worked—provided: insight into critical nodes where fields 
of power come into contact and are made visible; into singular realities 
whose intelligibility has to be found in diverse experiences that lie beyond 
them. The detailed engagement of ethnography provided, thus, an ori
entation to a grouping of sites and a set of problems that I simply could 
not have stumbled upon otherwise. These cities also provided an ethical 
orientation to the fate of a curious and preponderant kind of human 
collectivity, to the apartment blocs, heating pipes, budgets, and people 
whose lives depend on these mundane systems—and whose modernity 
has been shattered.



A Note on Organization

The two parts of this book share a common structure. After a brief in
troduction, each begins by asking how the broad adjustments between 
population, production, and social welfare were made targets of expert 
reflection and intervention in the early Soviet period (chapter 2) and at 
the onset of the post-Soviet period (chapter 6 ). Subsequent chapters trace 
these biopolitical frameworks to the elements through which a form of 
social modernity is assembled, digging in to pipes, wires, and norms. My 
argument about neoliberalism comes late in the book—in chapter 7 (on 
the fisc) and chapter 8 (on heat systems). For this reason, although these 
chapters draw extensively on prior material, I have written them in a way 
that should allow them to be read on their own.



PART ONE

Soviet Social Modernity



ME CE H  T A I U A B M M b l ï  fOPOM!
Figure P .l. “Tomorrow— Sunny Cities!” A poster from the late Soviet Baikal- 
Amur Railroad (BAM) proclaims “Where today there is taiga, tom orrow— sunny 
cities!”



I n  1 9 3 0  t h e  S t a t e  P u b l i s h i n g  H o u s e  issued Nikolai Aleksandrovich 
M iliutin’s book, The Problem o f Building Socialist Cities, Basic Ques
tions Regarding the Rational Planning and Construction o f Settlements 
in the USSR. The book—frequently referred to as Sotsgorod, or Social
ist City—is among the celebrated documents of the Soviet architectural 
and urbanist avant-garde. Its best-known proposal was for a “lineal city,” 
a planning concept that, as George Collins and Arthur Sprague (1974) 
have argued, can be located in a tradition that extends from Toni Gar- 
nier’s Cite Industrielle to the precepts put forth by CIAM in the Athens 
Charter. As in these other schemes, Miliutin called for careful planning of 
the functional relationships among residential areas, recreational facili
ties, and industrial enterprises in cities. The lineal city was distinguished 
by the vision of total transformation that underlay it. 1 The premise was 
massive state-led industrialization, around which cities would have to be 
shaped, down to their most minute details. Even “the communes ... the 
dwellings, and ... the other similar parts of settlements,” he wrote, should 
be planned as inputs to productive processes. This was a vision of human 
settlement as a “flowing functional-assembly line”—urban modernity as 
an adjunct to industrial enterprise (Miliutin 1974: 64-65).

Miliutin’s Sotsgorod arrived at a critical juncture in the evolution of 
Soviet planning discussions. As the construction of major industrial works 
came into focus as the central task for building socialism in the late 1920s, 
architects’ early utopian experiments with reconstructing daily life gave 
way to the problems of building cities around new sites of industrial 
production. This shift sparked the last great discussion of the urbanist 
avant-garde, concerning the design of socialist cities. But the space for 
utopian musings about new urban forms opened only briefly. It soon be
came apparent that industrial plans would dictate terms to Soviet cities, 
which were not loci of experimentation but rather, as a 1931 article in the 
journal Soviet Architecture put it, mere “details” in regional and national 
plans for industrial development. The “official” message to urbanists, ob
serves the Russian historian M ark Meerovich (2007), was “Enough dis
cussing! You will build and plan what the government orders! [Khvatit 
diskutirovat’l Stroit3 i proektirovat’ budete to, chto prikazhet vlast’!].”

In retrospect, one can see how M iliutin’s Sotsgorod was delicately bal
anced in this quickly changing and ultimately dangerous terrain. His lin
eal city was located in a tradition of avant-garde thought that imagined 
a central creative role for architects and urbanists. At the same time, the 
lineal city was nothing other than a city designed as a “detail” in plans 
for industrial mass production, one whose elements—its inhabitants, its 
social welfare facilities, its housing—would be planned and organized as



productive factors. And the concerns addressed in Sotsgorod, beyond the 
lineal city, conformed to new pragmatic mandates to support the work of 
the five-year plan .2 The book discussed the mundane task of training spe
cialists who could undertake the vast amount of work required for plan
ning Soviet cities. It also outlined a technocratic framework that would 
allow urbanists to link industrial development, population growth, and 
social welfare in a common frame of total planning.

The ideas presented in Sotsgorod had a complex fate. Collins and 
Sprague point out that Miliutin recanted his earlier work in 1932, argu
ing that his writing from that time on “represents an about face that is 
incomprehensible in terms of Sotsgorod” (1974: 29). But the concerns of 
Sotsgorod were not simply abandoned. As scholars have recently recog
nized is true in so many domains, the dramatic shifts of the late 1920s 
and early 1930s are hard to characterize in terms of a simple rejection of 
prior ideas .3 Key elements of a new urbanism laid out in Sotsgorod—not 
only the general orientation to functional planning but the pragmatic vi
sion of design institutes, of cadres of architects and urbanists, of substan
tive norms that tied urban planning to total planning, and of a “socio
economic theory of planning by which society could be totally trans
formed” (Collins and Sprague 1974: 1)—were assimilated into Soviet 
urbanism. In particular, they can be found in the theory and practice of 
gradostroiteVstvo or city-building, the paradigm of Soviet city planning.

GradostroiteVstvo was not a neologism of the 1920s. But in Soviet 
practice it referred to something distinct from tsarist precedents. Soviet 
city-building was also distinct from modern urban planning as it had 
evolved elsewhere during the nineteenth century. It was not confined to 
questions of land use, zoning, urban infrastructure, and planning of pub
lic spaces; it was not a modulated and partial intervention into autono
mous “social” processes. Rather, city-building was a form of total plan
ning applied to urban life.

C o m p a r a t i v e  S o c i a l  M o d e r n i t i e s

In the first part of this book I take the initial articulation of city-building 
in the early 1930s as a kind of pivot, whose intelligibility should be es
tablished in relation to the distinctive trajectory of tsarist and early Soviet 
biopolitics, and whose effects can be traced through the development of 
Soviet urban modernity. I begin, in chapter 2, by outlining the background 
of developments against which we can understand the emergence of Soviet 
city-building—painting, with a broad brush, a picture of successive for
mations of government from Petrine absolutism to Soviet total planning. 
Chapter 3 focuses on the urbanist discussions of the late 1920s and early 
1930s in which city-building was articulated as a form of total planning



applied to problems of social modernity. Chapters 4 and 5 turn to Soviet 
developments in the two small industrial cities where I worked—Rodniki 
and Belaya Kalitva—examining how the planning apparatus took hold 
of such cities as objects of knowledge and intervention; how these cities 
were transformed in the late Soviet period; and how the institutional bases 
of this distinctive form of collective life came unraveled after the Soviet 
Union broke up, leaving the spatial, demographic, and material inheri
tance of city-building as a problem for post-Soviet reform.

Although my analysis of city-building is not explicitly comparative, an 
implicit comparison lies behind it, and will be periodically invoked in the 
chapters that follow. This comparison follows a long and rich tradition of 
scholarship that has emphasized that potent force-field of backwardness 
that profoundly shaped political and economic institutions in Russia .4 In 
pursuing this theme, I am guided by the work of Alexander Gerschen- 
kron (1966, 1970), an economic historian who is most famous for his 
theses on the relationship between the timing of industrialization and the 
varying institutional forms of industrial modernity across Europe. For 
Gerschenkron, the relative “lateness” of industrialization—that is, the 
degree of “backwardness”—is intimately related to the institutional pat
tern of industrialism: its capital intensity, the relative importance of the 
state, and the amount of coercion employed. In this sense, backwardness 
referred in part to “objective” features of economic and social organiza
tion, such as the levels of urbanization and industrialization. But it is cru
cial to Gerschenkron’s argument that these factors became significant be
cause leaders of state, intellectuals, and aristocratic or military elites saw 
them as problems. These actors produced what Foucault called a “grid of 
historical and sociological decipherment” (2008: 291) that allowed them 
to diagnose contemporary problems as products of backwardness, and 
to develop plans for overcoming them. Backwardness, in short, was a 
problem-space—a challenge first of all on the level of thought.

This understanding of backwardness is connected to one of Gerschen
kron’s most trenchant and enduring insights: the response to backward
ness is often not imitation. Gerschenkron famously rejected Karl M arx’s 
dictum that “ [t]he industrially more developed country presents to the 
less developed country a picture of the latter’s future” (Gerschenkron 
1966: 6 ). Instead, anticipating a key insight of postcolonial studies, he 
argued that backward countries take up, critique, and rework received 
elements from the most “advanced” countries. Backwardness was thus 
a site of critique, but also a site of innovation. In this sense, Gerschen
kron’s comparative analysis does not explain divergent developmental 
outcomes in different countries by reference to independent variables. 
In his view, Russian industrial development was utterly different from 
British industrialization, but it is unintelligible without reference to the 
British experience, in part because the British experience was an essential



object of reflection for those engaged in organizing industrial develop
m ent in Russia. Similarly, though Soviet social modernity diverged abso
lutely from the liberal cases, it can only be understood as a response to 
the institutional forms and the kind of problem making associated with 
the liberal experience.

In Foucault’s account, liberal reflection on government was shaped by 
two interlinked developments. The first was the transformation of ru
ral economic and social institutions, leading to the weakening of feudal 
bonds and overpopulation in the countryside. The second was the devel
opment of early market cities, initially as exceptions in systems of power 
“founded and developed on the basis of a territorial domination defined 
by feudalism” (2007: 64). The confluence of these two developments in 
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, fueled by an expansion 
of trade, incipient industrialization, and ever broadening concessions 
to urban autonomy, led to a chaotic and uncontrolled reorganization— 
“tropismic,” as Lewis M umford (1934: 151) famously put it, like moths 
to light—of populations around new centers of economic activity. These 
new industrial centers were what Mumford famously labeled the “non
cities” of early capitalist urbanization: large and dense industrial settle
ments that lacked the utilities, services, and regulatory controls that make 
a city livable. Early industrial cities “posed new and specific economic 
and political problems of governmental technique” that, in turn, trig
gered novel governmental responses in areas such as sanitation, public 
health, and housing .5 And these responses constituted one register—the 
national “market economy” was another—on which the figures of “so
ciety,” “economy,” and “population” were “discovered” as autonomous 
realities with their own regularities and laws. These new figures also 
imposed a new principle of limitation on governmental intervention. If 
classical monarchy worked on juridico-legal or disciplinary fields that 
were in principle subject to total governmental control, then liberal gov
ernment worked through modulated intervention into the autonomous 
processes of a social and economic milieu . 6

R o d n i k i : A T s a r i s t  N o n - C i t y

Two-hundred years of tsarist development presented very different prob
lems for those who, in the late 1920s and early 1930s, fashioned Soviet 
government. Here, as an initial window on their contours—and an ori
entation to the themes that occupy the first part of this book—we can 
juxtapose the early industrial city in Western Europe to the very differ
ent scene of early industrialism in the last centuries of tsarist rule by 
introducing the second city in which I conducted fieldwork—Rodniki, in 
Ivanovo oblast\



Rodniki was first identified in sixteenth-century monastery records 
that noted a small collection of peasant households engaged in home 
textile production based on local flax . 7 The local economy was not dy
namic. In 1794, two centuries later, Rodniki consisted of 28 households 
containing 208 inhabitants. But by the first decades of the nineteenth 
century a distinctive—and, for Russia, entirely typical—pattern of eco
nomic transformation was taking shape. Members of a peasant family by 
the name KrasiPshchikov (dyer) emerged as leaders of the local textile in
dustry. The first KrasiPshchikov workshops were constructed in 1820. By 
the middle of the century these workshops had acquired steam-powered 
looms, and were eventually consolidated into a single KrasiPshchikov en
terprise that operated a network of trading houses throughout Russia. A 
watershed in industrial development came with the advent in the 1860s 
of railroad lines in what was then called the Ivanovo-Kineshma region, 
which plugged this rural center of textile production into the nineteenth 
century’s expanding global capitalist economy.

Apparently we have, albeit with significant delay, a pattern of market- 
driven industrial development mirroring that of the early industrial city 
of Western European capitalism. But there was a crucial difference: in
dustrial development in Rodniki did not spur urban growth. M ost w ork
ers at the KrasiPshchikov manufactory were men from peasant house
holds whose industrial wages supplemented a “householding” pattern 
of subsistence. 8 The majority of workers did not live in Rodniki or its 
immediate environs, but came from the surrounding countryside. Those 
from remote settlements were accommodated in factory-owned dorm ito
ries that, by the late nineteenth century, could temporarily house 2,500 
workers. Despite an industrial workforce that swelled to almost 10,000 
at the end of the tsarist period, in 1897 Rodniki’s population stood at 
only 4,176. Since m any of these residents must not have been employed 
at the KrasiPshchikov manufactory, it follows that a relatively small por
tion of the industrial workforce resided in Rodniki. It is no surprise, in 
this context, that urban development was limited. Rodniki was never 
classified as a city during the tsarist period, and had no institution of local 
government. Local conditions were left to the owners of the textile manu
factory, who constructed only a handful of buildings in the city center, 
including dorms for workers, a theater, and two modest stone houses that 
served as the KrasiPshchikov residence when the family was in town. The 
balance of the housing stock was comprised of small wooden huts, con
structed by the families of textile workers. In sum, Rodniki was a kind of 
“non-city,” but one whose form differed totally from the urban forms of 
early capitalism in Europe. Rodniki was not, like a typical market town 
of Western Europe, an “exception” in a regime of territorial sovereignty. 
It was simply undifferentiated from the areas around it. And the onset 
of industrial development in Rodniki did not spur a tropismic accumu



lation of population. Even after large-scale industrial development, the 
Krasil’shchikov manufactory remained a relatively lonely industrial en
terprise in a rural region.

I do not mean to make too much of this small, out-of-the-way place 
in what was a vast empire. As we will see, the “rural industrial” pattern 
found in Rodniki was not the only form of industrial development that 
emerged over the last 200 years of tsarist rule. And the cardinal fact of 
late tsarist development was that the Russian economy remained over
whelmingly agricultural to the end of the nineteenth century. But Rodniki 
serves nonetheless to illustrate two points that are crucial to the story 
that follows. First, during the tsarist period the nexus between industrial
ism and urbanization that spurred the development of social modernity 
in Western Europe was confined to a few major centers, and was blocked 
by the rigid framework of classical power. In most of Russia the prob
lems of social modernity were never addressed because they were never 
posed. Second, when a project of social modernity did emerge in the early 
decades of the Soviet period, it took shape in relation to problems that 
differed fundamentally from those of Western Europe. If in Europe the 
problem was to manage ongoing processes of urbanization and industri
alization, then in Soviet Russia planners were concerned with the absence 
of urban and industrial transformation. Backwardness and underdevel
opment were the key problems to be overcome.

This is not to say that the urban-industrial nexus was not in the end the 
critical context in which a project of Soviet social modernity took shape. 
But the problem of backwardness—and the responses to backwardness— 
meant that it took an entirely different form. Soviet industrialization was 
not organized through “spontaneous” social and economic processes 
outside the state but through state initiative. And Soviet city-building, 
conforming to M iliutin’s vision, was one part of an effort to coordinate 
urban planning and social welfare provisioning with state-led industrial 
transformation. Soviet planners implicitly accepted certain parts of liberal 
political ontology, such as the proposition that it was not legal subjects 
but living beings in their productive and reproductive lives that were the 
proper objects of government. But they explicitly weighed, debated, and 
ultimately rejected the liberal “principle of limitation” on governmental 
intervention into the social and economic milieu, and proposed that an 
alternative approach would allow them to circumvent the pathologies of 
early industrialization in other countries. Making virtue of necessity, So
viet planners tried to avoid the reckless tropism of capitalist urbanization 
through total planning, advancing the radical biopolitical proposition that 
the adjustments between processes of population, processes of produc
tion, and apparatuses of social welfare could be programmed by the state.



C H A PT E R  TW O

The Birth of Soviet Biopolitics

We have seen [socialism] function .. .  within  
governmentalities that would no doubt fall more under .. .  
a hyper-administrative state in which there is, so to speak, a 
fusion, a continuity, the constitution of a sort of massive bloc 
between governmentality and administration. At that point, 
in the governmentality of a police state, socialism functions 
as the internal logic of an administrative apparatus.

— Michel Foucault, The Birth o f  Biopolitics1

T h e  p a t t e r n  o f  S o v ie t  b i o p o l i t i c s  took shape during the 1920s, a 
decade that was as momentous for the history of modern government 
as were the years of early liberalism in Britain or France. By 1925, with 
growth based on the recovery of the pre-W orld War I economy near
ing completion, the Soviet leadership resolved to pursue an intensified 
program of planned industrial development. The debates over how in
dustrialization should be organized, in particular the disputes between 
the “genetic” and “teleological” approaches to planning, explored funda
mental questions concerning the political ontology of Soviet government. 
Genetic planners developed techniques for constraining government in
vestment budgets within limits imposed by factors such as market trade 
and agricultural production that were autonomous of the state. In this 
sense, although it imagined a vastly expanded role for government in 
promoting industrial development, genetic planning worked within the 
strictures of liberal political ontology. Teleological planners, by contrast, 
rejected those laws that, according to liberal political economy, limited 
government intervention and restricted the pace of grow th .2 They “dis
covered” population, economy, and society not as autonomous domains 
but as fields that could be reshaped by the state through total instrumen
tal intervention. By the late 1920s, as Soviet political leadership settled 
on a course of forced industrialization, the dispute had been resolved in 
the teleological direction. Government was no longer approached as a 
problem of modulating the relationship between the state and society. 
Rather, it functioned as the “internal logic of an administrative appara
tus” (Foucault 2008: 93).



In this chapter I situate this distinctive political ontology genealogically, 
by examining successive configurations of institutions, techniques, m ate
rial elements, forms of reflection, and modalities of intervention, through 
which political government took shape in tsarist and early Soviet Russia. 
I focus in particular on three formations of government: first, an “abso
lutist-disciplinary” pattern that emerged during the eighteenth century, 
and can be traced to Peter the Great’s importation and reconfiguration 
of institutions associated with European Absolutism; second, the “sover
eigntist-developmental” pattern of the late nineteenth century, associated 
in particular with the railroad building program that intensified under 
the finance minister Sergei Witte; and third, the Soviet “disciplinary- 
biopolitical” pattern, in which the total intervention and teleological 
orientation of disciplinary power was deployed in a project whose aim 
was to transform collective life.

The episodes addressed in this chapter are among the most exhaustive
ly researched in Russian history. I do not pretend to add historical facts to 
existing studies, nor, for the most part, do I take up the debates and con
troversies that animate them. W hat I hope to do, rather, is to paint in the 
very broadest strokes a picture of developments in tsarist Russia and the 
early Soviet Union that can serve as a kind of counterpoint to Foucault’s 
schematic genealogy of liberal government in his work of the late 1970s. 
In doing so, I will emphasize tw o themes th a t are particularly significant 
for the broader arc of this book’s narrative. First, we will see how the 
city—whether as a space of industrial production, as a site of administra
tive activity, or simply as a locus of relatively dense settlement—is consti
tuted as an object of reflection and intervention in different formations 
of government. In the tsarist period cities were circumscribed within the 
strictures of sovereign power, which was fundamentally “conservative” 
when it came to large-scale readjustments of the population’s distribution 
and way of life. In the Soviet period, by contrast, the city emerges pre
cisely as that space in which such readjustments can be governmentally 
managed. Second, we will trace the articulation and subsequent redeploy
ment of two critical instruments of government—budgets and infrastruc
tures. Initially developed in the state-building and modernizing projects 
of the Russian absolutist state, these instruments were turned, first in the 
late tsarist period, then in the Soviet period, to various subsequent tasks 
of development and social welfare, and embedded in the mechanisms of 
Soviet planning. Their present significance lies, in part, in the fact that 
they were identified as critical targets of neoliberal reform after Soviet 
breakup, and will thus be crucial for assessing the postsocialist fate of 
Soviet social modernity in the second part of this book.



Guiding Aims Technologies o f Power Exemplary City Forms

Aggrandize sovereignty 
through military power, 
administrative control, 
territorial expansion

Aggrandize sovereignty 
through selective 
state interventions in 

d the economic sphere 
(infrastructure, state 
budget)

State-led
transformation of 
collective life based 
on general planning, 
initially driven 
by infrastructure 
(GOELRO) and heavy 
industry

Sovereignty as a principle of 
territorial rule; disciplinary 
and feudal mechanisms 
deployed in circumscribed 
spaces of classical power 
(factory cities, military 
garrisons, etc.)

Sovereignty combined 
with “developmental” 
orientation to intensifying 
autonomous activities of 
private entrepreneurs and 
traders (through infrastructure 
investment)

Wholesale transformation 
of the spatial distribution 
and conditions of existence 
of national population; 
disciplinary power in a regime 
of totalitarian biopolitics

City-Factory: city inscribed 
in classical power; temporary 
populations of soldiers or 
corvée laborers

“Service” Cities: garrisons 
or administrative centers 
comprised largely of 
bureaucrats and soldiers 
Rural Industrial Non-city: 
site of industrial development 
without significant 
urbanization, based on 
itinerant labor (19th Century 
Rodniki)

Growing Industrial City: 
based on “freed” labor from 
countryside; typical problems 
of early industrial cities; 
nascent social modernity
Early Soviet Non-city: 
permanent population around 
new or existing industrial 
sites; limited apparatus of 
need fulfillment (early Soviet 
Rodniki, cities of first five-year 
plans)

Soviet Small City: a “city by 
an enterprise” planned to its 
minutest detail



P e t r in e  A b s o l u t is m : T h e  So v e r e ig n t is t -D is c ip l in a r y  F o r m a t io n

The first great transformative wave of modernizing reform in Russia was 
undertaken by Peter the Great, who ruled from 1682 to 1725. Peter over
saw the importation and creative adaptation of institutions associated 
with the centralized states and territorial empires of European absolut
ism. In his classic study, Perry Anderson (1979) identifies two defining 
characteristics of absolutist government. First, absolutism consolidated 
the power of central states at the expense of nobles and the church. The 
bases of this power were juridico-legal; the revived theories of sovereignty 
and imperium of Roman law defined legitimate authority. Second, abso
lutist states introduced diverse forms of rationalization and bureaucrati
zation into governmental practice. These included the expansion of what 
Michael Mann (1986) calls “infrastructural power” : extending the scope 
of state administration through roads, military control, and, crucially, fis
cal apparatuses. At the same time, within the “circumscribed spaces” of 
classical monarchy—the army, the workshop, and the prison—discipline 
functioned as a key mechanism of sovereign power (Foucault 2007).

As Gerschenkron has argued, the full range of absolutist institutions, 
with the possible exception of mercantilist trade policies, were either im
ported or greatly strengthened during Petrine rule (Gerschenkron 1970; 
Raeff 1975). But Russian absolutism differed from European variants in 
important respects, and these divergences are crucial to understanding 
why the problems faced by those who articulated a Soviet biopolitics 
two hundred years after the end of Peter’s rule were distinct from those 
faced by the liberals of eighteenth-century France or Britain. Accord
ing to Anderson, European absolutism was a contradictory affair. On 
the one hand, the reassertion of the absolute authority of the imperium 
of Roman law was the basis for a dramatic centralization of sovereign 
power. On the other hand, a revived Roman civic law, championed by 
increasingly assertive bourgeois and merchant classes, began to replace 
the tangled obligations of feudal relations with institutions of absolute 
property (Anderson 1979: 27). Civic law established bases for authority 
and social power outside the structures of monarchy. It also spurred the 
growth of trade and the expansion of cities, processes that, as we have 
seen, presented problems that could not readily be managed within the 
framework of sovereignty, thus introducing tensions into the heart of the 
absolutist order.3

The Russian absolutist pattern was different. Peter’s reign established 
(or reinforced) absolute state dominance at the expense not only of no
bility and church but also of urban merchant or industrial classes, which 
were never the source of threats to central authority. And it strengthened 
rather than weakened certain elements of feudal authority, most centrally



serfdom. In the absence of those tensions that transformed European ab
solutisms, crucial elements of the absolutist pattern persisted in Russia 
well beyond their decline in Europe. This is not to say that Russian ab
solutism was unchanging where other countries were dynamic. Rather, 
beginning with Peter, absolutist institutions were creatively redeployed 
and intensified to address tasks they had not addressed elsewhere.

An example is the promotion of industrial development. Peter the 
Great transformed Russia into a world industrial power, largely (as was 
typical for absolutist states) in the name of military goals.4 A key instru
ment of Petrine industrialism was the so-called “city-factories” (goroda- 
zavody)—relatively isolated industrial settlements, generally connected to 
military needs, particularly for métallurgie production. The city-factory 
was, as Foucault (2007) observed in a discussion of similar “artificial cit
ies” in France, an exemplary disciplinary space that was inscribed within 
the order of sovereignty. They were planned on a tabula rasa—not in an 
existing settlement—and organized as sites for inserting human bodies 
into processes of production, and for controlling labor through disci
plinary mechanisms.5 Industrial settlements of this type were not unique 
to Russia. But as Rena Lotareva (1993) has shown, the preponderance, 
institutional bases, and function of such settlements in Russia diverged 
from the pattern in other countries. In much of Europe, city-factories 
were limited in number, and for a variety of reasons they declined as 
industrial initiative shifted away from the state. In Russia, by contrast, 
city-factories were both pervasive and persistent. An estimated 500 settle
ments of this type developed from the late seventeenth century to the 
mid nineteenth century in metallurgy alone, and they remained important 
sites of industrial activity to the end of the tsarist period.

The preponderance and persistence of Russian city-factories is particu
larly significant when one considers the institutional bases upon which 
they rested. City-factories were founded, as Lotareva puts it, in the “soil 
of the feudal order” (1993: 11). Perhaps it would be more appropriate 
to say that they were founded in the soil of feudal institutions that had 
been redeployed and intensified in the structures of Russian absolutism. 
Workers in city-factories were not free laborers but serfs. The mobiliza
tion of serf labor for work in city-factories resembled the corvée, con
ducted in fulfillment of service debts to tsar or noble. Once these debts 
were extinguished, laborers returned to a rural life based on “traditional” 
institutions and techniques of land tenure. Meanwhile, the industrialists 
who organized city-factories were not members of an emergent capitalist 
class. Rather, those city-factories that were not directly managed by the 
state were given on lease to landowners whose social position rested on 
aristocratic rights and privileges.6 They were not classified as cities and 
they lacked institutions of local government.



If eighteenth-century industrial development was focused in the circum
scribed space of the city-factory, urban development was largely indepen
dent of industrialism or trade. As Grigorii Lappo (1997) has pointed out, 
administrative centers and military garrisons accounted for most urban 
growth in tsarist Russia during the eighteenth century. Such cities were 
primarily tied not to commercial or industrial activity but to the state’s 
drive for territorial expansion and strengthened administrative power.7 

Michael Hittle (1976), thus, referred to the eighteenth-century Russian 
city as a “service city,” in which a large portion of residents were en
gaged in functions of state. Urban reforms, in this context, were oriented 
not to urban autonomy but to expanding the “infrastructural” power of 
the state . 8

Petrine absolutism, in sum, initiated an eighteenth-century pattern 
in which significant industrial development and limited urban develop
ment were triggered by state initiative and were subordinated to the 
needs of the absolutist state. This fact was significant for political de
velopments, particularly when viewed in comparative perspective. In 
the leading industrial and m ilitary powers of Western Europe, autono
mous merchant or bourgeois classes challenged monarchical power, and 
the institutional bases of rural life were dramatically transform ed. In 
contrast, during this period the tsarist state sought ways to promote 
industrial development and military power precisely w ithout disrupting 
the m atrix of classical power, particularly as tsarist governments felt 
increasingly threatened by peasant uprisings and other challenges to 
central authority. One implication was that, for all the substantial gains 
initially accomplished by the Petrine “intensification” of absolutist insti
tutions, broader-based processes of industrialization and urbanization 
were fundamentally blocked. The industrial sectors that had flourished 
under the impulse of state initiative in the eighteenth century weakened 
in the first half of the nineteenth. Precisely those governmental forms 
that had initially allowed Russia to “catch-up” with Europe’s leading 
military powers contributed to subsequent “backwardness” (Gerschen
kron 1970; Crisp 1976).9

L a t e -T s a r is t  In d u s t r ia l is m :
T h e  So v e r e ig n t is t -D e v e l o p m e n t a l  Pa t t e r n

The absolutist legacy shaped developments to the end of the tsarist pe
riod (and beyond). But the patterns of Russian industrialism and urban
ization were not static . 10 During the nineteenth century, particularly after 
Russia’s ignominious defeat in the Crimean War (1854-1856) and the 
waves of reforms that followed it, a number of significant shifts occurred.



First, after the emancipation of the serfs in 1861, industrialism was in
creasingly based on institutions of free rather than bonded labor. 11 Sec
ond, although state consumption and production remained significant 
to the end of the tsarist period, a growing proportion of industrial ac
tivity was organized by autonomous entrepreneurs . 12 Third, even as the 
relative weight of state-sponsored industry diminished, the government 
began to play a novel role in industrialization—one that shaped a new 
“sovereigntist-developmental” formation of government in the second 
half of the nineteenth century. It involved redirecting key instruments of 
absolutist power to new ends. Crucial among these were the linked rede
ployments of the state budget and what I will call—anachronistically— 
“infrastructure.”

As already noted, “communications” such as roads and canals were 
important mechanisms of absolutist state-building throughout Europe, 
serving both to expand and control trade and to augment the state’s ca
pacity to project coercive power and administrative control. During the 
nineteenth century, however, the initiative in building these works shifted 
in some countries. As canals, railroads, and other works became essential 
to industrial capitalism, private entrepreneurs played an increasingly im
portant role in their construction. Seeds of a parallel development can be 
traced in Russia from the middle of the nineteenth century. A decree in 
1857 passed Russian railroads into private hands. This transfer sparked a 
significant increase in railroad building that contributed to major indus
trial developments of late tsarism such as Baku oil, Donets coal and met
allurgy, and textile production in the Ivanovo-Kineshma region where 
Rodniki was located (Von Laue 1963: 12). But the dominance of private 
initiative was short-lived. The Turkish War of 1877 convinced the tsarist 
government that poorly coordinated railroads presented a major strate
gic liability. In response, during the 1880s the Russian government took 
a more active role in regulating and building railroads.

The expanded state role in railroad construction presented a signifi
cant challenge to the tsarist government in raising the massive resources 
required for such works. The intimate link between railroad construc
tion and capital accumulation was unexceptional. Railroad building ev
erywhere in the world placed unique demands on the mobilization of 
financial resources, and sparked financial innovation, whether in inter
national bond markets (as in the United States) or in industrial banks 
(as in some continental cases). In “backw ard” Russia, as Gerschenkron 
famously argued, the weakness of both capitalists and of banking meant 
that the fiscal mechanism of government provided the prop for railroad 
construction . 13 Thus, railroad construction was intimately linked to the 
state budget, another instrument of state-building under European abso
lutism that, in Russia, was redeployed to new ends.



The “modernization” of the Russian state budget was given an impetus 
during the Alexandrine reforms. A key development was the unification 
of the budget in 1963, which made the Ministry of Finance the single 
point through which all revenues and expenditures flowed, thus framing 
a series of problems—concerning budgetary balance, currency stability, 
and the balance of trade—that preoccupied Russian finance ministers 
until the end of the tsarist period (Von Laue 1963: 8 ). Unification also 
meant that the Ministry of Finance was given control over a range of 
state economic interests, most important among them the government’s 
increasingly expansive role in railroad construction.

The first finance minister to deal extensively w ith railroad construction 
and management was Nikolai Bunge, who served from 1881 to 1886. 
Bunge extended regulatory control over private lines—creating, for the 
first time, a unified Russian network. His successor, Ivan Vyshnegrad- 
skii (1887 to 1892) pursued a conservative fiscal policy, emphasizing, 
in William Blackwell’s phrase, the “austere disciplines of sacrifice and 
savings.” 14 He forced exports, reduced imports through the highest tariff 
then in existence, and squeezed the peasantry while strictly limiting ex
penditures to available resources. Although Vyshnegradskii achieved bal
anced budgets for the first time since the Crimean War, his harsh taxation 
policy contributed to a disastrous famine in 1891 that ended his tenure . 15

Vyshnegradskii’s successor, Sergei Witte, was a major figure in shaping 
the pattern of the late tsarist governmentality. W itte had worked in the 
private railways of southern Russia before the resumption of state con
trol, dealing with logistics and pricing problems for lines that were vital 
to Russia’s grain exports. He then moved to the Department of Railways 
under Vyshnegradskii’s Ministry of Finance, where he took further steps 
in consolidating the ministry’s control over the railroads at the expense 
of the Ministry of Communications, which was reduced to addressing 
engineering problems.

As Theodore Von Laue has shown in a classic study, during his time in 
the railroad department Witte came to hold an expansive vision of the 
role that railroads could play in Russian economic development. But it 
was a vision that was still very much circumscribed by the imperatives of 
classical power. Witte evinced an “almost fanatical loyalty to autocracy” 
and, like many contemporaries, he saw the growing gaps between Rus
sia and the leading industrial countries of the period as a threat to its 
survival. But his commitment to the strength and endurance of sovereign 
power was combined with a “deep interest in the theories of political 
economy,” and a recognition of the autonomy of social and economic 
processes (Von Laue 1963: 49). Following the theories of Fredric List, 
Witte was convinced that the only way for monarchy to survive in Rus
sia was through rapid industrial advance. 16 Rapid industrial advance, in



turn, depended on a vastly expanded program of railroad construction, 
which, he imagined, would serve as the “flywheel” of economic develop
ment by spurring the activities of capitalists and workers.

The immediate challenge that presented itself was one of financing. In 
some respects, W itte’s approach extended the policies of his predecessor. 
He continued to emphasize exports, and placed the fiscal burden on the 
“lower classes,” in part because he was reluctant to impose business taxes 
that might curtail entrepreneurialism (Von Laue 1963: 34-35). But Witte 
did not share his predecessor’s concern with fiscal balance. According 
to Von Laue, after being dissuaded from resorting to the printing press 
to fund his railroad program, Witte adopted the gold standard and then 
proceeded to develop a massive program of spending based on borrow 
ing, both domestic and foreign. In doing so, he dramatically increased 
the volume of outlays on the railroads, launched the Trans-Siberian—a 
dream of successive tsarist governments—and vastly expanded the capac
ity of the network in European Russia . 17

For Von Laue, W itte’s program was the boldest initiative “ [i]n the 
history of Russian economic policy since the Crimean War—or, in fact, 
since Peter the G reat” (1963: 35). And it can, indeed, be situated in a 
genealogical line that extends from the Petrine effort to promote state- 
led industrialization. But it differed from earlier governmental forms in 
important ways. Previous efforts to spur economic development had been 
“conservative” in that they aimed to reconcile industrialization w ith the 
preservation of traditional institutions of land tenure and structures of 
authority. In other words, they tried to industrialize without disrupting 
the existing patterns of adjustment between population and production. 
Witte, by contrast, imagined that railroad construction would spur sig
nificant reorganization of the population, particularly of the still enor
mous peasantry. To this end, he introduced a “ fourth” class in order to 
make the railroads more accessible to the poorest Russians. Even more 
crucially, in W itte’s hands railroad construction was no longer a prop for 
state sanctioned or organized industry. Rather, it was intended to spur 
private economic activity. 18

At one level W itte’s program was spectacularly successful. The “big 
push” of capital accumulation was followed by a “big spurt” of industrial 
development, based in part on direct government consumption (particu
larly in railroad construction and military equipment), and in part on the 
activities of private entrepreneurs . 19 This spurt was interrupted by the 
revolution of 1905, but resumed afterwards. The question of whether it 
would have been enough to put Russia on a path to self-sustaining indus
trialization based on private capital has been a topic of intense dispute. 
Here we can just make two points about events as they actually unfolded. 
First, in the longer term , the late-tsarist redeployment of key instruments



of absolutist state-building was crucial to the future formation of Soviet 
government, which began from the nexus of capital accumulation, infra
structure development, and industrialism.

The second point concerns the development of urban modernity in 
late-tsarist Russia. Notwithstanding the significant episodes of industrial
ization that followed the railroad construction boom, the reorganization 
of populations around cities was limited. The Emancipation Act of 1861, 
which freed large parts of the population from rural bondage, paradoxi
cally created disincentives for rural communes to allow members to leave 
permanently (Gerschenkron 1968). These disincentives left their mark 
on Russia’s urban-industrial pattern. In the late nineteenth century over 
60 percent of manufacturing jobs were in rural areas (Rowland 1976: 
124, n. 34). Even where industry was located in cities, urban growth was 
limited. A phenomenon of itinerant labor was prevalent in urban indus
try, due, in part, to continued barriers to permanent relocation from the 
countryside that were removed only with the Stolypin reforms following 
the 1905-1907 revolts. On the eve of World War I, only 20 percent of the 
total Russian population was urban. This level had been reached in the 
United States by 1850, at which time over 50 percent of the British popu
lation lived in cities. 20 In sum, industrial growth was only weakly linked 
to urbanization. To the end of the tsarist period, Russia lacked those criti
cal conditions in response to which, in other countries, projects of social 
modernity took shape. We return to the theme of social modernity in the 
next chapter. The present discussion addresses the broad biopolitical pat
tern of Soviet government.

T o w a r d  To t a l  P l a n n in g :
T h e  D is c ip l in a r y -B io p o l it ic a l  Pa t t e r n

The problem of government in Russia was fundamentally reconfigured by 
the emergence of national planning over the Soviet Union’s first decade. 
The point may seem obvious, but it has not always been taken for granted. 
Scholars have long noted that Soviet planning had much in common with 
tsarist institutions of development driven by state initiative and by mas
sive coercion. These continuities are significant, but it is equally crucial 
to keep in view what was new in the Soviet system .21 As we have seen, 
successive tsarist governments were reluctant to disrupt patterns of life in 
a way that would lead to large-scale migration or urbanization. The mo
bilization of populations for industry or urban construction continued to 
be circumscribed by sovereign power. In this sense, and with the possible 
exception of its very last years, the tsarist regime had always been conser
vative with respect to transforming collective life, even when it was sue-



cessfully promoting industrial development. By contrast, Soviet state-led 
industrialization was accompanied by explicit efforts to revolutionize the 
national population’s conditions of existence, first of all by rearranging it 
over national space. These efforts encompassed the agrarian sector, from 
which the Soviet government ultimately resolved to derive a surplus not 
only by extracting resources through taxation or confiscation, as had been 
the absolutist pattern, but also through violent transformation of rural 
production. They also included a readjustment of population around new 
industrial enterprises and, by extension, the creation of new cities. It was 
the Soviet resolve to prom ote industrialization, accompanied by state-led 
transformation of collective life, that defined the distinctive formation of 
Soviet government. In the remainder of this chapter, I trace the emergence 
of this dynamic through three key episodes: first, the formulation of the 
state plan for electrification in the early 1920s; second, the planning de
bates in the middle of the decade; and third, in the late 1920s, the onset of 
total planning with the five-year plan.

G O EL R O : Infrastructure and N ational Economy

It has long been recognized that M arxist theory provided the young So
viet state with little guidance in the practical management of a socialist 
society; and scholars agree that the Soviet leadership had no clear un
derstanding of the institutions that would be appropriate to a socialist 
country after the Revolution (e.g.,Treml 1969). The tight administrative 
controls over production and distribution established under War Com
munism (borrowed, in part, from tsarist wartime measures) were dis
persed among different planning organs, and were ad hoc, unconnected 
to a central plan .22 The first substantial efforts at national planning 
are generally traced back to GOELRO—the State Commission for the 
Electrification of Russia (Gosudarstvennaia Komissiia po Elektrifikatsii 
Rossii)—formed in the midst of the Civil War in early 1920.23 In one 
sense, the Commission took up a familiar role of the tsarist government: 
investing in infrastructure to promote national development and military 
strength. But it introduced a novel biopolitical proposition that would 
prove to have shattering implications. Namely, that state-directed infra
structure development must be linked to a total plan for the industrial 
development of the country as a whole.

Russia was not the only country in which “infrastructure” emerged 
as a matter of state concern in a new way in the early twentieth cen
tury. In the nineteenth century government involvement in infrastructure 
and economic discussions of infrastructure focused on individual “pub
lic works,” from which some general benefit would accrue. In the early 
decades of the twentieth century, by contrast, these works were linked



to more systemic understandings of national economies—indeed, to the 
articulation of the national economy per se as an object of knowledge 
and as a space of regulation .24 Taking the point one step further, the dis
tinction between “public w orks” and what came, by the mid twentieth 
century, to be called “ infrastructure,” is that where the former focused on 
relatively local and specific benefits, the latter tended to be conceptual
ized in broader terms as an “underlying system”—or, as Soviet planners 
of the 1920s called it, a “network” (set’)—that was vital to the national 
economy as a whole .25

In most combatant countries, this problem of infrastructure and na
tional economic coordination was posed with clarity and urgency during 
World War I, particularly in relation to railroads and, crucially for our 
story, electricity. The fragmented character of existing power production 
facilities and distribution grids, many of which had been developed piece
meal by private entrepreneurs, limited governments’ ability to mobilize 
the totality of national resources for war. In various countries proposals 
emerged to invest in new production facilities and to integrate national 
grids. In these respects, the tsarist government’s policy during World War 
I conformed to the broader pattern. It was after World War I that the So
viet path diverged. In most countries, conservative reaction to the expan
sion of state prerogative during World War I led to retrenchment after its 
conclusion. In the Soviet Union, however, institutions of planning and ad
ministrative control first developed during the w ar were adapted initially 
to the mobilizational requirements of the Civil War and, subsequently, 
to the demands of industrial development, as those who ultimately pre
vailed in the industrialization debates understood them.

According to E. H. Carr, whose multivolume w ork on the 1920s is 
drawn on extensively here, discussions during the early period of War 
Communism focused on individually planned “public w orks”—such as 
power stations and industries related to the extraction of raw  m ateri
als—that were thought crucial to postwar reconstruction. Incipient plans 
for these projects, most of which had been inherited from pre-war or 
wartime initiatives of the tsarist government, receded during the Civil 
War, as resources and the attention of the Soviet leadership were focused 
on short-term crises (Carr 1950: 366-67). Among these were energy 
shortages, which intensified in 1919 with the interruption of deliveries 
from the coal basins of southern Russia. In this context Lenin sought 
advice from Gleb Krzhizhanovskii, an old Bolshevik with training, not 
coincidentally, in railroad engineering. Krzhizhanovskii had recently be
come the head of the Moscow power utility, Elektroperedacha, where he 
worked on the integration of the Moscow grid and on its supply through 
a regional power station. His initial response to Lenin’s request for help 
focused on the use of locally available fuels—in particular peat—to



power regional electric stations. But it was Krzhizhanovskii’s suggestion 
that regional power stations might play a broader role in industrial re
construction and development that, according to Alex Cummins’ study, 
“The Road to NEP,” caught Lenin’s attention (1988: 69-70).

Lenin encouraged Krzhizhanovskii to elaborate this dimension of his 
thinking in a direction that, though not entirely novel in conception, was 
revolutionary as a practical proposition. Krzhizhanovskii was convinced 
that industrial advance in Russia depended on the development of elec
tricity infrastructure. And he was convinced that developing this infra
structure was an appropriate role for state intervention. In one sense, the 
tsarist government had already been down this path in the state railroad 
construction drive. But Krzhizhanovskii, the former railroad engineer, 
saw the problems of electricity development as distinct. In a telling com
ment, he noted that where railroad planning had focused on individual 
lines, electricity had to be planned in term s of a network (set’), that is, an 
integrated complex of facilities. We can better understand this comment 
if we consider how late-tsarist ministers and Soviet planners, respectively, 
saw the problem of economic development.

According to Von Laue, by the early 1890s it was assumed that the ba
sic geography of the Russian railroad system had already been established 
(the Trans-Siberian was one key exception ) .26 The main task for tsarist 
railroad planners was to improve existing lines and to add capacity, thus, 
the focus on individual lines. This was not, however, the assumption of 
Soviet planners, who anticipated massive industrial construction in un
developed regions of the country. In order to determine the “location, 
type, capacity, and number of regional power stations,” it was necessary 
to know where industrial development would take place, and what re
quirements for power would be (Cummins 1988: 274). Krzhizhanovskii’s 
“network” was precisely the complex of facilities—not just the electrical 
grid itself but the entire set of interrelated industrial enterprises, transport 
systems, and human settlements—for which electricity infrastructure had 
to be planned. The revolutionary implication, as Cummins observes, was 
that a “state plan for the entire economy had to be developed prior to 
the emergence of a detailed one for the electrification of Russia” (1988: 
113). And this was precisely how Krzhizhanovskii defined the scope of 
GOELRO’s w ork. In the introduction to GOELRO’s final report he wrote 
that, “ [d]rawing up a plan for the electrification of Russia means furnish
ing a guiding line to all constructive economic activity, the framework for 
the realization of a unified state plan of national economy” (Krzhizha
novsky Power Institute 1936: 11). We are a long way from public works 
as the “flywheel” of economic development.

GOELRO’s work—which began in February 1920 and continued to the 
end of the year—focused on precisely this problem of relating electricity



development to industrial development in the economy as a whole. The 
Commission was divided into working groups comprised of economists, 
engineers, agronomists, chemists, metallurgists, and hydrologists, each of 
which was given responsibility for planning in a region of the country. 
As Jonathan Coopersmith points out in The Electrification of Russia, 
1880-1926  (1992), the form of planning conducted by these groups was 
substantive, concerned w ith planning input-output relationships among 
diverse areas of a future industrial economy: relevant fuel sources for 
various means of electricity production, the probable future needs of in
dustry for inputs and services and, crucially, the needs of future popu
lations. Through such planning, industrialization, energy development, 
the distribution of populations, and the creation of cities were linked to 
production of the most mundane goods for satisfying a population’s daily 
needs. Thus, in a 1921 article published in Pravda, Lenin wrote admir
ingly that thanks to GOELRO

We have export calculations [raschety spetsov] for all basic questions. 
We have calculations for all sectors of industrial production. We have— 
one small example—a balance of the volume of production of leather, 
shoes for two pairs per person (300 million pairs) etc. In sum, we have 
the material and financial balance of electrification” (Lenin 1967 
[1921]: 341)

We will see that precisely this kind of substantive, integrated planning 
that balanced the correlative needs of population and production became 
the basic model for the Soviet social welfare planning.

The timing of GOELRO’s activities—which concluded at the end of 
1920—proved felicitous. W ith the end of the Civil War in sight, and a 
war with Poland ended by treaty agreement, opinion consolidated around 
a revived program  of industrial planning. In this context, GOELRO’s 
work stood out from various plans created by other agencies engaged 
in administering the Soviet wartime economy. It was the only attempt 
to link developments in one sector to those in the economy as a whole. 
Consequently, at the time of its publication the GOELRO plan was, as 
Cummins notes, “the only significant compilation of data for the entire 
economy” (1988: 232), and, as Lenin wrote in 1921, “ [t]he only serious 
work on the question of a unified economic plan” (Gosudarstvennaia 
Komissiia po Elektrifikatsii Rossii 1960: 6 8 ). It was ultimately accepted 
by the Eighth Congress of Soviets as the basis for a national economic 
plan (Cummins 1988: 261-62).

Scholars have located the longer-term significance of GOELRO’s work 
at various levels. The “First Priority” projects it identified were quickly 
completed. Specific organizations and individuals (first of all, Krzhizha
novskii) who were central to GOELRO were also central to the first five-



year plan. GOELRO itself was incorporated into Gosplan, the agency 
formed in early 1921 that, by the second half of the 1920s, became the 
preeminent planning body in the Soviet Union (Cummins 1988: 271). 
And GOELRO’s planning process provided a rough template for the ap
proach taken in the five-year plans, which also rested on material bal
ances and a vision of transformation driven by large capital-intensive 
projects (Carr and Davies 1969: 837).

But most critically for our purposes, GOELRO was a decisive step in 
the changing ontology of government in the Soviet Union. As Cummins 
notes, Soviet leaders were beginning to believe that “reality was more 
malleable than had previously been thought possible” (1988: 230); that 
the “laws” of the social and economic milieu might not be as rigid as pre
viously assumed. In this sense, the electrification plan pointed definitively 
to the future of total planning. The radicalization of the propositions put 
forth in GOELRO—that electricity development had to rest on a plan for 
the economy as a whole—was that electricity development had to rest on 
an actually planned (or at least centrally administered) economy. Indeed, 
subsequent Soviet authors treated GOELRO precisely as a decisive step 
in that direction. As one elegiac text put it a little over a decade later, 
“the trend of development of electrification in the U.S.S.R.” could be 
“expressed in the following terms: the creation o f a unified electric power 
system covering the whole country, including the production, transmis
sion and consumption of energy on a single technical and organizational 
foundation. The necessary conditions for this are real planned economy 
and planned electrification, organically interrelated.”27

Dictatorship o f Finance

Having a national economic plan, of course, does not mean that one 
has a “command economy,” that is, an economy run by administrative 
decree.28 And a “real planned economy,” or even a conception of what 
that might mean in practice, was far from developed in GOELRO. Nor 
was it obvious that the Soviet road would lead in that direction. W ith 
the sudden loosening that ended War Communism and ushered in the 
New Economic Policy (NEP) the question of the appropriate state role 
in the economy was reopened, and hotly discussed. One scene for these 
debates in the 1920s was the struggle from the onset of NEP to define 
the character of the government budget. These debates deserve attention 
here as a key space in which the political ontology of Soviet socialism 
was worked out.29

In the second half of the nineteenth century, particularly w ith the uni
fication of the budget mentioned earlier, tsarist ministers of finance in
creasingly had to manage the budget as a tricky balance between the



expenditure needs of the state and a variety of external constraints on 
available resources, including the amount of taxes that could be collected 
from the peasantry, the limits to the government’s willingness to tax en
trepreneurs, and the whims of domestic and foreign creditors. Thus, the 
state budget of late tsarism increasingly bore the key characteristics of a 
liberal technology of government. It served as a mechanism of transla
tion between the external domain of the economy and the activities of 
the state, and was specifically concerned with the limitations tha t the 
former imposed on the latter. This “liberal” function of the budget was 
significantly diminished during World War I. Administrative control was 
extended over much of the economy, meaning that state intervention in
creasingly took on a planning or administrative rather than a financial 
character, and budgetary institutions were substantially undermined, due 
to massive money emission and the transference of war financing to an 
“extraordinary” budget (Davies 1958).

This state of affairs persisted into the period of War Communism. As 
R. W. Davies observes in his comprehensive study of the Soviet budgetary 
system, in the period 1918 to 1921 a “wide range of activities and func
tions [were] included in the budget, and therefore, on paper at least, sub
ject to budget control” (1958: 35). But “budget control” did not involve 
adjusting expenditures to match available revenues (this problem was ob
viated by printing money, effectively wiping out fiscal constraints— and 
the value of money30). Rather, the budget reflected material processes in 
an economy organized by administrative decree. And it did this, Davies 
points out, in a rather imprecise way. 31

Various developments during War Communism found their way into 
Soviet budgetary practice. Among these was an initial experimentation 
with a norm-based—rather than money-based—system for allocating re
sources (Davies 1958: 43-44). But in the nearer term these tendencies 
were reversed with the onset of NEP. As administrative controls were 
withdrawn from significant areas of the economy, the state budget re
flected a narrower range of activities. The practice of “budgeting” changed 
accordingly. Currency reforms in 1922 and 1923 imposed a requirement of 
monetary stability. Consequently, for the first time the Soviet government 
had to worry about a balanced budget—and, therefore, about limiting 
state activity to what could be paid for with current revenue—rather than 
depending on the printing press or outright coercion.

In this context, The People’s Commissariat of Finance, or Narkomfin 
(Narodnyi Komissariat Finansov), emerged as a central figure in defin
ing the activities of the state—or, at least, in defining the limits on those 
activities imposed by a logic of budgetary constraints. In 1923 and 1924, 
Narkomfin developed an increasingly systematic approach to compil
ing revenue estimates in relationship to which the size of expenditures



could be constrained. These limits were expressed in what were called 
“control figures” (kontroVnye tsifry)—quantitative limits imposed on the 
expenditures of each government department. The control figures were, 
as Davies notes, the only “economic plan” that existed during the early 
years of NEP, and their growing importance in regulating the activity 
of state agencies meant that “the extent to which the state sector could 
expand depended primarily on the resources which the financial system 
could accumulate ‘from outside’” (1958: 98). “Outside,” here, referred to 
activity in the market, small artisan production, and most importantly 
in the rural sector, which continued to dominate the Russian economy. 32 

The crucial point is the general model of budgetary regulation. Based 
on expected economic activity and, thus, projected tax receipts, plan
ners sought to project the financial constraints within which expenditure 
plans had to work. The economist Iurii Larin, who played an important 
role in importing lessons of the German wartime planning experience to 
the Soviet Union (Treml 1969), wrote of a “dictatorship” of finance (Carr 
1958: 460). M any contemporaries referred, in a phrase with contempo
rary resonance, to financial discipline.

According to Davies, this shift from a “planning” budget to a “finan
cial” budget (we might say, following Nikolas Rose (1999), to a bud- 
getized budget) also corresponded to a significant professionalization in 
budgeting practice. “The ambitious, hasty, crude, and erroneous” budgets 
prepared during the period of War Communism, which largely reflected 
decisions in physical planning, “bore little resemblance to the realistic 
and carefully prepared, if still not very refined” budget of the mid-1920s 
(Davies 1958: 59). But the meaning of a “realistic” budget would soon 
be hotly disputed. W hat was the reality tha t mattered? As the 1920s p ro 
gressed, and as emphasis shifted to rapid industrialization and, thus, to 
increased levels of capital investment, two positions emerged. One, asso
ciated with genetic planning, saw budgeting as a mechanism for m odulat
ing an expanded range of state activities in relation to the “autonom ous” 
processes of the social and economic milieu. The other, associated with 
teleological planning, effectively adapted the budgetary practice of War 
Communism; it saw the budget not as a key (liberal) governmental tech
nology but as a reflection of administrative decisions made in a system of 
total planning .33

Genetic and Teleological

Genetic (geneticheskoe) planning—whose main proponents included 
non-Party economists such as Vladimir Groman and Vladimir Bazarov 
in Gosplan and Nikolai Kondrat’ev, founder of the Conjuncture Insti
tute— began by studying existing conditions and historical tendencies in



order to determine, by extrapolation, likely future trajectories of trans
formation. As Raimondo Cubeddu has written, the emphasis in genetic 
planning was placed on understanding “the manner of, or the laws gov
erning, the formation of present and future conditions .” 34 The “genetic” 
element is one part of what Foucault, in his analysis of liberalism, called 
the series: that succession of events that extends from the past into an 
uncertain future tha t can be known only probabilistically. This emphasis 
on past tendencies and probable trajectories of future development cor
responded to a vision of intervention that was constrained by external 
processes, which, in the mid-1920s, meant peasant production and condi
tions in the market (such as demand for manufactured goods). The major 
task of planning activity, in the genetic view, was to accurately predict the 
dynamics of these autonomous processes, to identify resources available 
to the state and, thereby, to estimate the possible scope of investment. In 
sum, genetic planning distinguished between the sphere of government, 
in which planners had instrumental control, and the milieu that they did 
not control or, rather, that they could modulate but not totalize. In this 
important sense genetic planning shared the political ontology of liberal
ism and the emphasis on limits found in Narkomfin, but adapted both to 
an expanded state role in economic life.

Teleological planning—whose major exponents included the Gosplan 
economist Stanislav Strumilin, as well as Krzhizhanovskii, who was by 
the late 1920s serving a second tour as the head of Gosplan—focused 
on the telos, or the endpoint, that planners wished to achieve. It did not 
entirely ignore present circumstances, but as Carr and Davies note, when 
seeking to understand the limits of planned transformation, teleological 
planners tended “to talk in terms not so much of market limitations”— 
that is, of constraints imposed by autonomous processes “outside” the 
state— “as of physical limitations in general” (1969: 791). Teleological 
planning did not recognize the distinction between the sphere of planning 
activity and an external environment or milieu. It simply assumed that 
the entire field of collective life could be subject to instrumental control 
by the state. Planning was effectively an exercise in optimization that 
was, as Strumilin argued, closer to the problems of engineering than to 
those of liberal political economy.

For some subsequent observers, the genetic and teleological approaches 
were two sides of the same coin. Thus, for Peter Rutland, the choice 
between genetic and teleological approaches was simply a question con
cerning the “selection of means appropriate to a given end” (1985: 79 ) .35 

But in fact, these two positions implied utterly different views of govern
ment, of its instruments and possible activities, and of the objects on 
which it worked. And these differences became increasingly apparent as 
the political environment shifted. Genetic and teleological planners were



Table 2.2.
Genetic versus Teleological Planning

Genetic Teleological

Object o f Knowledge The regularities of the milieu The end-point or telos of 
planning efforts

Knowledge Form Prognostication o f social and 
economic processes based on 
“law s” of development

Catalogue or inventory of 
physical elements available 
to be rearranged through 
instrumental intervention

M ode of Intervention M odulated intervention in 
selected domains

Total intervention to 
physically re-order the 
elements of collective life

Constraints on Limited state resources; Physical limits of elements
Planning social and economic laws that can be reordered

Political Ontology The state works on external 
processes fundamentally 
heterogeneous to the state

The state as a total “system 
without environment” 
(Hughes 1987: 53)

initially aligned against the planning skeptics in Narkomfin. But by the 
mid- to late 1920s genetic and teleological defined the two major posi
tions on the future development of the Soviet economy. The choice be
tween them  was of enormous consequence.

The point of inflection in this development was 1925, when Soviet 
economists began to anticipate the end of growth based on the recovery of 
the prewar economy. 36 General sentiment shifted toward greater planned 
intervention, particularly in industry, and Gosplan made a bold claim for 
relevance by issuing its own set of “control figures” for 1925-1926, for
mulated by the organization’s leading economists (Dobb 1948: 324-26). 
These control figures contained elements of both genetic and teleological 
approaches. In contrast to the control figures of Narkomfin, they proposed 
a clear orientation to a telos—a planned future to be attained through the 
will of the state. Trotsky, thus, wrote that Gosplan’s 1925-1926 control 
figures showed that state planners were not “in the position of astrono
mers who ‘try to grasp the dynamics of processes completely outside their 
control.’” Each control figure presented “not merely a photograph”—that 
is, a reflection of external reality— “but a command .” 37 At the same time, 
Gosplan’s control figures evinced a strong genetic emphasis on the exter
nal factors that limited the scope of state intervention. Gosplan’s introduc
tion to the published control figures noted, thus, that “regularities” had 
become apparent in the postrevolutionary economy, and that the task for



planners lay in “extrapolating the time series, in ascertaining trends of de
velopment and finding coefficients describing the dynamics of the present 
and the near future” (Gosplan 1964 [1925]: 393).

The Gosplan control figures’ focus on regularities of the milieu and on 
the series, that extended from a known past to an uncertain future, cor
responded to an emphasis on the limits imposed by outside forces. This 
concern with constraints was reflected in the process through which the 
control figures were formulated. Gosplan’s economists consulted exten
sively with industry and economic ministries to arrive at realistic projec
tions of aggregate production, profit, and export in various sectors of the 
Soviet economy (Carr 1958: 501). By basing the control figures on these 
projections, planners sought to ensure that, as Groman put it, the state 
“should expand only in proportion to the value of goods in circulation,” 
thus fixing “the central quantities in our prognosis for the future .” 38 Gos
plan’s control figures thus continued to function as a kind of regulatory 
mechanism that modulated planned intervention by the state in relation
ship to market dynamics.

But even as Gosplan’s control figures gained in prominence and profes
sionalism, a new split developed, this time within Gosplan itself. Between 
the 14th Party Congress in December 1925, when Stalin announced the 
path to industrialization, sealing the fate of the planning skeptics in Nar- 
komfin, and the 15th Party Congress in 1927, when the discussion fo
cused exclusively on the five-year plan, Bazarov and Groman continued 
to work on the control figures for 1926-1927 and for 1927-1928. Chas
tened by, among other things, the failure to anticipate a bad harvest in 
the first set of control figures, they prepared their plans with increasing 
circumspection and caution. Meanwhile Strumilin, the Party economist, 
shifted to work on the five-year plan—which meant a focus on major 
projects, and on the teleological problem of defining the endpoint of 
planned development.

Initially, it seemed to many observers that the genetic and teleological 
approaches were simply appropriate to different planning tasks. Since 
1925 “perspective” planning had been recognized to contain a greater 
teleological element, since over the long term government decisions 
would have greater weight. Genetic planning, meanwhile, was seen to 
have greater relevance for year-to-year operational plans. In the mid 
1920s, thus, genetic and teleological approaches were seen as compli
mentary. But the genetic planners’ circumspection and restraint could not 
be reconciled with the pace of planned growth demanded by the first five- 
year plan, and by the late 1920s genetic planning was fatefully associated 
with a cluster of untenable positions: an insistence on conforming to the 
regularities and laws of development posited by liberal political econo
my; an emphasis on constraints and limits to growth; and, corresponding



to these, submission to a historical legacy of backwardness bequeathed to 
the Soviet state by Russia’s imperial past. As R. E. Vaisberg, a supporter 
of Strumilin’s approach to five-year planning and the author of attacks 
on Bazarov and Groman, put it, “the genetic approach implied accep
tance of the ‘genetic inheritance’ of 300 years of Tsarism .” 39

In this atmosphere, the teleological planners rejected the relevance 
of genetic planning to the conditions of Soviet socialism in categorical 
terms. In doing so, they also rejected the entire political ontology of lib
eralism upon which it rested: the very premise that government had to 
conform to laws of an “external” social or economic reality, that it should 
be bound by the extrapolatory line that connected the past to the fu
ture. Thus, Krzhizhanovskii wrote in 1927 that conditions of socialist 
economic transformation, in which the “economic organism will be torn 
asunder,” are particularly difficult “for any prognosis, since the very na
ture of [the economy’s] transitional structure largely precludes extrapo
lation from the economic dynamics o f the past” (Krzhizhanovskii 1964 
[1927]: 415; italics added). Strumilin wrote in similar terms:

We ... deny tha t extrapolation methods are in any significant degree 
applicable in the realm of perspective planning, and do so not only 
because these methods are in general most unreliable for extending 
observed development curves several years into the future, but because 
of another factor that is far more important for us. We are entering a 
new phase of development, with the creative will of the revolutionary 
proletariat irresistibly driving a wedge between our past and our fu
ture” (Strumilin 1964 [1927]: 84).

The genetic planners defended themselves, arguing that in ignoring the 
genetic element—in driving a “wedge” between the past and the planned 
future—the realism of plans was eroded. Kondrat’ev, in a critique of the 
planning methods Strumilin outlined for the first five-year plan, wrote 
that in neglecting the regularities of the economy, teleological planners 
were “cutting the thread between ... projections and reality” and that 
from there it was “but a step, and a small one at that, to the framing of 
plans that are completely arbitrary” (Kondrat’ev 1964 [1927]: 442). In
deed, the practices that had lent “realism” to genetic planning were aban
doned. As Carr and Davies write, “from 1928 onward, adherents of the 
teleological approach to planning were no longer limited by the need to 
show that their plans were compatible with the m arket situation” (1969: 
801). W hat is more, “the lengthy procedure of consultation followed in 
preparing the control figures in 1926 and 1927”—a procedure that was 
necessary if these figures were to accurately reflect the reality of economic 
life in the country, and to achieve internal consistency—was deempha
sized (Carr and Davies 1969: 818). Financial scarcity, that crucial reality



principle of liberal government, was excluded from serious consideration 
in long-term planning; budgeting, Davies notes, was dealt w ith “ in com
plete isolation from the economic plans in physical term s” (1958: 99).

That said, we should be attentive to  what kind of “realism” was in 
question in each case; for precisely the question of reality—which is to 
say of ontology—was in question in these debates. If one means by real
ism the extent to which plans reflected an autonomous social or economic 
reality, then the genetic critics were right: planners ignored “objective” 
constraints. But teleological planners saw themselves as introducing a 
new kind of “realism” and a new kind of “objectivity.” Our concern here 
is not with the value of this alternative “tru th ” (a question upon which 
subsequent events have rendered sufficient judgment) but with the condi
tions of its intelligibility.

For teleological planners, the question was no longer that of the histor
ical series or of economic equilibrium or balance, achieved by modulating 
state activity in relation to external circumstances. Rather, emphasis was 
increasingly placed on establishing the internal consistency of planning 
assumptions. In this light, key terms of genetic planning practice— and, 
thus, the terms of liberal government that still persisted in it—were not 
so much rejected as redeployed and given new meaning. Krzhizhanovskii, 
thus, wrote in 1927 of the “series” as a key figure of teleological plan
ning that referred not to a sequence of autonomous events that extended 
from the past to the unknown future, but a series “ in the m athemati
cal sense, i.e. a series coordinated by an internal law.” This series did 
not reflect external dynamics, but was “the demonstration of a system of 
numbers” (1964 [1927]: 422, n .l). Similarly, a new conception of “bal
ance” emerged. Strumilin wrote in the same year that planning targets 
must be “sufficiently realistic,” by which he meant that they had to be 
“coordinated with each other, in all their parts—linked like a chain in 
their interdependence— and brought strictly into line with the country’s 
available resources and the real potentials for its development” (Strumi
lin 1964 [1927]: 432).40

The new demand for “ internal consistency”—entirely distinct from the 
prior emphasis on external constraints—certainly implied its own form 
of realism, and its own form of veridiction, a fact that need not be dimin
ished by the crude practice of teleological planning in the early years. If 
teleological planning no longer required extensive consultation with in
dustry or careful projection of historical “series” into an uncertain future, 
then it demanded an expanded and more meticulous concern with input- 
output planning of various sectors of the economy. It also demanded 
an increasingly complex process of “successive approxim ations” through 
which plans for individual projects and for industrial development in 
regions could be brought into balance .41



Once the logic of teleological planning took hold it gained a momen
tum of its own, whose direction was a universe away from the control 
figures of 1925-1926. The earlier control figures had retained a focus on 
limits, on the constraints placed on new investments and on the need for 
carefully targeting them to bottlenecks in the economy. “As for new con
struction,” Gosplan had noted in the restrained atmosphere of 1925, “for 
the time being it is feasible only within very narrow limits: only where 
it is necessary for activating existing means of production or where low 
points that are beginning to appear in particular segments of the economy 
threaten to be a draw on the growth of the national production as a 
whole” (Gosplan 1964 [1925]: 397). But by the end of the decade, when 
planners encountered inevitable bottlenecks, shortfalls, and resistances, 
their response was no longer to moderate the scope of planned state in
vestment or to carefully target investments in order to remain within 
budgetary constraints. Rather, as Moshe Lewin has put it, “ [t]he more 
bottlenecks and crisis areas that appeared, the greater the urge to close 
loopholes by putting the hand on more levers” (1973: 276). “Putting the 
hand on more levers” meant that administrative and coercive appara
tuses had to expand to cover ever more areas of economic and social life, 
and tha t planning apparatuses had to grow  in step. “By 1928,” according 
to Carr and Davies , “the constellation of experts in Gosplan reproduced 
in miniature the structure of economic administration in the country as 
a whole” (1969: 806). With all the absurdity of Borges’s map—drawn 
on the same scale as the territory it described—the logical conclusion of 
teleological planning was that the planning apparatus had to replicate the 
complex substantive totality that it sought to control and transform .42

T h e  P o l it ic a l  O n t o l o g y  o f  T o t a l  P l a n n in g

In the discussions of teleological planning, and in the practical steps taken 
by the Soviet government, a series of radical biopolitical propositions took 
shape that opposed, in every way, the political ontology of liberalism. The 
point should be emphasized: illiberal but biopolitical. The foundational 
assumption of liberalism was that “society” should be understood as an 
autonomous realm, whose natural law was the market. Liberalism was 
initially articulated as an injunction against state intervention, or at least 
as an argument against interventions that ignored the specific reality and 
laws of the economic and social milieu. Liberal government had to rec
oncile itself to an uncertain future that, as Foucault noted, “ is not exactly 
controllable, not precisely measured or measurable” (2007: 31).

The teleological approach that took shape around the first five-year 
plan dismissed the strictures imposed by the putatively autonomous laws



of society. It insisted on the possibility of governing things in their im
mediate physical reality. Such physical planning was not unique to the 
Soviet Union. It inherited, as we have seen, the institutions of War Com
munism, tsarist wartime measures and, for that matter, wartime planning 
in capitalist countries during World War I .43 All of these approaches, in 
one fashion or another, at one scale or another, sought to know and man
age the physical resources of national economies as a whole. But these 
other approaches to total planning were responses to the exigency of ex
ceptional situations—most centrally war. In the discussions of the 1920s, 
teleological planning was, to be sure, justified in part by a w ar tha t was 
feverishly anticipated by many in the Soviet leadership. Krzhizhanovskii 
was referring to the battle between genetic and teleological planners 
when he wrote in the summer of 1928 that “ ‘planned discipline’ rather 
than finance would be the artery of war in the Soviet Union .” 44 But the 
schemas of planning evolved, over time, into the routinized and normal 
operation of the state.

The name that has been given to a political regime based on such total 
intervention—that is, a political system with relative stability and capac
ity for reproduction over time—is totalitarianism. In Sovietological dis
cussions, the basic features of totalitarianism include a distinctive ideo
logical formation, the indiscriminate and pervasive use of terror, and state 
control in all areas of collective life. Certainly, there is a connection be
tween terror and teleological planning, which, as its proponents insisted, 
“freed” the present from constraints imposed by external circumstances, 
from the “genetic” inheritance of the past, and subjected it to the pure 
instrumental will of planners. Alexander Ehrlich, in his classic study of 
the industrialization debates, cited one proponent of the teleological ap
proach who captured this connection between planners’ “freedom” and 
teleological planning in an exemplary fashion: “ [w]e deliberately depict 
a model of industry to ourselves as we want it, so that it may be brought 
into existence. ... [W]e free ourselves to a considerable extent in the 
given circumstances from the clutches of what is given by history; we 
break the old bounds and gain a considerably greater creative freedom .” 45 

It takes no great imagination to understand that this “creative freedom” 
was, as Erlich notes, intimately related to a “supreme readiness to eradi
cate everything that cannot be effectively controlled” (1960: 180).

But what form of power is exercised in this regime of total control 
and pure instrumentality? For totalitarian theory, the answer is rather 
straightforward: it is a form of repressive power, power-over; and that 
thing over which power is held and exercised, in this view, is “society.” 46 

My objection to this formulation is not that of the “revision” to classic 
Sovietology that took shape in the 1970s, which argued that the Soviet 
system could be better understood in terms of interest groups and dis-



persed bases of power—in other words, that Soviet “society” was active, 
that it was not entirely subjugated. Rather, it is that the original Sovi- 
etological claim—that totalitarianism was defined precisely by the total 
domination of society by the state—takes liberal political ontology for 
granted. The principle of teleological planning was not exactly the domi
nation of society. Rather it was that society, as such, was irrelevant to the 
considerations of total planning. Through which general technology of 
power, then, did to tal planning operate?

Here the Foucualtian interpretive analytic provides an essential guide, 
even if he never took up the totalitarian cases as objects of sustained anal
ysis. Krzhizhanovskii’s note that financial planning had to give way to 
“planned discipline”—a phrase frequently used during this period—was, 
at one level, precisely accurate. “Discipline” was, to be sure, a critical 
technology of power in the Soviet Union. The dimension of disciplinary 
power I have in mind is not that meticulous hold on the body, the care
fully rationalized economy of movements that has attracted the attention 
of most observers who have taken up Foucault’s concepts in studies of 
Russia .47 Rather, I have in mind Foucault’s concept of disciplinary space 
and the form of control exercised within it. Foucault wrote that disciplin
ary power “consists first of all in positing a model, an optimal model 
that is constructed in terms of a certain result” (2007: 84). The words 
could have come from a teleological planner. So too could Foucault’s 
description of the “totalizing” assumptions of disciplinary power.48 “By 
definition,” he noted, “discipline regulates everything. Discipline allows 
nothing to escape. N ot only does it not allow things to run their course, 
its principle is that things, the smallest things, must not be abandoned to 
themselves” (Foucault 2007: 45).

But what was the formation of government in which discipline was 
mobilized? At one level, Soviet teleological planning, with its deploy
ment of disciplinary power to meet the aims of the state, was continuous 
with tsarist precedent. One only need compare the city-factories of the 
eighteenth century to small Soviet cities—or, for an even more precise 
analogy, to the “special settlements” recently analyzed by Lynn Viola 
(2003)—to find a certain affinity between the two. But this comparison 
has limits that are as revealing as the convergences. The city-factories 
evolved within, and were circumscribed by, feudal and absolutist institu
tions. Soviet “disciplinary” forms, by contrast, no longer operated in such 
circumscribed spaces. It might be simplest to say that discipline became a 
general technology of biopolitical government, through which the basic 
relationship between state and population was defined.

As such, Soviet total planning raised problems that were never raised in 
the context of classical monarchy. In tsarism disciplinary technology was 
attached to and circumscribed by a form of government that sought to



avoid disrupting existing adjustments between population, production, 
and mechanisms of need fulfillment. Soviet discipline, by contrast, pro
posed to utterly transform these relationships. The five-year plan itself 
framed the problem: it proposed to begin from the needs of industry, to 
identify bottlenecks and seek to address them. This was planning as a 
logistical optimization problem from which everything else flowed. In 
order to plan for the development of industry, one needed to plan inputs 
to production, not only material inputs but also human labor. If human 
labor had to be planned, then the distribution of human beings across 
national space had to be planned. If the distribution of human beings 
had to be planned, then the means for satisfying their daily needs— 
health facilities, schools, and housing, which was itself conceived as an 
“essential instrument of production” (Carr and Davies 1969: 618)— 
also required planning. The implication was that another technology of 
power had to be introduced into the totalitarian “system of correlation,” 
one that dealt with the health, welfare, and conditions of existence of 
human populations. In this sense Soviet industrial planning posed the 
questions to which city-building, the diagram of Soviet social modernity, 
provided answers.



C H A PT E R  T H R EE

City-building

So w e see how a technological norm gradually reflects an 
idea of society and its hierarchy o f values, how a decision 
to normalize assumes the representation of a possible whole 
of correlative, complementary or compensatory decisions.
. . .  The representation of this totality of reciprocally relative 
norms is planning.

— Georges Canguilhem, “From the Social to the Vital”1

T h e  i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n  d e b a t e s ,  and their conclusion with the rise of a 
centrally administered economy, established the framework for a distinc
tive Soviet biopolitics based on teleological planning. Its logical implica
tion was that the entirety of collective life must be part of a plan: not just 
industrial production, but the people who work in industrial enterprises 
along with the apparatus required to meet their daily needs. This chapter 
examines how Soviet planners worked out these latter questions, which 
relate to the Soviet effort to constitute the health, welfare, and condi
tions of existence of populations as objects of knowledge and targets of 
intervention.

One crucial scene in the development of this Soviet project of social 
modernity was the discussions among architects and urbanists in the late 
1920s and early 1930s. The 1920s were a fertile period of experimenta
tion with the reconstruction of daily life (perestroika byta), and leading 
figures of the architectural avant-garde explored the possibility that ar
chitecture could be an instrument for generating new forms of sociality 
and, ultimately, men and women of a new type. But by the late 1920s 
these discussions were being reoriented by the turn toward forced indus
trialization. The five-year plan presented architects and urbanists with 
a host of new enterprises across the Soviet Union, around which cities 
had to be built. This exigency raised two problems that became central 
to urbanist discussions of the period. The first, the problem of rasselenie, 
or settlement, referred to the adjustments, both spatial and institutional, 
between production and population. Thus, the urban theorist Mikhail 
Okhitovich identified “the settlement [rasselenie] of people and the geo
graphical distribution [razmeshchenie] of productive power in their in
terrelationship” (1930: 7) as the key question for urban planners in the



context of the first five-year plan. The second, the problem of the city 
(gorodskoe) khoziaistvo, referred to the substantive economy of the Soviet 
city—the nexus of material structures, administrative apparatuses, and 
resource flows through which, following Karl Polanyi (1977), the “m ate
rial satisfaction of human w ants” was planned and organized.

The figures of settlement and khoziaistvo are of interest here because 
they became the central concerns of city-building, the Soviet form of urban 
planning. During the Soviet period the term  “city-building” was attached 
to various things: a certain class of planning problems, a group of experts, 
and a network of technical institutes. The aim of the present discussion is 
not to examine this technocratic apparatus or its historical development 
(a topic that has been understudied2). N or do I focus on the practices of 
planners or the relationship between plans and the construction of cities 
(a topic I address in the next two chapters, which focus on developments 
in Belaya Kalitva and Rodniki). Rather, I examine city-building as a lens 
on the political ontology, the form of veridiction, and the modes of in
tervention through which the Soviet state shaped a new form of urban 
modernity.

Extending the analysis of the prior chapter, the present discussion com
pares the Soviet project of social modernity w ith the liberal variant of 
th a t project as it has been analyzed in Foucaultian scholarship. At one 
level, the Soviet and liberal projects of social modernity can be situated 
in a common problem-space. Liberalism was always concerned with the 
processes through which populations and production were spatially dis
tributed and institutionally linked. And early liberalism, as Polanyi dem
onstrated in The Great Transformation, was preoccupied w ith the chal
lenges of need fulfillment in the growing cities of the industrial age. But 
city-building took these problems up in an entirely distinctive way. Soviet 
city-builders did not recognize liberalism’s constitutive distinction be
tween the state and society. As the Russian sociologist O. Yanitskii puts 
it, Soviet city-building proposed to know and transform the city “not as 
a social organism, with its own laws of development, but as a construc
tion or a ‘machine,’ that one could plan and bring into being [voplotif 
V zhizn] down to the smallest details of the organization of production 
and daily life” (1998).

I explore these distinctions by examining how Soviet city-builders took 
up and reworked tw o concepts that were central to liberal social moder
nity. In liberal thought population was “discovered” as one part of the 
general system of the economy, conceived as an autonomous domain. By 
contrast, Soviet discussions of settlement in the early 1930s began to treat 
population as a mass of human individuals whose labor could be instru- 
mentally deployed in production. It was not part of an autonomous field, 
but one element in a system of total planning that had to be coordinated



Table 3.1
Population and Norm  in  Liberal and Soviet Social Modernity

Liberal social modernity Soviet social modernity

Population Autonomous domain outside Collection of individuals
o f the state that imposes new as labor power and
limits on state activity subjects o f need

Norm Distribution of phenomena Quantitative ratio
over populations between elements in a 

system of total planning

with others. Norms, meanwhile, emerged in liberal thought as statistical 
reflections of regular, ongoing phenomena (disease and health, wealth 
and poverty) in a population. Soviet city-building, by contrast, worked 
through prescriptive norms that were not statistical reflections but teleo
logical projections; to recall Trotsky’s phrase, they were not pictures but 
commands .3 These prescriptive norms defined quantitative relationships 
among the various elements—housing, urban utilities, and social services— 
that were required to meet the needs of a given population. Thus, following 
Georges Canguilhem, the khoziaistvo, the substantive economy of Soviet 
city-building, was planned as a complex of “reciprocally relative norm s” 
(1989:247).

U r b a n  M o d e r n it y — Fr o m  La t e  T s a r is m  t o  E a r l y  So c ia l is m

Before proceeding to a discussion of the debates in architecture and ur
banism in the late 1920s and 1930s, it bears taking up a thread that was 
left off in the prior chapter, concerning the development of urban moder
nity in the late tsarist period. Notwithstanding the significant industrial 
surge in the last decades of tsarist rule, Russia remained a predominantly 
rural country up to the Revolution, and industrialization continued to 
be only weakly related to urban growth. The “big” story of the Russian 
nineteenth century was that no project of urban modernization emerged 
that was equivalent to those that took shape in European countries. That 
said, significant urbanization did take place in the late tsarist period, and 
it generated many of the problems associated with the growth of cities in 
other countries: inadequate housing, increasing demands on urban ser
vices, and worsening health and sanitary conditions. Poor urban condi
tions, in turn, exerted some of the pressures that drew European thinkers 
to the problems raised by an urban and industrial form of collective life



(Hanchett 1976: 96). These pressures were reflected in the orientations of 
architecture and urbanism over the last decades of tsarist rule.

Since Catherine the Great (1762-1796), city plans had been required 
of all Russian cities. But these plans were largely restricted to classical 
questions of layout and design, and the scope of their application was 
limited to urban centers. Thus, on William Blackwell’s account, in the 
growing Russian cities of the late nineteenth century, “the spacious and 
graceful stone carved inner city of the state and the wealthy” was starkly 
contrasted to “the ramshackle and haphazard wooden city of the facto
ries and the poor” (1968: 100). Classical concerns persisted. According to 
S. Fredrick Starr, late tsarist urban planning was dominated by a classical 
revivalism oriented to preserving old aristocratic centers against the ad
vance of industry and nonaristocratic populations. But other tendencies 
emerged in the last decades of the nineteenth century. Liberal reforms in 
the 1870s—which marked, according to Walter Hanchett, “the apex of 
statutory freedom for municipal self-rule in the history of the Russian 
empire” (1976: 98)—greatly expanded the leeway of urban governments 
in addressing social problems. The urban planning and architecture of 
the period reflected these concerns. The classical school began to turn 
its attention to the conditions of life in industrial cities. Meanwhile, a 
nascent Russian garden city movement based on the influential ideas of 
Ebenezer Howard was preoccupied by the problems of a new urban m o
dernity. Thus, Starr notes, by 1917 “there existed tw o well developed 
programs for the further development of Russian cities: the application 
of modified classical principles to the larger industrial and administrative 
centers, and the garden city for satellite towns and smaller rural commu
nities” (1976: 235).

Both tendencies proved significant for subsequent developments. N eo
classical motifs and an emphasis on ceremonial central districts were cen
tral to Soviet architecture from the early 1930s to Stalin’s death. The 
influence of the garden city movement, meanwhile, is found in many en
during tenets of Soviet city planning: an emphasis on limited city size, 
planned interrelationships among functional areas of a city, and planned 
provision of urban services. And both schools experimented with planned 
settlements for workers, contributing to what Starr identifies as a long
standing orientation in Russian urbanism to “deliberately conceived ur
ban settings” (1971: 173). But viewed in broader perspective, these devel
opments were of limited scope and significance. Any tendencies toward 
an urban modernity were ultimately crushed by reactionary reforms that 
limited the autonomy of local governments and undermined their finan
cial bases.4 Urban modernization—like industrial development—was ul
timately blocked by the rigid framework of classical power.



The Early Soviet Non-City: Rodniki after the Revolution

W hat Michael Hamm calls the “breakdown in urban modernization” in 
the late tsarist period was consequential. By the end of the nineteenth 
century, urban conditions were substantially worse than those in Euro
pean cities, and they were among many factors that “accelerated the de
mise of the imperial order” (Hamm 1976a: 198).5 It is consequently no 
surprise that they were on the agenda immediately after the Revolution. 
For a snapshot of developments before and just after the Revolution, we 
can return to Rodniki—the textile settlement described earlier—and to 
broader developments in Ivanovo-Kineshma, a major industrial region of 
the late-tsarist period, and an important locus of revolutionary activity.

As William Husband (1988; 1990) has shown in his research on the 
workers’ movement in Ivanovo-Kineshma, union organization, which 
played a critical role in placing urban conditions on the political agen
das, was initially limited in the area. The region was dominated by rural- 
industrial settlements like Rodniki, and mobilization was constrained by 
the isolation of enterprises and the absence of densely settled urban areas. 
But a workers’ movement eventually did consolidate. Workers’ demands 
focused primarily on wages, but also addressed conditions of life in the re
gion’s many industrial settlements. These demands were initially directed 
to specific factory owners, who were the only plausible addressee for 
protests given the absence of local governments. But over the course of 
1917, in the interregnum between the February and October revolutions, 
particularistic claims were linked, and workers presented demands to an 
organization of factory owners. Mobilization culminated on October 21, 
1917 with a general strike that demanded worker control of the region’s 
textile enterprises (Husband 1990: 454).

These local developments were quickly superceded by broader events 
of the Revolution. The Soviet government created an organization called 
Centro-Cloth on November 16, 1917—the first step toward centralized, 
administrative control of the textile sector. In Rodniki, the Krasil’shchikov 
enterprise was nationalized and renamed—imaginatively—Bol’shevik. 
The Revolution and the events immediately following it had a number 
of important implications for Rodniki as a city. The first concerned the 
composition of the local population. A tendency toward feminization 
of textile labor, which had begun in the late nineteenth century across 
the region, eroded the peasant-industrial pattern, which, in turn, spurred 
growth of the population residing in Rodniki’s immediate environs.6 

These trends were intensified by the Civil War, which initially caused a 
sharp population decline, as men were drawn away to fight and many 
families retreated to the countryside, but ultimately drew women into the 
industrial workforce .7 Though patterns of itinerant labor persisted, the



permanent population of industrial workers swelled in Rodniki, as it did 
in most other Soviet cities. 8

A second significant change in the immediate aftermath of the Revolu
tion concerned Rodniki’s administrative status. In one of the sweeping 
waves of administrative reorganization that have played such a critical 
role in Russian urban developments over many centuries, Rodniki was 
declared a city. 9 City status meant the establishment of a local govern
ment—a local soviet—that was made formally responsible for local con
ditions. But in Rodniki, as in the vast majority of cities, improvements 
in the conditions of urban life were inevitably limited by resource con
straints. A 1926 report of the Local Soviet’s Executive Committee com
plained of these constraints and offered a picture of the city’s condition 
at the time. Rodniki, the report noted, was “not equipped w ith basic in
frastructure.” There were “no sidewalks in the majority of the city,” elec
trification was “primitive,” and there was “no sewage system, no water 
system, no fire station, nor other basic elements of a city.” The municipal 
housing stock, meanwhile, was found to total only 3.80 square meters per 
person, a number that, as the report noted, was “far from the norm.” And 
the housing that existed was in a state of “total dilapidation .” 10 Of the 
75,000 square meters of housing in Rodniki, 80 percent was accounted 
for by small privately owned huts; the remainder belonged to the nation
alized textile manufactory.

The picture painted in this report reflects, of course, the inheritance of 
the rural industrial pattern of late tsarist Russia. It also reflects local gov
ernments’ limited capacity to improve urban conditions in the early years 
of the Soviet period. In important respects, Rodniki remained a large in
dustrial enterprise surrounded by small huts; “city” was little more than 
an administrative designation. The patent irony was that urban condi
tions in Rodniki, and in most other cities during the Soviet Union’s early 
decades, recalled precisely the conditions of the early capitalist non-city 
that urbanists of the 1920s were so keen to avoid.

Stirrings o f Social Modernity: Urbanism and Architecture

If little improvement in the conditions of urban life could be reported 
in the 1920s—indeed, for most of the period before World War II—we 
do observe a substantial change in how urbanists, architects, planners, 
and Party functionaries constituted urban life as a field of governmental 
reflection and intervention. The report of Rodniki’s local soviet indi
cates that even if conditions were not rapidly improving, their sorry 
state was examined from a new light. At the very least, the report’s 
authors assumed that this collection of wooden huts clustered around 
an industrial enterprise in the midst of an agricultural region should be



something more than that. Rodniki ought to be a city, not only in terms 
of its administrative designation, but in terms of those “elements of a 
city” that comprise it. Here, Rodniki was just one remote indicator of 
a new  problem atization of urban modernity that began to take shape 
in the 1920s.

With the end of War Communism and the onset of NEP, local govern
ments experienced a period (fleeting, as always in Russia) of expanded 
autonomy, during which they were able to pursue various initiatives to 
raise resources and improve local conditions. And as Milka Bliznakov 
has shown, in the field of architecture, classical orientations inherited 
from the tsarist period were quickly superceded by a range of new con
cerns . 11 Among these were problems of social welfare, hygiene, and land 
use that had been central to modern urbanism in all countries. But ar
chitects and urbanists of the mid-1920s also began to pursue entirely 
new lines of experimentation with what was called a revolution in daily 
life. Architecture in particular came to be seen as a crucial instrument in 
providing “the specific environment that Marxists believed necessary to 
mold human beings into the desired proletarian form ” (Bliznakov 1971: 
124). Designs for factories, communal facilities, and apartment blocks 
were meant to create new models of social interaction, intimacy, and re
productive behavior. Institutions such as the family and the private apart
ment were subject to critical scrutiny as features of a bourgeois society 
that, in the view of the avant-garde’s most radical exponents, had to be 
eliminated. This period of experimentation, the subject of a tremendous 
amount of scholarly attention, is among the great creative outpourings of 
the twentieth-century avant-garde . 12

As David Hoffman has argued, there is a standard story about the 
fate of the 1920s avant-garde in many fields, architecture and urbanism 
among them. This story follows the narrative of “Great Retreat” that 
Nicholas Timasheff (1946) famously developed in a classic study by that 
name. On this account, the extraordinary experimentation and innova
tion of the 1920s was cut off by Stalinist intervention in many profes
sional fields, from economics to the sciences to the arts. In urbanism and 
architecture, this intervention took familiar form: m urder or professional 
destruction of leading figures; a return of neoclassical motifs; and an end 
to avant-garde experiments. These developments, in the story of great 
retreat, ended all that was interesting about Soviet urbanism and archi
tecture. As Hugh Hudson put it in a characteristic statement, Stalinism 
“joined forces with technological backwardness to first cripple and then 
devour the revolutionary architectural movement and reduced modernist 
architecture in the Soviet Union to a history of bastardized projects, half
finished constructions, and undeserved reputations as one more experi
ence in the vacuity of utopianism” (1994: 13).



Of course there is something to this. The decimation of the architectural 
avant-garde ended a great efflorescence of experimental thought and 
brought discussions about the reconstruction of daily life to an abrupt 
halt. 13 But as a growing range of scholars has recognized, the search 
for new norms and forms appropriate to urban life in the Soviet Union 
was not abandoned (Hoffman 2003; Lampland 2009, 2010). And the 
new directions in architecture in the early 1930s were not only capitula
tions to terror and political necessity. They should also be understood as 
coherent attempts to reposition architecture and urbanism in response 
to changing circumstances. We will see that transitional figures such as 
M ikhail Okhitovich and Nikolai Miliutin tried to adapt—unsuccessfully, 
if judged by their personal survival; more successfully, perhaps, if judged 
by the enduring relevance of their ideas—to new demands. In the process, 
key preoccupations of the avant-garde were not abandoned so much as 
they were reinflected and redeployed in the face of new problems. The 
occasion for this redeployment was the rise of an administered economy 
focused on large industrial works. This development provoked a shift in 
the register of modern urbanism and architecture: from a revolution in 
daily life to a new biopolitics of population.

Se t t l e m e n t — P o p u l a t io n  a n d  P r o d u c t io n

The new questions posed by rapid industrialization were at one level 
straightforward. If socialist construction meant building a whole series 
of new industrial centers, what urban forms would be appropriate to 
them? And how should they be spatially distributed? These problems 
were central to the last great theoretical debate of the urbanist avant- 
garde, concerning the linked questions of settlement (rasselenie) and the 
proper form of the socialist city. 14

According to Viacheslav Glazychev, the discussion about settlement 
was opened in the summer of 1929, and was soon taken up in the Com
munist Academy and in the major journals on urbanism in 1930, includ
ing Construction o f Moscow (StroiteVstvo Moskvy), and Contemporary 
Architecture (Sovremennaia Arkhitektura), the journal published by the 
Society of Contemporary Architects (OSA) .15 Initial discussions advanced 
familiar propositions of modernist city planning, first among them that 
large cities in an industrial society would be planned so as to avoid the 
“reckless tropism ” of early capitalist industrialization and urbanization. 
An early specification of this basic orientation to planned urban develop
m ent was articulated by Leonid Sabsovich, who favored the late nine
teenth-century garden city model—which he saw as an ideal form for 
developing collective life in a “planned and organized way” (Glazychev



1989:19)—and the house-commune as a primary form of residence. Some 
positions outlined in these initial discussions by Sabsovich and others 
persisted throughout the Soviet period, including the orientation to small 
city size and to planned and collectivized provision of urban services. 
But a debate soon broke out over the broader questions of settlement, 
concerning the form, size, and spatial distribution of cities.

These questions were debated over the course of 1930 in the pages 
of Contemporary Architecture, an important forum of the architectural 
avant-garde. In the year’s first issue, the journal’s editors announced that 
socialist settlement would be addressed in order to clarify misconceptions 
that had emerged in public commentary on the topic (“Ot Redaktsii” 
1930).16 This announcement was followed by an article entitled, “Notes 
on the Theory of Settlement,” by Mikhail Okhitovich, a leading OSA 
theorist during this period. As Hugh Hudson (1992) documents in Blue
prints and Blood, his study of the architectural and urbanist avant-garde 
and its demise, Okhitovich was a complicated figure who rejected the 
more utopie proposals of the late 1920s avant-garde, among them the 
house-commune and the destruction of the nuclear family. And he was 
responsive to the new demands placed on architecture and urbanism by 
the five-year plan. His “N otes” can thus be read as a point of inflection 
in the shift from the revolution in daily life to an emerging concern with 
planning cities in light of industrial development.

“The notes offered here,” Okhitovich began, “aspire to indicate the 
path for a serious development of the M arxist theory for the settlement 
of people and the geographical distribution [razmeshchenie] of produc
tive power in their interrelationship” (1930: 7). The basic framing was 
familiar. Since GOELRO, Soviet planners linked the spatial distribution 
of industry to energy. Okhitovich simply extended this concern to the 
distribution of people and, thus, to the distribution and form of cities, ar
guing that the spatial organization of energy and industry determined the 
spatial pattern of settlement. Okhitovich noted that previously—which is 
to say in capitalist countries—large, crowded cities grew at the junctions 
of roads and rivers, or around sources of energy th a t was expensive to 
transport. But with electrification this spatial pattern would change since 
“ [t]here is no center of [electric] energy.” Rather, Okhitovich argued— 
taking up a vocabulary that was already in circulation during discussions 
of GOELRO— “there is a single energy NETWORK [SET3]. There are no 
central sources, there are local, large and small, the smallest ubiquitous 
sources of energy [povsiudnye istochniki energii\. Every center is a pe
riphery and every point on the periphery is a center” (Okhitovich 1930: 
14). Based on this analysis of energy, Okhitovich proceeded to  articulate 
a dezurbanist or “desurbanist” vision of development, in which ribbons 
of settlement would be arrayed along energy and transport corridors.



Underlying Okhitovich’s argument was a crucial premise. The form 
of the socialist city and the pattern of settlement had to be conceived in 
a single indissoluble whole with industrial planning. An article in Con
temporary Architecture at the end of 1931, written in support of Okhi
tovich’s position, thus argued that socialist planning was to be “based 
on the planned distribution of productive forces in an economic region 
in a single national economy [narodnoe k h o z ia is tv o \Socialist planning 
was not concerned with “the separate management of distinct enterprises 
of the national economy.” Rather, it was concerned with “the region as 
a whole, in its mutual relationship with other regions that influence its 
structure.” City planning, by logical extension, would not focus on “a 
city or a village or a settlement of workers of this or that enterprise, 
or even a totality of these.” Rather, the object of planning was “a uni
fied network of settlement [rasselenie\ of an economic region” (“Tezisy 
Doklada” 1930: 1).

This basic premise—that “the method [sposob] of settlement” was de
pendent on “the method [sposob] for the distribution of industry” (“Te
zisy Doklada” 1930: 2 )—was never called into question. As we will see 
in the next chapter, city-building plans were always based on the adjust
ments between industrial production and the population. In urbanist dis
cussions of the early 1930s the form  of this complex object of total plan
ning was the topic of a hot dispute that pitted Okhitovich’s desurbanism 
against a vision of large and densely settled urban centers promoted by 
the urbanisty. This debate has received a great deal of scholarly attention, 
but from the perspective of longer-term historical developments it was 
not of cardinal importance . 17 Ultimately both “urbanist” and “desurban- 
ist” positions were rejected, due neither to the specifics of their proposals 
nor to their understanding of the link between industrial and urban de
velopment, but to their shared assumptions about what role urban plan
ners could play in defining the proper form of settlement.

The City as a Detail o f Regional Flanning

The shifting position of urban planners and architects—particularly with 
respect to the problem of settlement—was evident in a session of the 
Communist Academy in M ay 1930, which presented a wide-ranging dis
cussion of the various positions of architects and urbanists on the form 
of the socialist city (“K Probleme Planirovki Sotsgoroda” 1930).18 The 
discussion was introduced and moderated by Nikolai Miliutin, another 
star-crossed urbanist who managed to work for a time in the changing 
climate of the early 1930s before, most scholars believe, perishing in the 
terror. 19 Miliutin is best known for his much misunderstood “lineal city” 
concept. But as a leading figure in the urbanist establishment of the time



he weighed in on most of the period’s obligatory themes. In 1930 the 
problem of settlement was foremost among these. In his presentations 
to the Academy, Miliutin did not so much take a strong position on the 
raging debate between urbanisty and dezurbanisty as put them in their 
proper place.

Miliutin began the discussion from a position that was virtually identi
cal to Okhitovich’s. “The direction of new construction under our condi
tions,” he argued, “is unavoidably determined by the distribution of in
dustry; the task of production [proizvodstvennoe zadanie] should define 
the construction of cities” (“K Probleme Planirovki Sotsgoroda” 1930: 
110). But for Miliutin this connection between the distribution of indus
try  and the construction of cities did not open a broad new domain for 
urban theory. Quite the contrary, it meant that the spatial distribution 
and structure of cities were determined by prior decisions about indus
trial development made elsewhere in the Soviet planning apparatus. Ur
ban planners had no business discussing the proper form of future settle
ments; urbanisty and dezurbanisty alike were giving answers to questions 
that need not be posed, at least not by them. “The only correct conclusion 
that can be made,” Miliutin noted in his closing remarks to the confer
ence, “is that [urban planners] should proceed from the organization of 
production.” There could be “no argument about urbanization or desur- 
banization.” Questions of settlement were tightly connected with the gen
eral plan, “and should be determined simultaneously as it is realized” 
(“K Probleme Planirovki Sotsgoroda” 1930: 144). Another participant 
in the debate, a certain G. Puzis, argued along similar lines: the question 
of settlement, he reasoned, was simply a “translation of the economic 
plan, created by Gosplan, onto the territory” (“K Probleme Planirovki 
Sotsgoroda” 1930: 141).

M iliutin’s position conformed to the emerging official doctrine. In the 
June Plenum of the Central Committee in 1931, Kaganovich famously 
defined the socialist city as any settlement on the territory of the Soviet 
Union. The claim has often been taken to be a mindless tautology: a so
cialist city was simply a city in a socialist country .20 But the point, given 
the context, was in part to assert that urban planners had no role to play 
in the theoretical questions of socialist settlement. The “socialist city” 
was a city whose planning proceeded in light of plans for industrial de
velopment. The scope of urban planners’ concerns was clearly delimited 
by a 1931 article in Soviet Architecture—a journal edited by Miliutin that 
displaced Contemporary Architecture as the leading forum for discus
sions of architecture and urbanism—whose authors asserted that “the 
planning of a settlement can be only a detail in the plan for an economic 
region” (Sektor Arkhitektorov Sotsialisticheskogo StroiteVstva 1931: 98). 
At one level this position was in total accord with the problematization



of settlement found in Okhitovich’s “N otes”; the difference was that ur
ban planners were confined to that “detail” of a regional economic plan 
that was, in fact, the city.

This new official line obviously reduced the role of architects and ur
banists; indeed, many scholars have concluded that it reduced their role 
to triviality. Bliznakov, thus, argued that architects and urban planners 
were confined to conventional problems— “housing, the aesthetic unity 
of the urban environment, and the appropriate form of the administrative 
urban center.” To ensure that this urban ensemble reflected a city’s social
ist character, there was no need to invent new urban elements. Rather, 
urban planners could “reuse those of the preceding century” (Bliznakov 
1971: 254 ) .21 The Soviet urban theorist,Tat’iana Govorenkova has noted 
that after 1930 the socialist city was just “a city in a single system of 
socialist economic planning” (1989: 79): it was simply, she quipped, a 
“gorod u predpriiatiia”—a city by an enterprise .22

These assessments capture something important about developments 
during the period but require qualification. First, as we will see, it is not 
quite true that forms of the “prior century” were adequate for Soviet 
urbanism. A number of distinctly “m odernist” principles—limited city 
size, planning and centralization of services, and strict divisions among 
functional zones of a city—were always retained in Soviet city-building. 
And if neoclassical motifs were revived, they were combined, as Vladimir 
Paperny (2002) has argued, with a bewildering array of other styles and 
theories about architecture and urban form .23 Second, we will see that as 
time passed, city-builders exerted more influence on broader questions 
of settlement. By the late Soviet period the strict unidirectional relation
ship between industrial planning and urban planning had loosened, and 
in some cases the “needs” of an existing population for labor drove the 
distribution of industry. The third, and perhaps most important qualifica
tion to the claim that political intervention reduced Soviet urbanism to 
triviality was that there was in fact a great deal left for architects to plan 
and build after the theory of settlement was taken out of their hands. 
After all, the “detail” of regional economic development to which they 
were confined included all possible elements of a city outside the immedi
ate organization of industrial production. The call of Party leaders was 
not for urbanists to abandon the quest to develop new norms and forms 
for the socialist city. Rather, as Meerovich has recently observed (2007), 
it was to drop the theoretical and utopie discussions and get on with the 
planning problems dictated by industrial developments.

It is from this twin perspective—the end of theoretical speculation 
about the proper form of the socialist city, and the renewed emphasis 
on the practical problems of planning new cities around industrial enter
prises—that developments in the early 1930s are best understood. This



dual emphasis was reflected in the contributions to Soviet Architecture 
during this period. Its pages were dominated by those architects (Miliutin 
among them) who, through robotic incantations of the Party line, led the 
denunciation of the avant-garde with murderous fervor.24 At the same 
time, these attacks were, at least in some cases, followed by much more 
pragmatic discussions that took up crucial propositions of the avant- 
garde and adapted them to the conceptual needs and the practical reali
ties of the early 1930s. In this context the problem of settlement was not 
so much abandoned as reframed—no longer concerned with the theory 
of the distribution of populations and production but with the practical 
problem of planning urban development on the basis of industrial devel
opment (Bater 1980: 26). As such, the problem of settlement remained 
central to city-building theory and practice throughout the Soviet pe
riod, situating the problems of urban development in relation to broader 
processes of economic development. A postwar Soviet handbook thus 
identified settlement as the “connecting link [sviazuiushchee zveno]” that 
united “city-building practice w ith general economic planning [s narod- 
nokhoziaistvennym planirovaniem\ .”25

Population

The key figure in establishing this “link” was the population (naselenie), 
which became an important topic of planning discussion in the early 
1930s. The reasons for a renewed focus on population were in part re
lated to the immediate exigencies of that period, as Soviet authorities 
struggled to attract and retain workers at new sites of industrial construc
tion .26 At the same time, population was a key consideration in creating 
long-term plans for the development of cities. In the third issue of Soviet 
Architecture in 1931, the editors introduced the theme of population, 
and in particular the problem of determining population targets for ur
ban growth, as a “planning factor of enormous and decisive importance.” 
Population targets, they argued, were crucial not only for planning the 
physical development of a city, but also for “the development of a correct 
social and economic plan [khoziaistvennogo plana] that would define the 
labor and material expenditures required for creating housing and service 
enterprises.” Of concern were both the overall size of a future popula
tion—essential for defining the dimensions of a city’s territory and the 
“general requirements for buildings and facilities [sooruzheniia]”—and 
its age and sex structure, upon which planning for “processes of produc
tion and consumption” would be based (“Ot Redaktsii” 1930: 4).

The question, then, was what methods were appropriate for projecting 
the size and structure of urban populations under socialist conditions. 
Predictably, the editors concluded that “the old practice”—referring to



existing practice in advanced capitalist countries— “does not offer any 
help.” Echoing the teleological planners’ arguments against genetic as
sumptions (see previous chapter), they singled out “old statistical meth
ods” for determining the size of cities that used a “method of abstraction” 
to determine future population growth from “concrete real conditions” 
(“Ot Redaktsii” 1930: 4). Puzis, in an article entitled “The Calculation 
of Population in the Planning of Population Points” that followed the 
editorial announcement, explained this initially obscure distinction. “The 
prior planning practice,” he wrote, “defined the size of population based 
on the dynamic curve of natural and mechanical growth,” th a t is, it was 
a “statistical” reflection of migratory processes and rates of birth and 
death. Such an approach was appropriate in capitalist conditions, but 
was “inappropriate in a socialist economy” (1931: 4 ) .27 As one illustra
tion, Puzis referred to a theory of industrial location developed by M ax 
Weber that, according to Glazychev (1989), Sabsovich introduced into 
the debates on the socialist city. Anticipating a standard (though disputed) 
hypothesis in the economics of industrial location, Weber had argued that 
industry would tend to accumulate in areas where labor was plentiful 
and cheap. For teleological planners like Puzis, the position was doubly 
unsatisfactory: it left these questions to the “spontaneous” dynamics of 
the market, and put “population” first and industry second, as the depen
dent variable. In a “socialist economy [khoziaistvo]” Puzis countered, 
just the opposite tendency would predominate: “Industrial development 
is itself the reason for massive migratory processes” and the abundance 
of labor would not in any way affect the wages of the workers (1931: 
4-5). Population was a productive factor in industry; therefore, its size 
and structure in a given city would be first of all determined by the needs 
of industrial production.

This rejection of “statistical” methods resonated with teleological 
planners’ refusal of the constraints on planned transform ation imposed 
by current conditions of society or economy. It also upended an entire 
problematization of population that had emerged with classical liberal
ism. Population became the central problem of liberal government as an 
autonom ous field tha t could be managed only by conforming to its laws 
and regularities: the distribution of poverty and welfare; of sickness and 
health; the dynamics of markets; patterns of migration; rates of birth 
and death. Population was thus a new site of veridiction; statistics—ini
tially invented as a method for knowing the reality of the state—made it 
possible to base liberal government on the “tru th ” of population (Fou
cault 2007).

The figure of population that replaced this liberal-statistical under
standing in Soviet city-building recalls the disciplinary-sovereigntist con
ception of population that Foucault associated with mercantilism and



classical absolutism. Foucault argued that mercantilism was concerned 
with population as a “productive force, in the strict sense of the term ” 
and required, therefore, “an apparatus that will ensure that the popula
tion, which is seen as the source and the root, as it were, of the state’s 
power and wealth, will work properly, in the right place, and on the right 
objects” (2007: 69).28 The Soviet socialist conception of population was 
similar, but it was inscribed in a different formation of government. In 
absolutism the “mobilization” of populations was circumscribed by sov
ereignty and by its basic reluctance to transform the “way of life” of mas
sive parts of the population, first of all by redistributing it over national 
space. The Soviet project, by contrast, deployed disciplinary mechanisms 
in a biopolitical project whose aim was to utterly transform the spatial 
distribution and conditions of existence of the national population. In 
this context, something more than a “disciplinary” mobilization of labor 
was implied: the creation of an apparatus of social welfare, not only in 
exceptional spaces but for the national population as a whole. If settle
ment was the “hinge” that linked city-building to industrial planning, 
then the problem of population suggested a series of logical steps that 
linked industrial planning to urban planning to mechanisms of social 
welfare. Thus, where the problem of settlement initially displaced dis
cussions of a revolution in daily life, the problem of population pointed 
back to daily life, but with a twist. The central problem was no longer to 
create new socialist men and women but to meet the daily needs of new 
populations in socialist cities.

T h e  M o d e r n i z a t i o n  o f  K h o z ia ist v o —
N e e d s  a n d  N o r m s  in  So v ie t  P l a n n in g

The discussions of daily life in architecture during the 1920s had pro
ceeded along two intersecting axes. One was the preoccupation with 
“machines for living” intended to produce new forms of sociality and 
consciousness. The other dealt with the mundane problems of provid
ing for daily needs in new socialist cities. If the former discussions were 
largely cut off, the latter were posed with greater urgency by the indus
trialization drive. In the early 1930s, the Soviet government identified the 
improvement of urban services as a central priority. The June Plenum of 
1931, thus, issued a declaration on M oscow’s urban services proclaim
ing that “the improvement of the material conditions of daily life for 
the working class should be at the center of attention for all Party orga
nizations” (“Iiun’skii Plenum TsKVKP[b] Ob Organizatsii Gorodskogo 
Khoziaistvo” 1931). Housing, urban infrastructure, and social services 
were instruments of production, and their absence was recognized as a



bottleneck in the push for industrialization. As Kaganovich wrote, the 
city was therefore “a weak point in the socialist transformation of our 
country, from the point of view both of satisfying the material and cul
tural expectations of the working class and of the growth of industry .” 29

The challenges of planning for an apparatus of social welfare were ad
dressed in another article by Miliutin in Soviet Architecture in 1931. Its 
immediate purpose was to report on new norms for residential buildings 
and “complexes” formulated by the section of the Communist Academy 
charged with coordinating the work of technical institutes in the sphere 
of urbanism and architecture . 30 It is of interest here because, in introduc
ing these norms, Miliutin carefully repositioned urbanists and architects 
in relation to the broader problem of socialist construction, distinguish
ing his position from that of the discredited avant-garde, and delimiting 
the proper domain of city-building activities.

Miliutin began by defining the scope of the discussion, marking out a 
division of labor between the work of industrial planners, the ideological 
labors of the Party, and the activities of urbanists, that could be mapped 
on to different functional zones of a city. W hat processes, he asked, were 
“underway in the residential areas of new cities” and, thus, within the 
scope of urbanist concerns? M iliutin’s answer, significantly, began by not
ing what did not take place in these areas, carefully disavowing those 
issues that had been declared off-limits for urbanist reflection. “Labor, 
and also training [ucheba\ and ideological work,” he noted, take place 
“primarily in productive (industrial and agricultural) zones” and in the 
“green zones” of parks in which workers’ clubs and houses of culture 
were located” (Miliutin 1931: 2 ) .31 W hat remained in residential zones, 
and thus, for consideration by city-builders, were “processes of daily 
life,” by which Miliutin meant primarily the processes through which 
basic needs were satisfied.

M iliutin’s next question concerned the form these “processes of daily 
life” were to take. Here he carefully distinguished his position from that of 
the avant-garde, particularly on the crucial question of the family. Avant- 
garde architects and urbanists of the late 1920s had criticized the family 
as a tool of bourgeois capitalism, whose function was to oppress women 
and to extract surplus value from their labor. 32 More utopie exponents of 
the avant-garde proposed that under socialism the family should be done 
away w ith . 33 Miliutin, by contrast, forcefully swept aside all speculation 
about the end of the family: “In the area of daily life at the present time,” 
he insisted, “we find only the family form” (1931: 2). He then advanced 
what was essentially the obverse of the avant-garde argument against 
the nuclear family. With an obligatory nod to M arx, Miliutin noted that 
under the exploitative conditions of capitalism, a significant portion of



workers were left without families; capitalism, thus, was now accused 
not of using the family as an instrument of oppression but of destroy
ing it. Socialism, by contrast, would create conditions under which the 
family form could be retained, first of all through a “significant increase 
in standards of living of the workers and the development of collective 
forms for the satisfaction of daily needs of workers” (Miliutin 1931: 2). 
Thus, families would still exist under socialist conditions, and they had 
to be accommodated by city planners. But their character would change 
dramatically . 34 The family would continue to be the central “unit of daily 
life and consumption [bytovoe, potrebiteVskoe soedinenie].” But it would 
rapidly cease to be a “unit of production,” or a unit of “khoziaistvo 
[khoziaistvenno-proizvodstvennoe soedinenie]” (Miliutin 1931: 2). Here 
Miliutin introduces a crucial term that requires some explication, for it 
will be essential to the discussion that follows.

The Russian word khoziaistvo—an essential term in many contexts35— 
shares some of the semantic constellation of the English word “economy” 
in its original usage. Comparison of the two terms is illuminating. “Econ
omy,” as is well known to economic anthropologists, for whom these dis
tinctions were once crucial, originally referred to the nemeïn , or manage
ment, of the oikos—the household. But it could be used in other domains 
as well. As the Oxford English Dictionary defines this now basically ob
solete range of uses, economy concerns “ [t]he management or adminis
tration of the material resources of a community ... or other organized 
body; the art or science of managing such resources.” 36 In Polanyi’s sense, 
these prior usages referred to forms of substantive economy—instituted 
mechanisms of need fulfillment—not to the formal understanding of eco
nomic that emerged w ith the rise of liberal political economy. Similarly, 
the Russian root khoz originally referred to the household, and is closely 
linked to problems of management: a khoziain is the head of a household 
or of some other substantive economy; the verb khoziaistvovaf is the 
activity of managing and transforming a khoziaistvo. Khoziaistvo, as a 
noun, can refer to a farm, a household, or virtually any nexus of produc
tion and need fulfillment—that is, to almost any unit of substantive econ
omy. But khoziaistvo can not imply the formal meaning of “economic.” 
Thus, while there was a narodnoe khoziaistvo SSSR—in the standard 
translation, a “national economy of the Soviet Union”—it is somewhat 
discordant to call post-Soviet Russia’s market economy a “khoziaistvo.”

Thus, returning to our story in the 1930s, in claiming that the family 
would no longer be a unit of khoziaistvo, Miliutin meant that it would no 
longer be the primary unit for organizing the fulfillment of daily needs. 
Rather, these functions would be a problem for state administration and 
planning, and in particular for urban  administration and planning. W hat



was in question for Miliutin, then, was a transposition of khoziaistvo 
from the family to the city. And this new form of gorodskoe—or city— 
khoziaistvo was defined as the object-domain of Soviet city-building.

The use of the term gorodskoe khoziaistvo to designate a central ob
ject of urban administration was not new to the 1930s. It was widely 
used in the tsarist period, when it referred rather narrowly to services 
provided by local governments. As Tat’iana Govorenkova (1989: 75) has 
documented, a similar usage was found in early Soviet discussions, des
ignating competencies of local governments such as land use, housing, 
roads and transport, general maintenance and sanitation, and so on. All 
of these problems continued to be included in discussions of city khozi
aistvo in the 1930s. But as both a concept and a field of practical activity, 
city khoziaistvo was transformed in at least two important ways. On the 
one hand, the problem of city khoziaistvo no longer had an exclusive 
relationship to local governments, which, as we see in the next chapter, 
were only one among a tangle of organizations responsible for “daily 
life” in Soviet cities. On the other hand, the scope of activities included 
in the concept of city khoziaistvo vastly expanded to include the entirety 
of a socialist city’s substantive economy, the integrated complex of ele
ments that were required for the “material satisfaction of human wants.” 
It was this expanded definition of city khoziaistvo that defined the proper 
concern of city-building: not a revolution in daily life or the ideological 
tasks of the state; not the planning of industry or the theory of the social
ist city; not the proper spatial distribution of population; but that entire 
complex of material structures, urban utilities, social services, housing, 
and an expanding range of other amenities that were required to meet an 
urban population’s daily needs.

This, at any rate, was the central concern of M iliutin’s article, which, 
after its careful ideological positioning on the problems of the family, 
turned to its central task: announcing new norms for what were called 
“housing and residential complexes.” 37 A “complex” was an integrated 
unit of planning—for example, a cluster of apartment blocks, education, 
health, and leisure facilities. The key mechanisms in designing these com
plexes were substantive or prescriptive norms. These norms were simply 
ratios that defined the proportions in which different elements of a com
plex would have to be built. The central function of such norm-articulated 
complexes was to allow planners to move from a projection of popula
tion—itself based on plans for industrial development—to the apparatus 
required for need fulfillment. In his article on housing and residential 
complexes, Miliutin illustrated this use of norms and complexes through 
the example of planning for a preschool. “One preschool,” he reasoned, 
“serves 30-40 children, which means 160-240 adults. One kindergarten 
for 60 children serves 500-600 adults. One cafeteria for 150-500 people



(that is, for 50-160 places) for a three shift work.” Based on these as
sumptions, it could be recommended to “build housing for no less than 
30 and for no more than 100 individuals. And on this basis houses can 
be united in complexes for 500-600 people” (Miliutin 1931: 4). Through 
such complexes, planners could translate human needs into a set of mate
rial requirements by encoding them in a general system of equivalencies.

Here, again, a contrast w ith liberalism will help us pin down what is 
distinctive about this Soviet approach to social welfare planning. In the 
liberal cases, as we have seen, the norm was primarily a statistical con
cept, a reflection of the regularities of an autonomous milieu. The norm 
in Soviet planning, by contrast, is much closer to the disciplinary norm 
that Foucault analyzed in Security, Territory, Population. Foucault wrote 
that the norm in discipline has an “originally prescriptive character,” by 
which he meant that it reflects a conscious determination of the desired 
telos or endpoint that intervention is supposed to achieve (Foucault 
2007: 57). Likewise, the Soviet planning norm precisely defined an end
point, the desired relationship among elements that had to be produced. 
But again, the differences between Soviet and disciplinary norms are also 
illuminating. As noted in the prior chapter, Soviet planning norms were 
not applied in closed disciplinary spaces circumscribed by a regime of 
sovereignty. Rather, they were the very elements that—at least in the ideal 
world of planners—articulated the broad correlations between popula
tion, production, and an apparatus of need fulfillment. If Soviet planning 
norms were prescriptive they were also biopolitical oriented to problems 
of need fulfillment in a complex modern economy.

To summarize, in M iliutin’s discussion, we see two constitutive move
ments of Soviet biopolitics. The first is the displacement of the khozi
aistvo—the nexus of need fulfillment—from the family to city. The sec
ond is the articulation of the city khoziaistvo by prescriptive, substantive 
norms that coded human needs into “complexes” of elements that could 
be plugged into plans. These two movements shaped the basic contours 
of a modernization of the substantive economy of cities, through which 
need fulfillment was constituted as a problem of expert knowledge, a task 
of bureaucratic planning, and a target of state administration. If we add 
to this picture the place that the city khoziaistvo occupied in the overall 
conception of total planning—a “detail” in a plan for an economic region 
that was logically derived from prior assumptions about industrial plan
ning and development—then we have some general grasp of the technol
ogy of power that defined the Soviet variant of social modernity.



C H A PT E R  FO U R

City-building in Belaya Kalitva

T h e  c o n c e p t u a l  d e v e l o p m e n t s  in Soviet city-building in the early 
1930s were matched by some initial steps in creating a technocratic ap
paratus to handle the massive am ount of planning and technical work 
implied by rapid urbanization and industrialization. In the early 1930s, 
city planning and architectural activities were increasingly carried out 
not by independent organizations of architects and urbanists but in a 
growing range of “official” planning institutes. These included the “city- 
building institutes”—first among these Giprogor, the State Institute for 
the Design of Cities (Gosudarstvennyi Institut Proektirovaniia Gorodov), 
in Moscow—as well as a number of more specialized organizations deal
ing with housing, communal infrastructure, and other problems.

Given the circumstances, these organizations’ accomplishments were 
not trivial. 1 But the actual state of affairs in Soviet cities during the re
gime’s first decades diverged absolutely from city-builders’ visions of 
carefully planned urban development. The period was one of rapid urban 
growth: after the depopulation episode during the Civil War, Russian cit
ies gained an average of 2.4 million new residents per year until the onset 
of World War II.2 But this redistribution of population around new sites 
of industrial production was hardly planned. M ost discussions of “settle
m ent” during this period referred not to the careful balance of demo
graphic and industrial development but to practical struggles in attract
ing workers to—and retaining them in—new sites of production. The 
situation was no better for planning a new city khoziaistvo in the Soviet 
Union’s growing industrial centers. Even in cities with plans, planning 
work lagged behind industrial construction and demographic expansion. 
To the extent that urbanists and architects influenced developments, they 
did so largely through the design of central districts and monumental 
buildings. Little progress was made in building facilities for satisfying 
daily needs, and in important respects urban conditions deteriorated dur
ing the period of Stalin’s rule . 3

The slow progress in city-building needs little explanation. As William 
Blackwell points out, “no assessment of the pace and scope of Russian ur
ban development can avoid considering the grim fact that during the first 
three decades of the new regime, from 1917 to 1945 ... the cities of the 
Soviet Union were suffering frequent and extensive destruction” (1986: 
296). Also crucial were conscious decisions to squeeze consumption and 
social welfare in the name of industrialization and preparation for war,



and to focus nonindustrial construction on monumental structures rather 
than functional designs. W hat was true of Rodniki in the 1920s was true 
of most Soviet cities prior to World War II: urban conditions recalled 
nothing so much as the reckless tropism of the capitalist non-city that 
Soviet urbanists were so keen to avoid.

All of this began to change after World War II. During the 1950s and 
1960s the network of planning institutes expanded, and by the late 1960s 
plans had been approved for most if still not all Soviet cities.4 Over the 
same period the Soviet regime began to direct substantial resources to ur
ban development. Construction capacity expanded in most cities, and the 
pace of building—not only of apartments but of urban utilities that were 
a crucial element of a new substantive economy—accelerated. Taking all 
of this into view, we can say that if the basic conceptual framework of 
city-building was a product of the 1930s, then it was after World War II 
that we see the consolidation of city-building as an apparatus of transfor
mation comprised of experts, technical institutes, resource flows, material 
structures, spatial forms, demographic distributions, and organizational 
arrangements.

The present chapter traces this consolidation of the city-building ap
paratus by examining post-W orld War II developments in Belaya Kalitva, 
the small industrial city that was discussed in this book’s introduction. 
The first part of the chapter examines the plans that were developed for 
the city in the early 1960s in order to illustrate how the concepts of settle
ment and city khoziaistvo allowed city-builders to take hold of a specific 
reality and formulate proposals for its transformation. The second part 
describes the process through which some of the works anticipated in 
Belaya Kalitva’s plans were actually built, focusing on urban utilities, m a
terial and bureaucratic structures, patterns of resource flow, and develop
ments in industrial production. Through this analysis, I will show that 
city-building provides a window on the process through which a new 
kind of collectivity was assembled in Soviet cities, as urban populations 
were linked together and plugged into a new substantive economy. In this 
sense, the city-building apparatus will be understood as a key dimension 
of the Soviet social.

Bela y a  K a l it v a : P la n s  f o r  Se t t l e m e n t

It will be recalled that in the nineteenth century Belaya Kalitva was a 
small Cossack stanitsa, or administrative center. Industry in the city was 
limited to small food processing facilities that served agricultural produc
ers in the surrounding rural region. The Revolution did not immediately 
change Belaya Kalitva’s status. But just before World War II the Party’s 
Central Committee issued a decree ordering the construction of a new



industrial enterprise in the stanitsa center. Building began before the war, 
but little was accomplished prior to the German invasion; and much of 
th a t was destroyed, including several barracks tha t housed early con
struction workers .5 Work on the enterprise was taken up again only in 
1949, apparently with urgency. Given the enormous task of reconstruc
tion, the delay hardly needs explanation, and the reason for subsequent 
haste is readily imagined. By the late 1940s, the Soviet Union and the 
United States faced a new military reality in which air power was a vi
tal strategic factor; Belaya Kalitva’s enterprise was an aluminum factory 
related to defense aviation. The first product rolled off the lines in 1953.

During the first postwar years, scattered communal facilities were 
built in Belaya Kalitva—three schoolhouses, a stadium, a hospital, and a 
“house of culture”—alongside some housing for specialists sent to work 
on the aluminum enterprise .6 These new buildings were located near the 
aluminum facility at some remove from the old stanitsa center, and were 
arranged symmetrically in neighborhoods that extended out from a cen
tral plaza that would form the core of what locals called the “new city” 
(see figure 4.1, pp. 98-99). But beyond this rough layout, there is little to 
suggest that urban development was advancing according to a plan. Most 
construction took place in the chaotic manner typical of many cities be
fore the war, as newly arrived workers built small huts for their families. 
For the most part, resources continued to be focused on industrial devel
opment, with everything else— as Moshe Lewin (1973: 276) said of the 
period before World War II—left more or less to its own devices.

This picture did not change in its fundamentals from Belaya Kalitva’s 
liberation to the early 1960s, when three crucial documents were ap
proved that bore directly on the city’s future development. The first, ap
proved in 1962, was a plan for settlement or rasselenie for Rostov Re
gion, where Belaya Kalitva is located. The second, in 1963, was a plan 
for settlement for the city itself. The third, in 1964, was a general plan 
for Belaya Kalitva. These three plans constituted a kind of logical series.7 

Regional and city plans for settlement laid out the future development 
of industry and population. The general plan proceeded from these pa
rameters to elaborate a detailed, integrated vision of a future city khozi
aistvo. In examining this progression of plans in some detail, we will see 
how city-builders formulated a blueprint for future adjustments between 
processes of production, the development of population, and a new ap
paratus of social welfare provisioning.

The first plan to formally address Belaya Kalitva’s long-term develop
ment was a Rostov Region Flan for Settlement, approved in 1962 by the 
Executive Committee of the regional Communist Party.8 The plan was 
prepared by Lengiprogor; the Leningrad State Institute for the Design of 
Cities. It was not unusual that planning in peripheral cities was conducted



centrally. Though the network of project institutes had expanded by the 
1960s, regional institutes were few in number until well into the postwar 
period .9 The purpose of this plan was to lay out general parameters for 
industrial and demographic development for every city in Rostov Oblast’. 
These parameters were influenced by a range of factors. Most important 
among these, of course, were plans for industrial development made else
where in the Soviet planning apparatus; the future development of cit
ies was dictated by the future development of industry. But in light of 
the discussion in the prior chapter—concerning urban planners’ limited 
role in setting broad parameters for development beginning in the early 
1930s—it is notable that the Rostov Plan for Settlement did not simply 
translate industrial plans “onto the territory,” as Puzis had put it in 1930 
(“K Probleme Planirovki Sotsgoroda” 1930: 107). Rather, the Plan for 
Settlement balanced existing plans for industrial development with long
standing principles of urban and regional planning, such as spatial bal
ance in regional development, and limits on the growth of existing cities. 
For example, the regional plan noted that certain cities of Rostov Region, 
most notably the capital city of Rostov, had already exceeded the desired 
size. It therefore proposed to limit further growth in these cities and to 
promote growth in smaller cities. The plan also proposed to correct spatial 
imbalance in regional development. In the tsarist period industrial devel
opment had been concentrated in the region’s southwest, due both to the 
location of Donbass coal and to the commercial activity associated with 
the capital Rostov and the port city of Azov. The plan proposed, therefore, 
to focus development in the northeast part of the region. For both reasons, 
Belaya Kalitva, located on the northeastern extremity of the Donbass, was 
identified as a desirable center for future growth.

These conclusions in the regional Plan for Settlement formed the basis 
for a subsequent Plan for Settlement (Skhema Rasseleniia) for Belaya 
Kalitva itself, that was approved in 1963. This city plan was referred to 
as an elaboration (detalizatsiia) of the regional plan in relation to condi
tions in Belaya Kalitva. The city Plan for Settlement began by describing 
existing conditions in Belaya Kalitva, based on a survey undertaken by 
a multidisciplinary team comprised of economists, geologists, architects, 
transport engineers, and energy specialists. Such multidisciplinary teams 
were used in Soviet planning since GOELRO (and before that in major 
tsarist planning efforts, such as the Trans-Siberian railroad) to plan for 
the interrelated development of energy, industry, transport, and cities in 
undeveloped regions. Following the general parameters of teleological 
planning, the purpose of this survey was not to consider ongoing “social” 
or “economic” processes underway in Belaya Kalitva and to project their 
future patterns. Rather, it provided what might be called an inventory of 
the city as it existed in the early 1960s: a catalogue of the natural fea-



tures and the urban and demographic elements that had to be taken into 
account, and that were available for rearrangement, in planning the 
city’s future .10

Belaya Kalitva’s Plan for Settlement began by describing geologic and 
topographical features of the city and its environs. It considered: charac
teristics of the local climate; the tendencies of the rivers that ran through 
the city, including their volume and seasonal dynamics; the local preva
lence of building materials that could be used for construction (including 
the white—belaia—rock that, along with the river Kalitva, gave the city 
its name); and the appropriateness of land in the city for various uses, 
including agricultural plots and gardens, industrial and residential devel
opments, open space, and parks. Next, the Plan for Settlement catalogued 
existing industrial facilities. First among these was Belaya Kalitva’s alu
minum enterprise, referred to in the plan only as “No. 16” since it was a 
secret military facility. The plan also noted a number of smaller industrial 
enterprises, including a construction organization and a handful of food 
processing enterprises. The Plan for Settlement then turned to the broader 
geographic location of the city and the network of external transport to 
which it was connected. Following the regional Plan for Settlement, the 
city plan emphasized that Belaya Kalitva’s growth was desirable for rea
sons of demographic and industrial balance in the region. It also noted 
Belaya Kalitva’s location on an existing railroad line from Volgograd in 
the east to the Moscow-Rostov line in the west (see figure 1.1), and the 
proximity of major construction facilities in the nearby cities of Kamensk 
(to the northwest) and Novocherkassk (to the south).

Taking all these factors into account, the Plan for Settlement recom
mended rapid growth of the city. Belaya Kalitva’s population had more 
than doubled since World War II, from 12,100 in 1951 (with an addi
tional 14,000 in the large coal mining settlements surrounding the city) 
to 26,400 in 1963. The Plan for Settlement established a target for popu
lation growth by the end of the planning period (raschetnyi srokn ) of 
120,000. This “target population” (proektnaia chislennost3 naseleniia) 
was a crucial figure in city-building practice that guided the planning of 
all elements of a city khoziaistvo. Alongside this target population, the city 
Plan for Settlement drew attention to two further problems concerning 
the adjustments of population and production that had to be addressed 
in a future general plan for Belaya Kalitva. First, the city’s industrial base, 
which in 1963 was composed primarily of coal mines in the surrounding 
countryside and the aluminum factory, did not provide adequate indus
trial employment for women. Second, since the mines were old, deep, and 
increasingly unproductive, their closure seemed immanent—at least it did 
to planners in the early 1960s. As it turned out, thanks to the discovery of 
new seams, and to the Soviet Union’s chronic (perhaps ultimately fatal) 
inability to shut down old and unproductive industrial endeavors, the



mines remained open to the end of the Soviet period. But in the 1960s 
planners assumed thousands of coal miners would soon be left without 
work. Consequently, future industrial developments would have to pro
vide adequate employment for women and for displaced male miners in 
Belaya Kalitva’s central city. This process of labor adjustment required 
that the population in the settlements be relocated. The plan proposed a 
possible approach: initially, women from mining settlements would com
mute to new industrial jobs in the central city; as mines closed, and men 
lost their jobs, families would be resettled in central Belaya Kalitva.

In sum, the plans for settlement established a series of general param 
eters for Belaya Kalitva’s development: a major industrial enterprise with 
a certain need for industrial labor; a projected total population; relevant 
features of geography, topography, hydrology, and climate; and future 
considerations concerning the mutual adjustments between population 
and production. W hat remained was to lay out the city khoziaistvo, the 
material and administrative apparatus required for meeting the local 
population’s needs. This problem was taken up by Belaya Kalitva’s gen
eral plan.

The General Plan— City Khoziaistvo

Belaya Kalitva’s general plan was approved in 1964, one year after the 
city Plan for Settlement. It should be clear that when we talk of the gen
eral plan of the city, we are referring to a sprawling array of documents: 
innumerable blueprints for urban utilities and social services, plans for 
apartment blocks, transportation schemas, and tabulations of different 
services and facilities that should be provided. This mass of documenta
tion was summarized in a document called the PoiasniteVnye Zapiski 
(Explanatory N otes), which, even in a small city like Belaya Kalitva, ran 
to hundreds of pages. These Notes are of particular interest because they 
presented the logical steps of the planning process. By examining them, 
we can understand how the general plan for a Soviet city unfolded like a 
grand derivation in which every detail of a future city was calculated on 
the basis of simple initial parameters.

The key mechanisms in this derivation were prescriptive norms (see 
discussion, chapter 3) that defined the substantive elements required to 
meet particular human needs. By the period after World War II, a massive 
range of “Construction Norms and Rules (StroiteVnye Normy i Pravila)” 
or SNiPs (SNiPy) had been elaborated by central technical institutes. 
SNiPs were arranged in nested hierarchies that defined ratios among all 
possible elements of a Soviet city. At the top of this hierarchy were “city- 
building coefficients” that established general equivalencies between in
dustrial laborers and a total city population. One level down were norms 
that defined the number of health, educational, and housing facilities re-



quired to meet this population’s needs. For example, the Belaya Kalitva 
general plan referred to SNiP 41-58, which defined the relationship be
tween the size of the local population and the amount of land in a city 
that had to be set aside for buildings that housed stores, cafeterias, social 
facilities, and cultural facilities. Further clusters of norms defined the fa
cilities required in any given domain of city-building activity—communal 
services, housing, leisure, education, health, and culture—and specified 
the infrastructure, staffing, and other requirements for these facilities.

In principle, planners could move from any given element in a plan to 
any other. Since the SNiPs defined substantive or physical equivalencies, 
one could start with a quantity on either side of a given equation and de
rive the quantity on the other side. But as the derivation of a new city was 
laid out in general plans for cities, the process of planning had a definite 
directionality. Industrial plans provided the baseline: a certain number of 
workers in “city-forming” production. From there, the plan described the 
composition of the future population and the apparatus required to meet 
its daily needs. In sum, if plans for settlement addressed the correlative 
development of population and production, the general plan for a city 
laid out a new city khoziaistvo.

From Industrial Production to Local Population

The first logical step of general plans was to move from the labor needs of 
industrial production to a general population. As we have seen, a “control 
figure”— both a target and a planning baseline—for the population was 
already established in plans for settlement. The role of the general plan 
was to determine the size and structure of this population as it developed 
over time. The derivation began from the number of individuals involved 
in what was called “city-forming” production. This crucial concept re
ferred to all those organizations and activities—first of all major indus
trial enterprises—that served an area larger than the city whose planning 
was in question. City-forming production excluded, meanwhile, enter
prises of “local significance” (mestnoe znachenie) whose purpose was to 
serve only the needs of the city itself. This distinction reflected a crucial 
assumption that was rooted in the earliest discussions in the 1930s: the 
existence of any given city was justified by its contribution to the broader 
planned economy—the narodnoe khoziaistvo—of the Soviet Union. Ev
erything related to what Miliutin had called the internal organization of 
the city—local mechanisms of need fulfillment—was a separate planning 
problem that fell in the domain of city-building . 12

Table 4.1, reproduced from the Explanatory Notes for the Belaya Ka
litva general plan, summarizes the basic assumptions underlying plans for 
the correlative development of population and production in Belaya Ka-



Table 4.1
Population Calculations-

Projected Employment in 
Plan, 1964

-Belaya Kalitva General Plan 

City-Forming Production, Belaya Kalitva General

First priority Flan period
Enterprise Current emp loyment (5 -7  years) (20 years)

BKMZ (Number 16) 4,000 6,000 11,000
Repair shop 286 300 300

Fur Factory — 2,000 2,000
Knitting Factory — 1,350 1,350

Stocking Factory — 1,800 5,350

Meat Factory (old) 160 — —

Meat Factory (new) — 300 400
Coal Mining 2,494 2,000 1,000

Distribution of City-Forming Personnel (thousands), Belaya Kalitva General
Plan, 1964

City-forming group Current First priority Flan period

Industry 7.1 15.8 23.4
External transport 1.2 2 2.5
Technical training 0.4 0.7 1.5
Administration 1.3 0.8 0.8
Construction 0.7 3.5 3
Agriculture 0.8 0.6 0.6
Reserve — — 3.0
Total 11.5 23.4 34.8

Projected Distribution of Population, Belaya Kalitva General Plan, 1964

First priority Flan period

Planned number of city-forming personnel 23,400 34,000

Relative weight o f city-forming personnel 29% 30%

Planned population size 80,000 120,000



litva. These tables followed conventional practice in projecting develop
ment over tw o time periods: “first-priority” construction—generally five 
to seven years—and the planning period—generally twenty years (Khauke 
and Magidin 1963). It projected an expansion at “No. 16,” the aluminum 
enterprise, from 4,000 in 1963 to 11,000. Employment in local coal mines 
was anticipated to drop from 2,494 to 1,000. A number of new factories 
were proposed, presumably to deal with problems noted in the Plan for 
Settlement related to women’s employment (the knitting, stocking, and fur 
factories) and the absorption of labor from closing mines.

The laborers engaged in city-forming production formed the core of 
a larger group of city-forming personnel (gradoobrazuiushchie kadry), 
which included employees of transport, administrative, and repair or
ganizations, as well as workers in technical institutes directly connected 
with city-forming production (table 3.2 ) . 13 This group also included a 
“reserve” population of 3,000 individuals, apparently introduced as an 
error factor—a rare acknowledgment tha t the planned adjustments be
tween population and production might not be easily achieved.

The final step was to calculate a total population based on the size of 
city-forming groups. In addition to city-forming personnel, the to tal pop
ulation included those too young, old, or sick to work. It also included 
workers employed in general education, health, and leisure facilities. In 
practice, planners simplified these calculations by means of a “city-building 
coefficient,” that established a normative relationship, which might 
change as a city matured, between “city-forming personnel” and a total 
population. It was no coincidence that the projected population over the 
planning period, 1 2 0 ,0 0 0 , exactly matched the “target population” de
fined in the city Plan for Settlement. The point, after all, was not to adjust 
the target population in light of local conditions, but to adjust all possible 
planned elements of a future city in relation to the target population that 
had been derived from industrial plans.

The City Khoziaistvo

The second step in the Explanatory Notes for the Belaya Kalitva general 
plan was to derive the facilities, infrastructures, and services required 
to meet the daily needs of the local population—the city khoziaistvo. 
Two major parts of the city khoziaistvo were treated separately in gen
eral plans. The first—the “social sphere” (sotsiaïnaia sfera)—included 
health, leisure, and general education facilities. The second—the “com
munal sphere” (kommunaVnaia sfera), sometimes referred to as the 
communal khoziaistvo—included all the material elements of the city: 
housing, roads, electricity, transport, water, gas, heat, and other infra
structures required to support local life. In both areas the plan followed



a simple logic: first, it described the inventory of existing facilities; sec
ond, it compared existing facilities to normatively prescribed levels of 
provisioning; and third, it specified additional facilities required to close 
the gap.

In its discussion of the social sphere, the Explanatory Notes described 
a situation th a t was not entirely dismal. The number of teachers and 
doctors in 1964 was not far below normative levels given the size and 
structure of the population. The network of facilities would simply have 
to be expanded as the population grew. Plans for this future expansion 
were formulated using raschety, or tabulations. For most domains in 
which raschety were calculated, a basic planning unit was established. 
These planning units allowed a single element such as a hospital bed or 
a classroom to stand in for a complex of personnel, equipment, struc
tures, and other resource needs, thus simplifying the adjustments be
tween planning problems in related domains. For example, in the case 
of health care, koiki (hospital beds) were used as a proxy for a cluster 
of related elements: square meters of hospital space, medical equipment, 
medical personnel, and demands on infrastructure services such as elec
tricity and heat. Belaya Kalitva’s general plan worked off a norm of 11.2 
hospital-bed units per 1,000 people. On this basis, it was possible to 
calculate the num ber of hospital-bed units required given the projected 
future growth of the city:

(1 1 .2  koiki!1 ,0 0 0  population) x (1 0 0 , 0 0 0  population) = 1 1 2 0  koiki

Calculations based on such norms implied adjustments in related ar
eas. The number of hospital-bed units, for example, would have implica
tions for the amount of land devoted to hospitals and clinics, and for the 
number of doctors and nurses required to staff them. Additional workers 
and facilities, in turn, required adjustments in housing, social services, 
and utilities.

The second major area of planning for the city khoziaistvo—the com
munal sphere—presented different challenges. By the early 1960s, devel
opment in the social sphere roughly conformed to norms, in large part 
because the Soviet Union was quite successful in rapidly training large 
numbers of doctors, nurses, and teachers. By contrast, the communal 
sphere, including most importantly housing and the technical infrastruc
ture related to it, was basically wradeveloped. The Belaya Kalitva general 
plan recorded 305,000 square meters of housing in the city—far below 
normative levels given the population at the time—of which 214,000 
square meters were accounted for by the single-family “private” houses 
that dominated construction of the early post-W orld W ar II period. 
Buildings over two stories accounted for only 6,000 square meters of 
housing; most of the remainder was barracks.



The general plan projected that one million square meters of housing 
had to be built by the end of the planning period—an increase of more 
than ten times over 1964 levels. Expansion of the housing stock presented 
a range of problems related to spatial development in the city. By 1964 
Belaya Kalitva’s territory was already filled by single-family houses. Two 
options for claiming more space were explored in the Explanatory Notes: 
first, the demolition of single-family houses; and second, construction of 
a major new residential region on the far bank of the river Kalitva. The 
plan also noted that expansion of the housing stock would require local 
construction capacity of 35,000 square feet per year, a modest volume by 
the standards of big cities, but a major challenge in Belaya Kalitva. This 
rate of construction placed requirements not only on equipment but also 
on construction workers and on facilities for producing construction m a
terials. The expanding communal housing stock would also create new 
demands for centralized communal services, which were basically nonex
istent at the time the plan was prepared. In the early 1960s no centralized 
system of either sewage or running water served the city, although a few 
buildings in the new settlement near No. 16 were connected to the en
terprise’s w ater system. Gas and centralized heat were available only in a 
small number of “communal” houses. The plan, thus, called for the con
struction of centralized infrastructures—heat, water, and sewerage—and 
of the distribution networks—pipes and wires—required to link these 
and other infrastructures to the city’s housing stock and other buildings. 
As in the social sphere, planning in this domain drew from standard 
designs, and tabulations were used to calculate the capacity of utilities 
based on assumptions concerning the number of users and on norms 
for provisioning. For example, in the case of centralized heating systems, 
the required output of heat (raskhod tepla) was derived by calculating 
the need for “heat-energy” in industrial production, in indoor heating, 
and for hot tap water, thus allowing planners to design a boiler with the 
capacity required to meet these needs. A similar structure of norms was 
used to calculate requirements for water consumption, trash collection, 
wastewater treatment, and so on.

And so it went—in area after area, for facilities large and small—for 
all the possible elements of a future city. And by the post-W orld War II 
period the list of these elements that, together, comprised the city kho
ziaistvo, was expansive. An entry in the 1969 edition of the Big Soviet 
Encyclopedia, that essential bestiary of Soviet life, defined the city khozi
aistvo as the “complex of services, enterprises, engineering facilities and 
networks, whose aim is to satisfy the everyday com m unal... and social- 
cultural needs of the inhabitants of cities.” These included “the housing 
khoziaistvo, the communal khoziaistvo, the enterprises and organizations



for meeting the population’s daily needs, city transport, communications, 
trade and communal cafeterias, and ... facilities for education, health 
care, culture [and] social protection .” 14 A Soviet urbanist handbook pub
lished in 1977 offered an even more detailed catalog:

• housing and related services (heat, light, w ater supply, sewage, gas, 
garbage);

• internal transportation (roads, sidewalks, streetlights);
• services such as dry cleaners, barbers, public baths, pools, street 

cleaning, general lighting of the city;
• supply of foodstuffs, including organizations for collective food 

service;
• supply of other consumer goods—such as clothes, shoes, furniture, 

and cooking supplies;
• repair shops for consumer goods such as clothing, shoes, refrigera

tors, televisions;
• medical services, including pharmaceutical products;
• organizations for raising and educating children (kindergartens, 

schools, and so on);
• sports facilities, including stadiums;
• organizations to satisfy the cultural needs of the population, such as 

theaters, movie houses, concert halls, museums, libraries;
• communications, such as postal service, telegraph, telephone, and 

radio;
• organizations for the “rational use of free tim e”—parks, clubs, res

taurants, dance halls;
• organizations to ensure order, including the police, fire crews, and 

so on (Berkhman, F. F. Diderikhs et al. 1977: 8-9).

And so on, indeed. The list is necessarily comprehensive. When engaged 
in total planning, you have to think of everything.

E n t e r p r is e -C e n t r is m  a n d  In f r a s t r u c t u r a l  So c ia l  M o d e r n it y

The remainder of this chapter examines how the planning framework 
laid out in Belaya Kalitva’s General Plan was linked to practical develop
ments. This question may seem to imply a concern w ith “implementa
tion,” but I do not use this term for tw o reasons, one methodological, the 
other germane to the practical organization of city-building activity. The 
methodological reason is that I am not concerned with whether this or 
that work was actually built, or whether this or that norm was precisely 
followed. Rather, I am concerned with the broad form of the Soviet so
cial as it emerged during the late decades of the Soviet period. I will have



more to say about this point when I address the problem of “assessing” 
Soviet city-building in the next chapter.

Another reason why it is difficult to address the “implementation” of 
plans has to do with the practical organization of city-building activity. 
Like other long-term plans in the Soviet Union, general plans for Soviet 
cities contained broad timelines and rough estimates of costs. But they 
generally did not provide detailed construction or investment schedules 
beyond the most general parameters. N or were the works anticipated in 
plans assigned to a specific organization with the resources or bureau
cratic power to manage their implementation. Organs of local territorial 
administration—local soviets—were nominally responsible for questions 
of “local significance” (mestnoe znachenie), including the implementa
tion of city plans. But local soviets were weak, particularly in small cities. 
Consequently, a range of different organizations—social ministries (edu
cation and health), the local government and, most importantly, industrial 
enterprises, all formally under the supervision and control of local party 
organs—might take responsibility for the “implementation” of some part 
of a plan. And as William Taubman showed in Governing Soviet Cities 
(1973), there was little coordination among them, and constant battles 
over priorities and spheres of influence. 15 In sum, if city-building plans 
envisioned a unitary space of total instrumental control, then the reality 
of plan implementation was a tangled mess.

Thus, instead of inquiring into the implementation of plans per se, I 
want to examine how a new city khoziaistvo was actually assembled. 
The specific institutional configuration of this process, particularly what I 
will call the “enterprise-centric” pattern of urban development, was not 
anticipated in city plans, and it sometimes led to outcomes that directly 
contradicted the wishes of city-builders. But these plans nonetheless al
low us to understand the distinctive features of an emerging form of col
lective life in Belaya Kalitva and hundreds of similar cities across the 
Soviet Union.

To trace this story, we have to return to the beginnings of Belaya Kalit
va’s industrial history. Despite the onset of industrial construction before 
World War II, postwar builders essentially had to begin from scratch. 
The war, as a local historian wrote years later, “ swallowed the work 
of its predecessors, leaving almost nothing behind ... that would make 
it possible, somehow, to begin construction .” 16 Available evidence indi
cates that the material conditions were extremely difficult. Major con
struction facilities in Rostov oblast3 could be found only in the regional 
capital, Rostov, and in Novocherkassk, an old Cossack city far to the 
south. Given the state of transport infrastructure, it took two days to 
reach Belaya Kalitva from either city, making even the most basic con
struction a truly daunting task.



The first construction organization to be based in Belaya Kalitva, 
named AliumStroi (Aluminum Construction), recruited its first workers 
during the winter of 1950.17 As its name suggests, AliumStroi’s efforts 
focused on industrial construction, specifically on Belaya Kalitva’s city- 
forming métallurgie enterprise. It also completed the handful of buildings 
in the “new” settlement near the enterprise, including some barracks and 
other one- or two-story housing units for industrial workers and techni
cal specialists, along with a stadium, a hospital, and the first schools. 
But these efforts were limited by scarce resources and by the absence 
of industrial methods and materials; early communal housing was con
structed of wood, brick, or locally available rock. And the vast majority 
of housing construction after World War II was not communal housing at 
all but small huts built by individuals or families, whose efforts were en
couraged by authorities as a postwar expedient. 18 As late as 1963, when 
studies were conducted in connection w ith Belaya Kalitva’s general plan, 
such “individual” housing comprised 56 percent of the total housing 
stock. The remainder was accounted for by shoddily built “communal” 
housing, m ost of which was meant to be temporary.

Real progress in communal construction began only in the 1960s, 
following a significant shift in the organizational underpinnings of city- 
building activity. AliumStroi, having completed its central task of indus
trial construction, turned its attention elsewhere, in particular to the coal 
settlements around Belaya Kalitva. Meanwhile, Belaya Kalitva’s city- 
forming enterprise No. 16—we can now use its Soviet-era name, The 
Belo-Kalitvean Metallurgie Factory (Belo-Kalitvenskii Metallurgicheskii 
Zavod) or BKMZ—emerged as the most important organization in fi
nancing and actually building works anticipated in the city plan. As early 
as 1954, BKMZ organized its own department for housing administra
tion (domoupravlenie), a step that was typical of industrial enterprises 
struggling to attract workers from virtually the beginning of the Soviet 
period (Kotkin 1993a). BKMZ’s first construction project was a kinder
garten, and its efforts expanded into housing later in the decade with the 
construction of Belaya Kalitva’s first multistory brick apartment blocks. 
It is notable that these initial efforts at apartment building did not rely 
on industrial methods or even, necessarily, on cadres of professional 
builders. M ost early housing was built using the “individual method,” 
so-called not because it involved the construction of single-family houses 
but because construction was undertaken by BKMZ’s workers or their 
spouses, in return for which they received apartm ents . 19 This individual 
method accounted for the vast majority of urban construction during the 
1950s and 1960s, including five kindergartens and twenty-three housing 
blocks. These buildings, collectively, formed the core of the new central 
district that took shape near BKMZ.





Figure 4.1. Map of Belaya Kalitva. The nineteenth-century stanitsa in Belaya Kalitva 
was located just north of the confluence of the Kalitva and Donets rivers. BKMZ, the 
city-forming métallurgie enterprise, was built after World War II at some remove from 
the existing settlement, near a planned “new ” city. But most housing built in the early 
post-W orld War II period was constructed by individuals in an unplanned settlement 
across the Kalitva from the old stanitsa center. It was only in the 1960s and 1970s that 
extensive housing construction took place in the new city. In the early 1970s, work  
also began on a new machine-building enterprise— Kalitvasel’mash— and a new city 
on the far bank of the Donets, north of the old stanitsa center.



During the 1960s BKMZ also began to play a central role in another 
crucial area of city-building activity: the construction of urban utilities 
such as water, sewage, and heating systems. The “production” facilities 
for these utilities— boilers or filtration stations—were generally located 
on the grounds of the enterprise itself. Over the course of the 1960s and 
1970s the pipes that comprised the distribution (or collection) systems 
for these utilities began to radiate out from BKMZ, winding their way 
through Belaya Kalitva’s growing collection of apartments, schools, kin
dergartens, clinics, and offices. These urban networks literally assembled 
the city through new webs of material interconnection, plugging the pop
ulation—whether in schools, clinics, or apartment blocks—into mecha
nisms of centralized need fulfillment.

We can illustrate this process by examining one of the most important 
infrastructures constructed during the late 1960s in Belaya Kalitva: the 
centralized heating system. In the years following the war most residences 
were heated either through boilers located in individual apartments and 
houses or through communal boilers that served small clusters of build
ings. One such “local” boiler provided hot water and steam for industrial 
processes at BKMZ; another served the handful of barracks and other 
residential buildings that sprang up in the new settlement near the enter
prise. In the late 1960s, the small neighborhood boilers were removed, 
and the existing distribution network was connected to the enterprise 
boiler, whose capacity was expanded to meet growing need. Over time, 
the majority of buildings in Belaya Kalitva, and all the buildings in the 
new central district around BKMZ, were heated by a single industrial 
boiler comlex and linked to a single heat network (teplosef).

It is notable that this centralization of the urban network in Belaya Ka
litva took place almost simultaneously with another centralization and 
“networking” of resource distribution across the Soviet Union. The small 
boilers constructed in the early years after World War II ran on local coal. 
But in the late 1960s the enterprise boiler was converted to natural gas. 
Thus, just as individuals and families were resettled into apartments, and 
as apartments were plugged into centralized urban networks, the city 
as a whole was being connected to a rapidly expanding national infra
structure that linked settlements all over the Soviet Union to gas fields in 
northwest Siberia that were developed after World War II.20 In this sense, 
the enterprise boiler (like other urban utilities) became a point of articu
lation between an urban regime of need fulfillment and a national regime 
of resource distribution. The new works in the communal sphere were, 
thus, crucial elements of what Stephen Graham and Simon Marvin have 
called a “networked” urbanism (2 0 0 2 : 69) They articulated what might 
be called an “infrastructural” social modernity, both assembling the so
cial and allowing it to be managed as an object of government.
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Figure 4.2 . Enterprise-centric social modernity. After its construction by an out
side building organization, BKMZ, like enterprises in most Soviet small cities, 
assumed a dominant role in building housing and urban infrastructure in Belaya 
Kalitva. Urban infrastructures plugged residents into centralized urban networks 
of provisioning, such as the heating system. Through the construction of these 
material infrastructures a new urban khoziaistvo was assembled around the city- 
forming enterprise, and ultimately linked to the narodnoe khoziaistvo— the na
tional economy— of the Soviet Union. When construction began on a second city- 
forming enterprise in the early 1970s the process was repeated: a new enterprise, 
a new khoziaistvo.



Although forms of “networked urbanism ” emerged around the world 
over the course of the twentieth century, the Soviet variant had some 
distinctive features. One, which will be important in subsequent chap
ters, concerns the rigidity of the interconnections that were constituted 
through urban services such as the heating system. Soviet urban utili
ties were centralized to an unusual degree. The technical setup of heat 
systems—for example, the fact that they were not fitted with individual 
control mechanisms, since heat delivery was based on norms—meant 
that all the users of a given utility were regulated as a single unit of 
consumption. Another distinctive feature of the Soviet variant of infra
structural modernity concerned its institutional form, in particular the 
way that, through it, a particular adjustment between population and 
production was literally hardwired into the material forms of the city. 
M ax Weber famously argued that the changing relationships among the 
family, processes of production, and mechanisms of need fulfillment were 
a crucial diacritic of capitalist modernity. If in all noncapitalist forms of 
organization, commercial businesses tended “to be part of the greater 
household (the oikos) of a ruler or landowner,” then “ [t]he modern ratio
nal organization of capitalist business” depended on “the separation of 
household and business” (2 0 0 2 : 361-62). As we saw in the last chapter, 
Soviet planners, motivated by the very different imperatives of the Soviet 
system, imagined a parallel transformation. The development of socialist 
cities would be part and parcel of the displacement of the khoziaistvo—in 
the double sense of production and need fulfillment—from the house
hold. Production would be taken up by industrial enterprises that were 
integrated with the national economy—the narodnoe khoziaistvo. Need 
fulfillment would be displaced to the city—the gorodskoe khoziaistvo. 
As Soviet cities developed, this displacement of khoziaistvo was, indeed, 
slowly realized, but it evolved in a direction that urban theorists had not 
anticipated. Particularly in small cities, narodnoe khoziaistvo—the nexus 
of industrial production—and gorodskoe khoziaistvo—the nexus of need 
fulfillment—were merged in the figure of the city-forming enterprise.

G e n e r a l iz in g  So c ia l  M o d e r n it y —
P o p u l a t io n  a n d  P r o d u c t io n

By the late 1960s, a coherent institutional pattern of city-building had 
emerged in Belaya Kalitva. But it was hardly a completed project. Ser
vices in the social sphere, such as health and education, approached the 
norm-defined levels put forth in the city plan. But the other elements of 
the city khoziaistvo, particularly those that had to be articulated through 
resource intensive infrastructures, reached only a small minority of Be



laya Kalitva’s residents. It was only during a third period—one situated 
surprisingly late in the Soviet period—that the majority of the popula
tion was plugged into new regimes of centralized provisioning and, thus, 
into the matrix of a networked urbanism. In wrapping up this discus
sion of the Soviet social, I want to briefly consider this generalization of 
infrastructural social modernity in Belaya Kalitva, which can be traced 
through what may seem initially to be a surprising proxy: the construc
tion of multistory apartment blocks.

Sovietologists have long noted that the changing forms of housing 
served as an index of urban development in Soviet cities. Blair Ruble 
observed, for example, that the progression in construction methods over 
the post-W orld War II period—from individual houses and barracks to 
four- and five-story brick apartments, to buildings of nine stories and 
more made of prefabricated concrete panels—made it possible to date 
parts of a city through its housing types (Ruble 1993: 238; French 1995: 
77 ) .21 The progression of housing forms was also a crucial indicator of 
urban modernity. The construction of multistory apartments often coin
cided with other dimensions of a city’s physical development: widened 
and more carefully planned streets; green space between buildings with 
benches and playgrounds; neighborhood planning, with schools and 
kindergartens built in proximity to residential units (French 1995: 81). 
What is more, as we have already seen, apartment blocks were planned 
and constructed as living units that were fully integrated into centralized 
urban infrastructures. Consequently, resettlement of urban populations 
from barracks or small huts into apartment blocks was simultaneously 
a process of plugging populations into centralized regimes of communal 
provisioning. For all these reasons, as a 1984 update to the Belaya Ka
litva general plan observed, the average number of stories of housing in 
a city—what city-builders called etazhnost3—was a key indicator of “an 
urban way of life [obraz zbizni] .” 22

With this in mind, it is striking to note how late in the Soviet period 
mass resettlement into apartment blocks— and, thus, the emergence of 
an “urban way of life”—took place in Belaya Kalitva. In 1963, buildings 
of four stories or more accounted for only 6 , 0 0 0  square meters of the 
housing stock. A decade and a half later, a meager 60,000 square meters 
of such housing had been built. But after 1976 construction exploded. 
From 1976 to 1983, 300,000 square meters of new housing was built, a 
five-fold increase in six years. By the end of the Soviet period, apartment 
blocks of over four stories accounted for over 470,000 square meters of 
housing. How is this rapid acceleration explained? The immediate expla
nation is the adoption of construction using prefabricated concrete pan
els. W hen compared to brick construction, which continued to predomi
nate in Belaya Kalitva throughout the 1960s and into the 1970s, concrete



panel construction offered tremendous production economies. But here I 
want to focus not on technical developments but on their organizational 
bases, for the construction explosion was linked to a crucial development 
in Belaya Kalitva’s city-building makeup.

It will be recalled that in the 1963 Plan for Settlement and the 1964 
general plan Belaya Kalitva’s planners anticipated that further adjust
ments would be required in the city’s pattern of settlement—that is, in 
the adjustments between population and production. Labor freed by the 
closure of coal mines, and new labor added due to the integration of 
women into the workforce, would have to be accommodated by expand
ing local industrial employment. The general plan proposed that added 
employment could be provided by a number of smaller enterprises in
cluding a knitting factory and a meat processing plant. But these plans 
were scrapped, and instead, by a 1971 decree of the Central Committee, 
construction was undertaken on a single, large machine-building enter
prise called Kalitvasel’mash (Kalitva Agricultural Machine-building Fac
tory). This enterprise was to be a “daughter” (dochernee) enterprise of 
the agricultural machinery producer Rossel’mash, a sprawling giant of 
Soviet industry that, by the late Soviet period, had such affiliates spread 
across cities of southern Russia.

The shift to a single large enterprise was indicative of what by the late 
Soviet period was a mature institutional pattern of urban development. 
General plans referred to cities as a single unit. But the unit of practical 
development—particularly in small cities23—was the integrated socioin
dustrial complex of a city-forming enterprise. And it was precisely as 
such that Belaya Kalitva’s new enterprise was planned and, for the most 
part, built: as an autonomous socioindustrial world. Much as, twenty 
years earlier, BKMZ had been located at some remove from the city’s 
old administrative center, the new enterprise was built across the river 
Kalitva on one of two sites identified in the 1964 general plan as possible 
locations for future development. The social and communal facilities for 
workers and their families were not integrated into the existing city. In
stead, a new heat boiler, schools, and clinics were built around this enter
prise to serve a large settlement of concrete-panel apartments. Though it 
was located within Belaya Kalitva’s administrative boundaries, the new 
settlement was planned as an entirely new city, with its own city-forming 
enterprise and its own khoziaistvo (see figure 4.2).

In 1977, a plan was approved for this new settlement, which was 
named Zarechnoe (Over-the-river). This plan, and the timing of its im
plementation, indicates how far Soviet city-building had come from the 
early 1960s. Twenty-five years passed from the time ground was broken 
on BKMZ to the first city plan; fifteen years from the resumption of 
construction after World War II. By contrast, only six years passed from



the decree approving Kalitvasel’mash to a general plan for the new settle
ment. Construction in Zarechnoe was slow, and it encountered problems 
that, as we see in the next chapter, frustrated city-builders to the end of 
the Soviet period. But it more closely approximated the coordinated de
velopment of population, production, and social welfare—of rasselenie 
and khoziaistvo—that city-builders always imagined. It was not just that 
housing blocks, infrastructures, schools, clinics, and kindergartens rose in 
tandem with industrial construction. More striking, perhaps, was the fact 
that this enterprise was built at all. The justification for the construction 
of Zarechnoe was not that existing plans for industrial development had 
to be translated “onto the territory” by adjusting populations around it. 
Rather, it was that an existing population needed an industrial enterprise.

T h e  M o r a l  E c o n o m y  o f  C it y -Bu il d in g

In the next chapter we will see that the development in Zarechnoe is 
indicative of a broader modulation in the relationship between city- 
building and industrial planning that can be traced over the arc of the 
Soviet period. In the early Soviet period industrial development was given 
absolute priority. By the late Soviet period, plans for industrial develop
ment were sometimes bent around an existing urban population’s “need” 
for industrial jobs. Here, however, we will wrap up our discussion of city 
planning, the city khoziaistvo, and the process through which a new form 
of collective life was assembled in Belaya Kalitva.

By the end of the Soviet period, Belaya Kalitva was progressing toward 
the ultimately modest future outlined in city-building plans. This was a 
future of universal social services, of communal housing and therefore of 
populations plugged in to centralized infrastructures, and of increasingly 
balanced adjustments between the population and industrial production. 
The plan’s implementation was hardly a model of rule-bound bureau
cratic impersonalism. But it is not wrong to say that the tight structure 
of norms articulated in plans was beginning to find its correlate in a 
coherent reality, a collectivity that was bound together through material 
connections, bureaucratic apparatuses, and the curious organizational 
forms of an enterprise-centric pattern of urban modernity. This complex 
of elements was one key dimension of what I have called the Soviet social.

Though it is not the focus of my concerns—which are, in their own 
way, bureaucratic-impersonal—it bears noting that this new collectivity 
was tied together in another sense as well. The project of city-building— 
linked, as it was, to postwar reconstruction and to the emerging regime of 
Soviet social welfare—was “solidarising” in the sense tha t it forged moral 
ties based on shared historical experience and shared values. At one level,



there is nothing particularly strange or unfamiliar about this dimension 
of the Soviet experience. As Gosta Esping-Andersen has pointed out, so
cial welfare states everywhere in rich industrial countries presented “a 
ray of hope to  those who were asked to  sacrifice for the common good in 
the war effort”; they were crucial, in this sense, to the “political project 
of nation-building” (1996: 2). Similarly, city-building was, in important 
ways, the most immediate connection many citizens had to the all-im
portant project of postwar reconstruction. In Belaya Kalitva, many resi
dents literally built with their hands, through tremendous exertion and 
following tremendous sacrifice, a new urban world. This project bound 
residents to the city and to each other. Writing in the late 1980s of the 
energy with which Belaya Kalitva’s builders worked after the war, a lo
cal historian wrote of his own struggle to understand “the enthusiasm of 
people who had converged on an unknown place from different corners 
of the country.” The straightforward answer was that “all of them came 
together around one task: they tried to heal the wounds of the war as 
quickly as possible .” 24 The process of city-building was, in this sense, a 
key feature of the Soviet moral landscape after World War II.

As the postwar period progressed, this new moral landscape was 
shaped in sometimes surprising ways around the peculiar material, or
ganizational, and normative forms of city-building. Apartment blocks, 
infrastructures, and social services were pillars of the late Soviet regime 
that George Breslauer (1978) called “welfare state authoritarianism,” to 
designate a situation in which it was the Soviet system of social wel
fare, rather than the terror or socialist ideology, that lent durability and 
legitimacy to a rapidly calcifying authoritarian system. Meanwhile, the 
enterprise-centric pattern of social welfare provision gave new solidar- 
isms concrete institutional form and sociological embodiment. It was of
ten the directors of city-forming enterprises who were the key figures in 
the local khoziaistvo—who were looked upon, to invoke another crucial 
term from Russian moral vocabulary, as the khoziains of the city (see 
discussion, chapter 5 ) .25 These khoziains were expected to show a kind 
of personalistic care for each and every member of the khoziaistvo. They 
glowed with the warm th of industrial paternalism.

All of this may seem rather mundane when compared with the visions 
of a revolutionary urbanism put forth in the 1920s; or even compared to 
the more “realistic” vision of the garden city that provided many guid
ing norms of Soviet urbanism to the end of socialism. It was mundane, 
certainly. But what, in the end, was the garden city all about? It was an 
industrial settlement of limited size, tha t was neither tow n nor country, 
but the town-country, as Ebenezer Howard (1965) famously put it: in 
which industrial life would be built close to the “beauty of nature”; in 
which the correlative development of population and production would



be carefully managed; in which the daily needs of the population would 
be carefully planned for; and in which, finally, a spirit of cooperation and 
public-spiritedness pervaded, linking citizens to a common project. And 
what was Belaya Kalitva by the end—really the very end—of the Soviet 
period? It was a small industrial settlement tucked neatly into a conflu
ence of rivers ranged w ith pretty white bluffs, w ith collective farms and 
individual garden plots just beyond the boundaries that marked the city’s 
modest territory. It was a city in which, from some perspectives, a liv
able balance between industrial production and residential development 
had been achieved; in which a moral economy was organized around the 
khoziains of the city, and around the mundane elements of urban infra
structure and social welfare provisioning.

We should not, of course, romanticize the situation. Enough has been 
written about the scourges of the late Soviet period to know that there 
is not much to long for in the mature world of the socialist small city. 
And the products of late-Soviet construction in Belaya Kalitva—the un
finished production facilities of Kalitvasel’mash, rows of decaying apart
ment blocks in which slight modulation of ornamentation on metal bal
conies counted as adding diversity and color to the cityscape—remind 
us that the “goods” this system delivered were not all that great. One 
knows, finally, that the moral landscape of late socialism also included 
crippling cynicism about many spheres of official life and about gran
diose claims concerning a radiant future. But as Alexei Yurchak (2006) 
has shown, there were some elements of official life in the late socialist 
system to which Soviet citizens had deep and genuine connection and 
commitment. This is true, certainly, of city-building in Belaya Kalitva. For 
all the inefficiency, corruption, drunkenness, shortage, pollution, disaffec
tion, lethargy, mind-blowing waste, and dreary sameness tha t must have 
marked late-Soviet Belaya Kalitva, one understands that there must also 
have been something affectingly pastoral about life in this actually exist
ing socialist city.



C H A PT E R  FIVE

Consolidation, Stagnation, Breakup

A s s e s s in g  So v ie t  C it y -b u il d in g

T h e  p ic t u r e  o f  c it y - b u il d in g  presented in the prior chapter substan
tially contradicts the story about urban planning that emerged in So
viet and foreign literature over the last decades of the Soviet period. If 
through the 1960s Soviet urban planning and local adm inistration were 
seen to exemplify effective new forms of bureaucratic impersonalism, 
then by the 1970s this image was being challenged . 1 It was observed 
that productivist norms created incentives to build in a shoddy way, or 
to do the minimum required for work to count toward annual produc
tion targets. Attention was also drawn to the distortions introduced by 
bureaucratic politics that limited city planners’ ability to influence lo
cal developments. Here a particularly im portant role was played by in
dustrial ministries, which, through their “local” affiliates—city-forming 
enterprises—emerged as central players in urban development. M inis
terial dominance institutionalized the long-standing priority given to 
industrial versus social or urban development. It also created imbal
ances w ithin cities—development proceeded faster in some areas than 
others—that city-builders and local adm inistrators were unable to cor
rect. As William Taubman (1971) points out, all these problems were 
particularly acute in small cities, where enterprise-centrism was most 
pronounced.

The distortions introduced by ministerialism were evident at the na
tional level as well. Cities with enterprises attached to powerful minis
tries developed more quickly. And city planners were not able to exert as 
much control as they might have liked over patterns of settlement on the 
regional or national level. Big cities got bigger, and population growth 
in small cities often fell short of targets. The image that emerges from 
these accounts is one of industrial suzerainties, not of a bureaucratic- 
impersonal system that spread the norms and forms of city-building over 
both local and national populations. City-building plans, in this context, 
were often judged to be nearly irrelevant. Taubman argued that for many 
cities general plans were “more or less useless” (1973: 32). And R. A. 
French concluded that urban development took place “only lightly under 
the control of plans” (1995: 93).



On their own terms, it is hard to dispute these findings. If our cen
tral concern is the relationship between the often vague schedules for 
construction laid out in plans and the reality of urban transformation, 
then one is bound to conclude that failures were rife and plans were of
ten ignored. If one asks whether developments were strictly dictated by 
norms, then one could point to imbalances both within and among cities. 
These were the questions posed by Soviet city planners, who constantly 
bemoaned their weak position relative to large enterprises. It is no sur
prise that Sovietologists—whose understanding was inevitably based on 
what Soviet planners wrote—came to similar conclusions.2

But from the perspective of post-Soviet Russia, we might be less con
cerned with the ideality of plans and the details of implementation, and 
more with whether city-building tells us something about the distinctive 
forms of collective life that emerged in Soviet cities, and about the broad 
adjustments of population and production over national space. From this 
broader perspective, it is possible to acknowledge the distortions intro
duced by ministerial dominance, the imbalances in plan implementation, 
and the vast universe of unofficial activities of all kinds while still rec
ognizing that certain dimensions of Soviet urban modernity—not only 
developments within cities but also the urban structure of the country as 
a whole—can only be understood in reference to the norms and forms of 
Soviet city-building.

Consider the late-Soviet development of the cities in which I worked, 
Belaya Kalitva and Rodniki. Certainly the distortions noted by Sovietolo
gists were evident in Belaya Kalitva. Up until the very end of the Soviet 
period, the social and communal spheres of the city lagged behind in
dustrial developments. Urban construction proceeded more quickly in 
the “new” region around BKMZ than in the old stanitsa center, which, 
at the end of the Soviet period, was still comprised of individual houses 
and small lanes and was poorly served by urban infrastructures. But seen 
more broadly, if one compared Belaya Kalitva’s 1964 general plan to the 
built city at the end of the twentieth century, one would conclude that 
what had  been completed conformed to plans: buildings were built where 
they had been planned; infrastructures ran, more or less, as indicated in 
diagrams from the 1960s; and the further adjustment of population and 
production anticipated in the general plan, though delayed and modified, 
was undertaken w ith the construction of Belaya Kalitva’s second city- 
forming enterprise and, around it, a new city.

Development in Rodniki was delayed even longer. A city plan was not 
approved until the late 1960s; and a 1987 review of the plan’s implemen
tation, noting works that were left incomplete and imbalances in urban 
development, concluded that Rodniki’s general plan had “not been ful



filled.” But it also found that “ [o]verall construction took place in accor
dance with [the general plan’s] proposals” and did not violate planning 
decisions. 3 The Russian researchers G. N .Tum anik and M. R. Kolpakova 
(1996) have found a similar situation in other small cities.

In sum, we might say that, at least in small cities, to the extent that 
urban modernity took shape, it conformed to the norms and forms of 
city-building. Of course there was tremendous scope for activities that 
were never anticipated in any plan: the unofficial trade in foreign luxury 
goods, country houses built for Party bosses or enterprise directors, and 
so on. But if we are talking about the admittedly circumscribed domains 
of “official” urban and social welfare planning, it is not misleading to say 
that city-building plans defined what could be in Soviet cities: kinder
gartens, schools, clinics, hospitals, sidewalks, roads, streetlights, stores, 
cafeterias, barber shops, dry cleaners, bath houses, parks, apartment 
blocks, houses of culture, stadiums, gymnasiums, heating systems, elec
trical grids, telephone systems, water systems, sewage systems, and gas 
distribution networks. Actual developments sometimes disappointed for 
their omissions but they were not fundamentally at variance with this 
universe of possible objects.

W hat of the national scene? W hat of the distribution of social wel
fare and communal services over national space and the size-structure 
of Soviet cities? Here too we observe imbalances and significant devia
tions from city-building ideals; but we also find patterns that can only 
be understood in reference to the norms of city-building. Administrative 
centers and large cities did indeed develop much more quickly than small 
cities, as is witnessed by the delayed development of urban amenities 
in cities like Rodniki and Belaya Kalitva. But these imbalances, though 
persistent, lessened in the late-Soviet period, as the distribution of social 
services and communal infrastructures was equalized, and more closely 
approximated levels defined by norms. Crucial in this development were 
national infrastructures—not only material networks but also bureaucra
cies such as the Ministry of Finance—that plugged cities into national 
regimes of resource distribution.

The best-studied example of such equalization is the budgetary system, 
which was crucial to financing local education and health care facilities. 
As Donna Bahry (1987) has shown, the distribution of core services in 
the social sphere displayed a marked equalizing tendency over the late- 
Soviet period. This equalization is most readily explained, she argued, by 
a national finance bureaucracy that allocated resources according to the 
same social norms used in city-building plans. At the same time, she found 
limited evidence that the political machinations of powerful ministries or 
Party bosses substantially influenced the distribution of resources.4 An 
equivalent study has not been conducted for the works of the communal



sphere, but a similar pattern of universalization and equalization can be 
traced. By the end of the Soviet period, the basic package of urban utili
ties that went along with the modern apartment block had reached over 
90 percent of the urban population. Here too an important factor was the 
extension of infrastructures—first electricity and then gas—that linked 
cities to networks of pipes and wires that distributed resources over na
tional territory. Budgets, gas and electricity networks, and urban utilities 
were thus key elements in articulating an infrastructural social modernity 
at the national level.

W hat, finally, of the size and spatial structure of the cities that were 
linked through these national regimes of resource distribution? We have 
seen that from the very beginning of the Soviet period city-builders em
phasized development in relatively small cities in which balance could 
be maintained between industry and a new khoziaistvo. And it became 
almost axiomatic in Sovietological literature that efforts to control city 
size failed .5 On the one hand, the growth of small cities often fell short 
of plans. Belaya Kalitva’s target population, for example, was 100,000 
to 120,000. The city’s central area peaked at 50,000—though the tar
get number was nearly reached if the surrounding coal mining settle
ments are taken into account.6 On the other hand, the big cities of the 
Soviet Union grew more than planners wanted. Here again ministerialism 
played its role. Ministries had incentives to locate enterprises in large 
cities that were close to large populations and to administrative power.

Reflecting these dynamics, Chauncey Harris famously wrote in 1970 
th a t the Soviet Union was a country of big cities. It may have seemed so 
at the time. The cities th a t took shape around the industrial works of the 
Stalinist period, along with the growth of administrative capitals, meant 
that by that time the Soviet Union had a significant number of industrial 
cities with populations of more than 500,000 residents. But subsequent 
experience has cast the Soviet urban experience in a different light. Given 
the hypertrophic growth of the largest cities in the big countries of the 
developing world (Brazil, China, India, Mexico, Nigeria), the continued 
development of urban-suburban agglomerations in the United States, the 
decline of small industrial cities elsewhere, and the founding of many 
new small industrial cities in the Soviet Union after World War II,7 two 
facts about the size structure of Soviet cities stand out. First, the large 
cities of the Soviet Union were notably smaller than the biggest cities 
of other large industrial countries; Russia has, in the language of urban 
geographers, a flat size-rank curve. Second, in comparative terms, the So
viet Union produced, and, just as importantly, sustained, a large number 
of small industrial cities like Belaya Kalitva and Rodniki. By the end of 
the Soviet period, 27.5 million people, or 28 percent of Russia’s urban 
population, lived in industrial cities with populations under 1 0 0 ,0 0 0 .



Nearly 60 percent of urban residents lived in cities with populations 
under 500,000.8 These numbers present a stark contrast to the United 
States, where today roughly 75 percent of the urban population lives in 
urban agglomerations of 1,000,000 or m ore . 9 In sum, by the end of the 
Soviet period the preponderance of small cities and the relatively small 
size of large cities were key features of an urban pattern that was, as a 
2005 World Bank report noted, “unique to Russia” (World Bank 2005: 
28). This unique urban pattern bore the unmistakable imprint of urban 
and regional planning norms that had been established in the very earliest 
part of the Soviet period. All of these facts seem best understood by the 
gradual consolidation, rather than failure, of Soviet city-building, whose 
products comprise one of the fundamental Soviet legacies.

Py r r h ic  Su c c e s s

There is, of course, another perspective from which we might assess So
viet city-building. We would not ask whether, through it, we can under
stand some distinctive features of urban and social welfare development 
in the late-Soviet period. Instead, we would ask how these developments 
related to the broader dynamics that ultimately contributed to the Soviet 
Union’s demise. For what appears as success from the first perspective has 
a very different valence when considered from the second. Here we might 
draw an analogy to an argument that has often been made with respect 
to the Soviet project of industrialization. As Daniel Chirot pointed out 
in 1991, in some important respects the Soviet industrial experiment, 
which aimed to overtake the industrial economies of the rich capitalist 
countries, achieved its goals. By the late twentieth century the system 
had indeed created “the world’s most advanced 19th century economy, 
the w orld’s biggest, best, most inflexible rust belt.” From this perspective, 
the “tragedy of communism was not its failure but its success” (Chirot 
1991: 6-7).

Following Chirot’s observation, we might understand Soviet city- 
building in terms of its Pyrrhic success: what is remarkable is not its 
failure to create ideal “cities of the future” but its utterly pathological 
inability to do anything else. Here, again, comparative perspective is in
structive. Small, monoindustrial towns were crucial to the development 
of industrial capitalism everywhere. But they underwent a long process 
of decline through most of the twentieth century. Soviet small cities, by 
contrast, were shielded from the waves of creative destruction that dev
astated the economic bases of most small cities in the leading industrial 
countries. Rodniki’s textile enterprise operated with obsolete technol
ogy and a bloated workforce until Soviet breakup, passing unperturbed



through a period (covering most of the twentieth century10) during which 
the global textile industry underwent multiple waves of restructuring 
and spatial reorganization. Similarly, despite longstanding plans to close 
them, the coal mines around Belaya Kalitva, and the settlements in which 
miners lived, survived to the very end of the Soviet period.

And not only did these small cities survive! After spending so much 
of the Soviet period as “non-cities”—industrial enterprises surrounded 
by rough collections of huts and barracks with only the most limited 
urban amenities—in the last Soviet decades small cities experienced rapid 
modernization, as the elements of urban and social infrastructure that 
had been anticipated at the outset of the Soviet period and specified in 
post-W orld War II general plans were built. Here, what is exceptional 
in the Soviet case is not so much the historical moment at which this re
gime of social welfare consolidated; as Esping-Andersen has pointed out 
(1996), in most countries social welfare states reached their apotheosis of 
universality only in the late 1960s and early 1970s. But in country after 
country, the rising tide of the welfare state was at least slowed by con- 
junctural shocks and structural rigidities that spurred reflexive critiques 
and reforms beginning in the 1970s. Although similar pressures were felt 
at some level in the Soviet Union, city-building, as a normative ratio
nality for understanding urban life and planning its transformation had 
no way to detect or respond to them. In the face of financing shortages 
or construction delays, the only question it could pose was that of plan 
fulfillment—the success, or failure, to build the future defined by plans. 
This inability to understand situations except through operations of self
reference became, as we will see, a prime target of neoliberal reformers. 
But for Soviet planners, the only response was to redouble efforts to 
reach this future as quickly as possible.

The Biopolitics o f Zastoi

It is ironic, but entirely coherent, that the consolidation of city-building 
coincided with a weakening of the Soviet industrial dynamic as it entered 
the period from the early 1970s to the onset of perestroika, referred to 
as “stagnation” or zastoi. From an economic perspective, zastoi is gen
erally associated with declining rates of industrial growth and increas
ing obsolescence of many Soviet enterprises in world terms. Its roots are 
traced back to longstanding and long understood dynamics of the Soviet 
economy. Pressure to shut down obsolete enterprises or lines of produc
tion (or, indeed, the economic mechanisms that would be required to 
know what was obsolete and w hat was not) was virtually absent. Once a 
certain form of industrial activity had been organized, the Soviet system 
had a difficult time letting go.



Zastoi also involved a fundamental shift in the patterns of adjustment 
between population, production, and social welfare—what Foucault 
called the biopolitics of population. The Soviet model made remarkable 
gains when the main developmental task was to organize what might be 
called “prim ary” biopolitical adjustments—those that involved inserting 
“new” labor inputs into industrial production through either the me
chanical or natural growth of urban populations. But by the 1970s this 
dynamic of primary adjustments was tapped out. The shrinking pool of 
rural inhabitants meant that the flow of rural-urban movement dwindled. 
If 23.2 million Soviet citizens migrated from the countryside to cities in 
the 1960s, then in the 1970s the number had shrunk to 17.8 million, and 
in the 1980s to 9.5 million . 11

Coincident with this drop in the rate at which labor was added to in
dustry was a shift in the relative priority given to industrialization versus 
social welfare and communal infrastructure. Beginning in the late 1950s 
in big cities, resources were increasingly devoted to the various works an
ticipated in city plans. By the 1960s and 1970s, as we have seen, a surge in 
construction of housing, urban infrastructure, and social service facilities 
foreseen in city plans was felt even in small and out-of-the way industrial 
cities like Belaya Kalitva and Rodniki. As Stephen Kotkin observed in his 
work on the steel city, Magnitogorsk, this weighty social infrastructure 
itself made inefficient enterprises difficult to close down or dramatically 
restructure. Over the long arc of the Soviet period the dominant dynamic 
shifted, Kotkin observed, from “production for production’s sake” (“con
spicuous production,” as Michael Polanyi once quipped12) to “produc
tion for employment’s sake,” and for the sake of an enterprise’s social 
commitments. 13 In a 2008 article, Clifford Gaddy argued in similar terms 
that “ [m]any of the least competitive enterprises—the so-called dinosaurs 
of Soviet industry—were socially the most im portan t.... Entire cities de
pended on them. ... The importance of the manufacturing sector in Rus
sia was an illusion economically but continued to be a political and social 
reality” (Gaddy 2008).

In sum, the very institutions through which successful “prim ary” 
biopolitical adjustments were organized—institutions for building new 
enterprises and, around them, new cities—contributed to the difficulty 
of “secondary” adjustments that involved redistributing production 
from one activity to another and moving people around the country to 
places where they could engage in more productive economic pursuits. 
Of course the Soviet Union was still able to organize large movements 
of population when projects of national priority required it . 14 But the 
dominant trend was tow ard increasingly inflexible mutual articula
tions—both spatial and institutional—between population, production, 
and a social welfare apparatus. By the late-Soviet period rates of internal



migration had dropped to  a fraction of those found in the United States 
or Britain . 15

W hat I would like to add to this story concerns the specific dynamics 
of city-building in the broader context of zastoi. For if the period was one 
of industrial stagnation, city-building remained remarkably dynamic. It 
is not just that the various elements of the khoziaistvo simply continued 
to accumulate. Moreover, in some cases, the imperatives of city-building 
actually drove industrial development. Here, too, a longstanding pattern 
was effectively reversed. For most of the Soviet epoch new settlements 
were built as “cities by an enterprise” as the Soviet urban theorist Tat’iana 
Govorenkova put it. But in the sometimes hallucinatory twilight of the 
Soviet period, we see instances of the opposite phenomenon: new enter
prises were built in existing cities to meet a local population’s “need” for 
industrial labor.

To illustrate we can return to late-Soviet developments in Belaya Ka
litva and Rodniki. In both cities, we have seen that in the 1960s planners 
identified imbalances in the adjustments between population and pro
duction that would have to be corrected in the medium term. In Belaya 
Kalitva and other cities of the surrounding coal mining areas the chronic 
problem was a lack of industrial employment for women. Rodniki and 
other textile cities in Ivanovo oblast’ had the opposite problem. Since the 
late nineteenth century, when textile work was feminized, the region had 
a chronic deficit of w ork for men. A general shortage of jobs was added 
to this gender-specific imbalance after labor-saving technologies were in
troduced in the region’s manufactories. Planners arrived at an extraordi
nary solution to these imbalances: build new enterprises to provide work 
for existing populations.

Thus, in the coal cities of Rostov oblast\ new light manufacturing en
terprises—often textile enterprises—were planned to provide industrial 
work for wom en . 16 Meanwhile, in Ivanovo oblasf machine-building en
terprises were planned in the region’s many small textile cities. A 1976 
regional plan for settlement in Ivanovo anticipated nineteen new enter
prises, both large and small, that were to provide 22,000 jobs. The de
velopment of these enterprises, the plan noted, had a “double purpose” : 
“on the one hand,” they would “satisfy the growing need in light industry 
for equipment”; on the other hand, they would provide work for men . 17 

Processes of adjustment in the tw o regions were contingently linked: spe
cialists were recruited from Ivanovo to help build and run new textile 
enterprises in the coal cities of southern Russia.

These new enterprises were hardly a priority for central planners, and 
their construction proceeded slowly. The decree ordering construction of 
Kalitvasel’mash was signed in 1971, but by the end of the Soviet period 
only two of five production units had been completed. Delays were even



longer in Rodniki. It was only in 1983 that work was undertaken on 
an enterprise connected to the Ministry of Defense Production. Planned 
employment at this new enterprise was set at 4,500. As was the case 
with Kalitvasel’mash, planners did not anticipate that these workers and 
their families would reside in the built-up areas of Rodniki. Rather, plans 
called for a new settlement built for 12,000 inhabitants. This was simply 
the unit of planned development in small cities during the late-Soviet 
period—not individual neighborhoods or individual enterprises, but an 
entire khoziaistvo, a unit of production and need fulfillment. Ground was 
broken in 1983, but, for obvious reasons, progress through the decade 
was sporadic. As the new city slowly emerged, however, a distinctive pat
tern of building became apparent. Unlike the works of the Stalinist pe
riod, and unlike the enterprises built in the years immediately after World 
War II, construction on this new city proceeded just as city-builders 
had always wanted: kompleksno, in an integrated fashion, with all el
ements of industrial and social life developed in careful coordination. 
First, the physical infrastructure underpinning the enterprise and city was 
constructed: sewage lines, an electrical substation, gas lines, and a boiler 
for heat, all planned to accommodate industrial production, housing, and 
social services. Next came the housing for construction workers—not the 
barracks or individual houses that accompanied industrial construction 
before and after World War II, but concrete panel apartment blocks— 
locals called them “Moscow apartm ents”—the first to be built in the city. 
And then a health clinic was completed, then a school and a kindergarten. 
And then the beginnings of the enterprise: the boxes—korobki—in which 
the productive apparatus would be housed . . .

And then the Soviet Union broke up. Financing for capital construc
tion evaporated as Rodniki’s new enterprise was severed from ministerial 
linkages. The collapse of industrial coordination left innumerable Soviet 
enterprises stranded, with little experience in organizing external eco
nomic ties, and little capacity to adjust to a market economy. For the new 
enterprise in Rodniki, however, things were particularly dire: there was 
no enterprise, only empty boxes in which industrial equipment was to be 
housed, as well as the underlying infrastructures into which it would be 
plugged. W hat had been completed, or at least what had been begun in a 
serious way, was the new city. At the moment of breakup, the enterprise 
employed 1 , 2 0 0  workers, most occupied with construction; the new city 
had 4,000 inhabitants. The infrastructures underlying it were built to 
accommodate many more, since grow th was planned . 18 Here was an em
blem of zastoi seen from the biopolitical side. In the first Soviet decades, 
the characteristic figure—not all that different from the early industrial 
city in other parts of the world—was an enterprise around which human 
beings accumulated, without the apparatus required for meeting their



basic needs. Over the long threshold of Soviet industrial modernity the 
biopolitical problem had been reversed: from an enterprise without a city 
to a city without an enterprise.

T h in g s  Fa l l  A p a r t : D is a r t ic u l a t in g  K h o z ia is t v o

The collapse of Rodniki’s new enterprise was as quick and inconsequen
tial as its rise. The enterprise’s top management positions had been filled 
by Russians who were resettled from an Uzbek métallurgie facility. In the 
early 1990s, the métallurgie complex acquired the unfinished enterprise 
in Rodniki. The general director explained in an interview to a local pa
per that “the Rodniki machine building enterprise found itself in a dif
ficult situation, so the leadership of [the Uzbek facility] decided to create 
a machine-building enterprise in Rodniki.” 19 Perhaps the Russians in Uz
bekistan performed a favor for some old friends. But otherwise there was 
little to be done to save the enterprise—and little for these new arrivals to 
do. The enterprise had no capital equipment and a few experiments with 
small production through the 1990s went nowhere .20

M ore problematic was the situation at Bol’shevik, Rodniki’s city- 
forming textile manufactory. Since the Soviet textile complex extended 
across republican boundaries (cotton producers were located predom i
nantly in Uzbekistan—the double Uzbek connection was a coincidence, 
so far as I know), Russian textile production depended on a coordinat
ing entity that extended across these lines as well.21 Already at the end 
of the Soviet period, increasing republican independence was causing 
problems in Rodniki. In late 1991, the local paper reported “a difficult 
situation in the textile industry in Russia in which the cotton producing 
republics continually break agreements on the delivery of cotton to en
terprises in the [textile] sector.” The enterprises of Ivanovo region faced 
the prospect of work stoppage, in which case “many city programs, 
which are supported and financed by the company, would be under 
threat, and the local budget would suffer.” With Soviet breakup, these 
fears were realized as inter-republican supply chains broke down. The 
ensuing collapse was stunningly abrupt, even by the standards of the 
early 1990s. By early 1992, inputs were acquired increasingly through 
barter: Uzbek cotton for Russian energy. By M arch of that year the local 
paper was reporting work stoppages at other enterprises in the region, 
as Uzbek suppliers began to demand prepayment for deliveries. By mid- 
April stoppages spread to Rodniki, as the supply of cotton at Bol’shevik 
shrunk to less than the amount required for a single day of production. 
By 1993, production reported at Bol’shevik had dropped to below 25 
percent of 1991 levels.22



Initially, the gravity of BoPshevik’s troubles was lost on some locals. 
Several residents told me that at the time of the first stoppages it never 
occurred to them that short-term difficulties signaled long-term decline. 
The local paper reported disapprovingly that during the first periods of 
reduced workweeks some employees welcomed the extra time off. Like
wise, managers at BoPshevik seemed to completely misunderstand the 
rules of the new economic system in which they operated. Cutoffs in 
cotton supply were initially interpreted as a short-term difficulty, to be 
weathered until times turned better. When finished product began to ac
cumulate at the enterprise, and the problem could no longer be attributed 
only to troubles with acquiring inputs, the commercial director insisted 
that there was no problem with “dem and” for BoPshevik’s products. The 
problem, he argued uncomprehendingly, was that those who demanded 
its products did not have any money.

As was true in most cases, privatization transferred most of BoPshevik’s 
shares to workers. Also typical was the fact that this transfer did not sub
stantially affect the management of the enterprise or its performance. 
Through the late 1990s, production was based on ad hoc deals that were 
desperately sporadic and largely cashless. Occasionally, inputs were ac
quired through one-time administrative arrangements. In 1997, for exam 
ple, the federal government financed a purchase of cotton from a British 
company, which was used to fill a clothing order for the Russian military. 
BoPshevik, a major producer of camouflage, received a significant portion 
of the order. But such arrangements did not change the bigger picture. 
The demise of the enterprise seemed inevitable. According to BoPshevik’s 
economic director, a team of researchers from the World Bank that visited 
the enterprise in the mid-1990s “left us for dead .” 23 As it turned out, they 
were dead wrong. The enterprise recovered dramatically after the 1998 
devaluation, which shifted the terms of trade in favor of BoPshevik and 
much of Russian light industry. But the researchers’ assessment was un
derstandable, and a visitor through much of the 1990s might have come 
to the same conclusion about the city as a whole.

In Belaya Kalitva, too, things deteriorated fast. At its “second” city- 
forming enterprise, Kalitvasel’mash, the root of the problem lay in total 
dependence on Rossel’mash, the giant Soviet producer of agricultural 
combines located in nearby Rostov. After Soviet breakup, production 
at Rossel’mash collapsed following the disintegration of investment in 
Russian agriculture, bringing its half-built Belo-Kalitvean affiliate down 
with it. Things initially seemed more promising for Belaya Kalitva’s first 
city-forming enterprise, the aluminum factory BKMZ. An early invest
ment in compliance with international quality standards brought in 
some foreign orders. By the mid-1990s, however, the enterprise’s pros
pects had worsened for reasons that were connected to sectoral dynam-



ics in post-Soviet metallurgy. Tax laws gave foreign metal traders in
centives to import primary inputs and to export alumina rather than 
process it through domestic firms like BKMZ. The laws were a boon 
for smelters, but Russian producers of aluminum products were cut off 
from Soviet supply chains .24 W ithout foreign investment, and given the 
lack of financing on the domestic market, BKMZ’s prospects were grim. 
By the late 1990s, wages had fallen deeply into arrears and employment 
had dropped to half its previous level. Though it seemed a prime can
didate for success in the global market economy of the late twentieth 
century, BKMZ hardly fared better than Rodniki’s BoPshevik, a relic of 
nineteenth-century capitalism.

During the 1990s the severity of Russian industrial collapse was hotly 
disputed. M any reform-minded observers assumed that official produc
tion declines were overstated , 25 and some took the absence of significant 
layoffs or mass bankruptcies as indications that the process of restruc
turing was slow. But from any perspective the industrial contraction 
amounted to a cataclysm for small industrial cities. Due in part to contin
gencies of industrial structure, things were particularly bad in Belaya Ka
litva and Rodniki. But the situation in most small industrial cities by the 
late 1990s—indeed in the country as a whole—was roughly analogous. 
Industrial employment in Russia fell from around 32 million in 1990 to 
less than 20 million by 1999 (World Bank 2005: 6 ), a scale of deindustri
alization that took shape over the entire post-W orld War II period in the 
most advanced industrial countries. Perhaps it was not therapeutic; but 
the shock was undeniable.

Who in the City is the Khoziain?

The problem that industrial collapse presented to small cities was not 
merely one of employment. We have seen that enterprises were entangled 
with many aspects of local life, not least of all the provision of social wel
fare. Residents anticipated that industrial collapse would have ruinous 
implications for whole cities. Thus, in 1992, a Belo-Kalitvaen wrote to a 
local paper that “ [t]he métallurgie combine ... always took upon itself re
sponsibility for everything [in Belaya Kalitva]: How is industry running? 
What is being built? How is the people’s leisure? ” 26 But with the onset of 
economic crisis, the writer noted, all those questions “bow down before 
the central problem: How to survive? ” 27

In fact, the disentanglement of production and social welfare—those 
two inextricably linked elements of the Soviet urban khoziaistvo—was 
foreseen in reforms of the early 1990s. New laws provided enterprises 
with legal grounds for turning major social and communal responsibili
ties such as kindergartens, utilities, and apartments over to municipal



governments. During the 1990s, progress in this transfer varied across 
cities.28 As Veronika Kabalina (1997) has shown in research on enterprise 
restructuring, where old Soviet directors remained in control a strategy 
of “balanced conservatism” was typical. General directors sought to keep 
basic elements of the productive apparatus and the social sphere intact, 
waiting for external conditions to improve rather than undertaking adap
tive restructuring. Where enterprise leadership was replaced by outside 
owners Soviet general directors were often ousted and replaced by a 
“m anager” (menedzher), oriented not to the old problems of enterprise 
paternalism but to maximizing profit. Such managers often jettisoned en
terprises’ social commitments.

In Rodniki, the strategy of the last “red” director of Bol’shevik was 
a precise embodiment of balanced conservatism. An unfortunate figure 
who was appointed at the very end of the Soviet period, he stood by 
Bol’shevik’s social commitments—the workers, the kindergartens, the 
collective farms, and the housing stock—notwithstanding the enterprise’s 
dire circumstances. After his dismissal, the local paper defended his ten
ure in elegiac terms. The former general director

believed and believes that under any economic conditions you can’t 
deprive a person of the last hope to get normal medical treatm ent, to 
raise children ...  the last hope to live a dignified life, in the place 
where that person was born and lived. The economists, the m arke
teers conducting the Russian reforms are convinced of just the op
posite: everything must be destroyed to the foundations, and then— 
and then come what may. And this approach to reform was taken by 
many textile plants and other enterprises, and it got to a point where 
there was no place for the enterprise to have a social sphere (clubs, 
stadiums, children’s camps, and so on), to a point where ... w ithout 
any particular concern, up to a third of the workers were long ago 
throw n into the streets, where for kopecks the property of a factory 
is sold .29

It was the great virtue of Bol’shevik’s red director to resist the appar
ently inexorable trend of decline: “All these ten years he was able to hold 
together the [workers] collective, and the productive capacity of the en
terprise .” 30 But this story of a virtuous Soviet manager fighting off rapa
cious capitalists did not capture the whole picture. The red director “held 
together the collective” in the sense that he never undertook mass layoffs. 
On the other hand, half of Bol’shevik’s workers simply left during his 
tenure because he had no means to pay them. A more precipitous collapse 
of industrial employment could hardly be imagined. But in terms of the 
local moral economy, this was admirable behavior.

His replacement, hired by the holding company that took control of 
Rodniki’s textile factory in the late 1990s, was cut from an entirely dif-



ferent mold: young, an outsider (from Ekaterinburg, the large city in the 
Urals), and a recent graduate from an economics department. He had 
little attachment to the state of local life and did not live in Rodniki. This 
new manager did not undertake layoffs, only because there was no need 
to. Given the massive attrition of workers over the prior decade, and 
given that production recovered dramatically under his watch, he was left 
with a deficit of workers. He did jettison the housing stock, the collective 
farms, and the kindergartens, to which the red director clung. He had no 
interest in being at the center of the city khoziaistvo.

The withdrawal of the general director from responsibility for the kho
ziaistvo in small cities—whether due to incapacity or abdication—left 
unoccupied a crucial position in the moral economy of the Soviet and 
post-Soviet small city: the khoziain, that distinctive figure of Soviet neo- 
traditional authority . 31 W ith the erosion of enterprise support for the “so
cial” and “communal” spheres, the question was often raised (and still 
is raised): “kto v gorode khoziain?”—who in the city is the khoziain? 
This question means: Who will show concern for the health, welfare, and 
conditions of existence of each and every inhabitant of the city? Who will 
take care of our khoziaistvo?32

The question kto v gorode khoziain? is most often posed when those 
who ought to play the role of the khoziain are somehow failing. I caught 
a glimpse of one such situation in Belaya Kalitva when an audit by the 
tax inspectorate of Rostov oblast3 uncovered a number of violations by 
the city-forming aluminum enterprise. An angry resident wrote a letter 
to the local paper titled, “A policy of profit dictates [the actions of] the 
khoziains.” “What have we come to?” the writer asked. “We have come 
to a situation in which everyday workers are living on promises [po- 
sulami] of a salary increase for the third year in a ro w .... This question is 
periodically raised timidly, but the position of the khoziains was clearly 
stated: let them tolerate it [raz terpiat], there can be no discussion of an 
increase.” The complaints extended beyond production and employment 
to the entire city khoziaistvo. “The infrastructure, built by the enterprise 
and supported by it,” the letter writer continued, “is abandoned [ottor- 
g n u t a \ and the company’s tax payments had dropped to a miniscule 3 
percent of the local budget.33

The bankrupt budget; the abandoned infrastructure; the desperate city: 
all of these were signs of moral codes broken, of responsibilities shunned. 
The “policy of profit”—management for narrow economic gain rather 
than collective welfare—was a fundamental betrayal. It was still “the en
terprise’s infrastructure,” the population was still comprised of the enter
prise’s workers, and Belaya Kalitva was, moreover, the enterprise’s city. 
From the perspective of the local moral economy—criteria for evaluating 
whether actions are just or exploitative (Scott 1976)—all these remained 
the enterprise’s responsibility. BKMZ’s management was hardly unaware



of the fact. In the depths of the crisis, the economic director recalled that 
“ [f]rom 1953 when production at the enterprise began, the whole com
plex for daily life [.sotskuVtbyt] was built by the enterprise. That means 
the kindergartens, the clinics, the hospitals, all the housing in this part of 
the city. Then there was the collective farms, the sanatoria, the children’s 
camps, the palace of sport, the palace of culture—this was all the prop
erty of the enterprise. It was all ‘enterprise.’” “We could,” he continued, 
“just drop everything, without any problem. But what are we going to do 
tomorrow? Because we all live in one city.” 34 A touching sentiment. But 
for all intents and purposes BKMZ had dropped everything. Though the 
enterprise was still vital to Belaya Kalitva’s future, its directors were no 
longer the khoziains of the city khoziaistvo.

Local Government

In the 1990s another candidate for the khoziain of small cities emerged— 
the head of the local government. As we have seen, local government has 
not had a happy history in Russia. Before the Revolution there was no 
local government at all in many industrial settlements, and where it ex
isted, it was weak. Notwithstanding a flicker of autonomy in the 1920s, 
the pattern changed little in the Soviet period, particularly in small cities 
dominated by one to a few enterprises. Another fleeting opening took 
shape in the late Soviet and early post-Soviet period. The 1993 Constitu
tion carved out the juridico-legal framework for self-government, focus
ing on its independence from higher-standing administrative entities, its 
formation through elections, and the right to control its own budget and 
property . 35 A 1995 law clarified some dimensions of the political bases of 
local government—electoral processes, for instance—and defined its com
petencies as encompassing all “questions of local significance” that were 
“related to the direct provision for the vital activity [zhiznedeiateVnosti— 
literally “life activity”] of a city’s population .” 36 Among these were con
tro l of the budget; control of municipal property; prom otion of the city’s 
socioeconomic development; upkeep of housing; organization and devel
opment of health and educational facilities; maintenance of sanitary con
ditions, water resources, municipal energy, gas, heat, and water supply; 
and “other questions of local significance not specifically excluded from 
its consideration by other municipalities or organs of state administra
tion .” 37 In this expansive vision local government would be responsible 
for the entirety of the city khoziaistvo.38

During the first years of the post-Soviet period a number of excited 
discussions emerged around local government, ranging from nostalgic 
turns to the pre-Soviet zemstvo—the form of local government instituted 
with the Alexandrine reforms—to utopie liberal visions of an active post-



Soviet citizenry mobilized around local problems. Citizens groups briefly 
became active in local affairs .39 The ability of local governments to re
spond to citizens’ demands, or to take on new roles, ranged widely. Re
gional capitals tended to fare better than isolated industrial cities, thanks 
to trade and the appurtenances of political power. So too did a handful 
of settlements positioned to reap the flood of cash that was injected into 
isolated corners of the Russian economy after Soviet breakup. But among 
small cities, these were the rarest exceptions. In most cases reality set in 
as economic conditions deteriorated and a series of responsibilities previ
ously assumed by major enterprises were unceremoniously dumped on 
local governments. Housing was transferred, as was responsibility for 
utility payments. Social services, particularly health clinics and kinder
gartens, were transferred as well, burdening local governments with in
creased expenditures just as their revenue base collapsed. In such a con
text there was little local governments in small industrial cities could do 
to sustain the “vital activity” of the population on their own. Perhaps they 
became more adept at dealing with major local enterprises, the practiced 
power brokers of small cities. Perhaps they became more skillful in their 
dealings with regional governments upon which industrial cities increas
ingly depended for budgetary transfers. But collective life deteriorated 
in their hands. Communal service delivery slumped. Wage arrears for 
public sector workers swelled. And expectations that city governments 
would be the focal points for public participation in the affairs of local 
life were disappointed. As Andrei Chernyavsky and Karen Vartapetov 
put it in 2004, “ [d]eprived of almost any fiscal autonomy, continually 
disoriented by changes in rules introduced by the centre, powerless and 
debt-ridden—such self-government simply cannot be of any interest to 
the citizen, who was supposed to find in it an arena for public activity” 
(2004: 252).

In sum, enterprises collapsed and turned away from social commit
ments. Local governments were impotent. In most small industrial cities 
the answer to the question, “Kto v gorode khoziain?”—Who in the city is 
the khoziain?—was: no one.

T h in g s  H a n g  T o g e t h e r

On one level, the observation that small cities lacked a khoziain after 
the passing of socialism reflected the fact that the organization that had 
previously supported the city’s social infrastructure had withdrawn from 
this responsibility, and the organization that took its place was not up to 
the job. But behind this, of course, was a more fundamental shift in how 
government was constituted as a conceptual and practical problem, in



the field of objects upon which it worked, and in the forms of reasoning 
that lent it a specificity and focus. There will be much to say about the 
character of this shift in the second half of this book, but one dimen
sion is immediately obvious: namely that in important respects the city 
of city-building was, to suggest an unwieldy term, degovernmentalized. 
W hat does this mean? We recall that for city-builders the city appeared in 
its elaborate substantive detail as an object of knowledge and a target of 
intervention tha t was oriented to a future imagined in equally elaborate 
detail. City-building plans may have been perpetually unfinished projects, 
always distorted, and always behind schedule. But there always was a 
project, a telos that made sense of the present in terms of its proximity 
to, or distance from, a planned future. And the orientation to this telos 
assured those living in Soviet cities that they had a place in the planned 
future (for all the good and bad that assurance did) and that a certain set 
of provisions would be made for their livelihood. To say that this city was 
degovernmentalized is simply to say that this way of constituting the city 
as an object of government— of linking the present to a future, of making 
sense of this peculiar collection of people, apartments, infrastructures, 
and enterprises—was no more.

W hat the “degovernmentalization” of the city of city-building does 
not imply is that the elements that comprised the material, spatial, and 
demographic reality of cities built according to the city-building ideal 
simply vanished, either as material realities or as governmental problems. 
The concrete apartment blocks, pipes, boilers, and sewage systems were 
not going anywhere. Nor, it turned out, was the population. As Clifford 
Gaddy has observed, a substantial relocation of people across Russian 
territory during the 1990s mostly originated in the far north, and even 
that flow has recently tapered off (Gaddy 2007). The small cities of Euro
pean Russia did not experience a mass exodus of population to larger ur
ban centers. In sum, the elements that comprised the small city remained 
entangled and stubbornly intransigent. To a somewhat surprising degree, 
this distinctive urban-industrial form has persisted as a pervasive reality 
of post-Soviet Russia. It has also remained an intractable political prob
lem, one that was recently thrust back into national consciousness with 
events in Pikalevo, a small city near St. Petersburg whose residents were 
left without industrial work—and without hot water—after the “restruc
turing” of the city-forming enterprise (Kots and Steshin 2009).

There are various reasons for the persistence of the small city and the 
city khoziaistvo. One is that the centripetal forces of marketization and 
the disintegration of the ministerial system were actively resisted. In small 
cities, such resistances were particularly evident in the activities of local 
governments, which, as we will see in later chapters, were preoccupied, 
w ith holding together systems that were essential to local life by squeez-



ing transfers out of the regional government or navigating in-kind trans
actions with local enterprises. A second explanation for the persistence 
of the city-building khoziaistvo was that it was sustained by distribution 
networks through which resources continued to flow even in the hardest 
years of the 1990s. These often unnoticed pipes, wires, and budgetary 
mechanisms that linked individuals and cities to national circuits of re
source distribution—delivering pensions, salaries for teachers and doc
tors, gas, electricity, and heat—became a lifeline upon which small cities 
depended. Lastly, something happened that few anticipated: just when, 
in the late 1990s, things seemed most desperate they took a dramatic 
turn for the better. Rodniki’s textile enterprise was purchased by a hold
ing company and, after the devaluation of 1998 dramatically improved 
terms of trade, production rebounded. In Belaya Kalitva, RUSAL—the 
Russian metals conglomerate—acquired BKMZ (it was later sold again 
to ALCOA). Its production, too, recovered rapidly.

This, at any rate, was the broad outline of the situation in small cities as 
they stood on the threshold of the twenty-first century: profoundly shaken 
by economic upheaval, but initially intransigent, and then surprisingly 
resilient as economic recovery took hold. For my purposes, at least two 
directions of inquiry suggested themselves. It would have been possible 
to trace the trajectory of these small cities after the difficult years of the 
1990s, examining how they adapted to somewhat brightened economic 
circumstances, and tracing out how local government was transformed. 
This is a rich field of inquiry, as a range of subsequent studies have shown 
(Clarke 2004; Humphrey 2004; Oushakine 2009; Kharkhordin and Ala- 
puro 2010). I turned in a different direction, one that took me away, at 
least initially, from the scene of the small city even as I kept the specific 
problems it presented firmly in view. I wanted to understand what new 
forms of governmental reflection were emerging to critique and reform 
these elements of the Soviet city khoziaistvo; to use the mundane infra
structures and budgetary routines as exemplary sites for examining how 
the biopolitics of population—the adjustment between population and 
production—was being reshaped; and to ask, finally, what any of this had 
to do with neoliberalism as an important contemporary form through 
which life and population are being raised as problems of government.





PART  II

Neoliberalism and Social Modernity
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In  t h e  f a l l  o f  1 9 9 0 , a group of Soviet and American specialists be
gan to meet to discuss the future of the Soviet Union and the future of 
Soviet-American relations. The Soviets in the group were reformers who 
occupied, at that time, a tenuous political position. After initially backing 
a plan for rapid economic transformation, Soviet leader Mikhail Gor
bachev had been pressured by reactionaries into a partial retreat, leaving 
the reformers’ influence uncertain (Service 1998: 493). The Americans 
were academics and high-level technocrats with backgrounds in inter
national security and international economics. Among their prominent 
spokespeople were Graham Allison, an expert on arms control, and Jef
frey Sachs, a specialist on international trade and stabilization.

Over the course of 1991 the members of this group, both individu
ally and collectively, articulated a distinctive position about U.S. policy 
toward the Soviet Union, and about Soviet transformation. This posi
tion was summarized in a report—delivered first to U.S. and Soviet lead
ers, and then to the G7—entitled “W indow of Opportunity: The Grand 
Bargain for Democracy in the Soviet Union.” After a few preliminary 
chapters establishing the plausibility of Soviet reform and outlining the 
vital western interest in the Soviet future, “W indow of O pportunity” in
troduced “a program for political and economic transform ation” of the 
Soviet Union. Political matters received passing attention, occupying just 
over three pages that noted “important strides toward democracy” and 
concrete steps taken during 1991 to ensure the decentralization of power 
(Joint Working Group on Western Cooperation in the Soviet Transforma
tion to Democracy and the M arket Economy 1991: 29). Economic trans
formation occupied thirty-eight pages, the bulk of the report. The aim of 
economic reform, the authors argued, was to “create a normal market 
economy in the Soviet Union.” This normal market economy might in
volve some peculiarities since, they allowed, “ [e]ach nation has unique 
historical and cultural characteristics that lead to distinct economic in
stitutions.” But great subtlety in analyzing the varieties of capitalism was 
not the order of the day. This was, after all, the beginning of a decade in 
which old ideological antinomies were, in some quarters, declared dead 
and the proposition was forcefully advanced that human economy spoke 
a single universal language. “ [Recognition of historical and cultural 
identity,” the report cautioned, “should not be allowed to raise illusions 
about the possibility of some ‘third way.’ The Soviet Union’s unambigu
ous objective must be to create as rapidly as possible a market economy 
with the commonly shared basic characteristics of the advanced indus
trial countries” (Joint Working Group 1991: 36).



“W indow of O pportunity” proposed what would become a familiar 
package of policies (indeed it already was familiar to observers of inter
national development): macroeconomic stabilization, price liberalization, 
privatization, and the freeing of international trade. Implementation was 
envisioned in two phases. From 1991 to 1993, “the legal and economic 
institutions of the m arket economy” would be created, and a consider
able portion of state assets privatized. Subsequent reforms, from 1994 to 
1997, would focus on “structural adjustment in the economy, accelerat
ing the shifts from public to private ownership, from military to civilian 
industry, from heavy industry to production of consumer goods and ser
vices, and from a closed economy to an open economy” (Joint Working 
Group 1991: 39).

The proposals laid out in “W indow of O pportunity” echoed earlier 
reforms formulated by Russian economists . 1 The report broke new 
ground in its vision for the role of Western aid in Soviet transform a
tion . 2 Perhaps due to a healthy comparative perspective (these were not 
narrow  Sovietologists trained in the subtle and hidden arts of Kremlin- 
ology), perhaps due to a certain naïveté (that could be attributed, their 
detractors argued, to the Americans’ lack of experience with Soviet af
fairs), this group proposed that Western countries could encourage So
viet transform ation through active engagement and financial support. 
This policy orientation was linked to a specific mechanism: conditional 
lending. Allison and Robert Blackwill, another key figure in the w ork
ing group, described this mechanism in Foreign Affairs in the summer 
of 1991. The terms of aid would be “substantial financial assistance for 
Soviet reforms conditional upon continuing political pluralization and a 
coherent economic program for moving rapidly to a market economy.” 
Such “conditionality,” the authors explained, would “create incentives 
for leaders ... to choose a future consistent with our mutual best inter
est by promising real assistance for real reform ” (Allison and Blackwill 
1991: 95). This “real assistance” was to be of M arshall Plan propor
tions— $ 1 0 0  billion over four years.

The proposals advanced in “Window of O pportunity” did not reflect 
consensus opinion in the Western, and particularly in the United States, 
foreign policy establishment at the time. Thus, a 1991 article in the New 
York Times noted that U.S. officials dismissed the report as “a wooly 
product of ivory tower thinking” (Redburn 1991). And the report’s au
thors did not initially get w hat they wanted. Aid from foreign govern
ments and the International Financial Institutions was not immediately 
forthcoming. But over time this cluster of terms and technical modali
ties—conditionality, liberalization, stabilization, and structural adjust
ment—became central to efforts to govern post-Soviet transformation.



The term “neoliberalism” was not frequently bandied about in early 
discussions of reform. But for the self-conscious keepers of the neoliberal 
flame, a heterogeneous group of intellectuals, policymakers, and tech
nocrats in think tanks and academic posts, Soviet breakup was immedi
ately understood as the apotheosis of a century-long intellectual battle 
between advocates of planning and advocates of markets. James Dorn 
of the CATO Institute thus began a 1991 article about post-Soviet trans
formation by referring to what some regard as a starting point for a 
specifically neoliberal intellectual development: the socialist calculation 
debates. “As early as 1920,” Dorn wrote, “the Austrian economist Lud
wig von Mises pointed to the inherent difficulties of communism and pre
dicted that rational economic calculation would be impossible without 
private ownership of the means of production and money prices” (1991: 
175). This argument against socialist planning continued in think tanks 
and departments of economics after World W ar II. The “intellectual w ar” 
over the future of Russian reform was, in D orn’s view, the latest chap
ter in this battle—perhaps the last, since Soviet collapse demonstrated 
conclusively that the opponents of planning had won. In the peculiar 
historiography of conservative libertarian economics, the struggle over 
post-Soviet reform could be located in a coherent line of liberal and neo
liberal thought; and the stakes of post-Soviet transformation could be 
understood as a battle of markets against planning.

As the 1990s wore on, this conservative, libertarian interpretation 
found a somewhat unexpected m irror image in the assessment of those 
who criticized programs of post-Soviet transformation like the one laid 
out in “W indow of Opportunity.” These critics found it self-evident that 
post-Soviet reform was shaped by a tradition of liberal and neoliberal 
thought, and that neoliberalism, therefore, was responsible for the pat
terns of post-Soviet transform ation .3 An economic and political gambit 
like that laid out in “W indow of O pportunity”—associated with struc
tural adjustment, shock therapy, the Washington Consensus, or “transi
tion”—exemplified neoliberal reform.

N e o l ib e r a l is m  a n d  G r e a t  T r a n s f o r m a t io n

This first half of this book examined the distinctive Soviet approach to 
the biopolitics of population. We saw how, beginning from a framework 
of total industrial planning, Soviet planners advanced the novel proposi
tion that all elements of a substantive economy could be organized as 
inputs into productive processes. In this light, cities could be conceptual
ized as details in regional economic development, and city plans could



be approached as logical extensions of economic plans. This kind of 
planning, and the peculiar organizational mechanisms to which it corre
sponded, produced a distinctive substantive economy: a pattern of spatial 
adjustments between population, production, and apparatuses of social 
welfare, and an organization of need fulfillment that I have analyzed by 
referring to the Soviet city khoziaistvo.

The remainder of this book asks how the norms and forms of Soviet 
city-building have been taken up as targets of neoliberal reform. Fol
lowing the pattern of the first half of the book, it begins on the broadest 
level of the biopolitics of population, considering how neoliberalism re
lates to the mechanisms of adjustment between population, production, 
and social welfare. Chapter 6  examines “structural adjustment,” the re
form paradigm that took up the basic proposals established in “Window 
of O pportunity”—a vision of transition to a market economy through 
“shock” liberalization, privatization, and stabilization, backed by large- 
scale foreign aid. I will show that structural adjustment was not the “em
anation of a coherent neoliberal ideology”— to borrow  Ganev’s phrase 
(2005: 350)—but the product of conjunctural factors, and that it was 
hardly as rigid or unchanging as its critics assumed. By the late 1990s, 
the strategy of structural adjustment was shifting from macroeconomic 
adjustment and privatization to areas such as social welfare provisioning. 
The book’s last two chapters examine two areas of reform that came into 
focus during this period and that are particularly important for the “neo
liberal” reshaping of Soviet social modernity: budgetary reform (chapter 
7) and reform of communal services, in particular centralized heating 
systems (chapter 8 ).

In pursuing these topics, I will engage—though often implicitly—with 
what might be called the “great transform ation” view of neoliberalism 
and neoliberal reform .4 The term is, of course, borrowed from Karl Po
lanyi’s classic work on the twin births of modern liberal thought and 
what he called “market society” in Britain at the beginning of the nine
teenth century. For many observers of Russia in the 1990s, Polanyi’s ac
count provided a penetrating critical guide to the project of post-Soviet 
transformation. The new liberal project described in “W indow of O p
portunity”—though of course not originally or only there—was not 
cloaked in the naturalistic Robinsonades of nineteenth-century political 
economy. But its faith in equilibrium and the invisible hand recalled early 
liberalism’s “uncompromising ferocity” in promoting laissez faire (Po
lanyi 2001: 143). And its quixotic quest for “self-regulation and harm o
ny,” critics argued, produced a cascade of consequences for which early 
nineteenth-century analogues could be found. “Neoliberal” policies in 
Russia disrupted an existing “substantive economy”—those mechanisms



of regulation, planning, and social welfare produced by Soviet socialism— 
resulting in a wrenching upheaval. The collapse in industrial produc
tion, the growth of poverty and social misery (without the extraordinary 
economic expansion that, as Polanyi acknowledged, accompanied the 
advent of market society in Britain), amounted to what Polanyi called the 
“demolition of society.”

Finally, Polanyi’s account illuminated the political dynamics of re
form in Russia during the 1990s. M arketization provoked a series of 
reactions that recalled the second part of what Polanyi called the “dou
ble movement” of marketization and self-protection. Everywhere they 
looked, critics of post-Soviet reform found a thousand acts of resistance 
to market forces, as mayors, governors, regulators, enterprise managers, 
and households sought to defend the existing fabric of life. “In reaction 
to the iron law of market expansion,” Michael Burawoy and Katherine 
Verdery argue, an “iron law of market resistance” took shape (1999a: 7). 
Against promises of rapid ascent to  the prosperous land of the “normal 
m arket economy,” post-Soviet transformation played out as a series of 
battles, large and small, tha t pitted advocates of “the m arket” against 
those whose livelihood was tied to the existing organization of society.

Given my specific objects of concern—the small city, Soviet city-building, 
biopolitics—this “great transform ation” account was compelling. As 
we have seen, the dismemberment of the administered economy ripped 
the economic heart out of most small cities. The result was not rapid 
adjustment to new circumstances but a sustained and painful struggle 
to preserve existing mechanisms of need fulfillment.5 Indeed, the small 
city, in its total dependence on one or a few enterprises formerly embed
ded in the planned economy, seemed to embody the battle of markets 
versus the existing organization of collective life in nearly ideal purity. 
Polanyi’s analysis also shed light on the contrast between neoliberalism 
and city-building as governmental forms, and as biopolitical gambits. 
Polanyi argued that early nineteenth-century liberalism introduced the 
extraordinary proposition that it was possible to “govern” collective life 
by disembedding economic action from social and political mechanisms 
of regulation. The contrast between such a proposal and city-building 
seems absolute. Against the substantive planning of Soviet city-building, 
which defined every detail of the small city, assigning it a specific place 
in a planned future, neoliberalism presented the stark formality of a 
governmental rationality that operated exclusively through the calcula
tive choices of free actors on the market. The substantive reality of the 
city—the object par excellence of city building—appeared, in the lens 
of neoliberalism, only as an accidental collection of productive factors, 
a historical artifact and oddity that would now be left to its own de-



vices. Certainly, for those in small cities—fretting about the designs of 
reformers and marketeers—laissez faire, passer et aller seemed precisely 
the neoliberal creed: let be, let pass, leave to perish, as Polanyi put it with 
thudding finality, of “death by exposure” (2001: 85).

All of that said, as my research progressed I grew increasingly im
pressed by the limits of this great transformation story of neoliberalism 
in Russia and more generally. First of all, this account seemed most rel
evant to a relatively brief interregnum of post-Soviet history. During the 
1990s, reforms focused on liberalization, privatization, and stabilization, 
and were implemented in a particularly austere economic climate. These 
conditions made the choice between markets and the existing substan
tive organization of collective life particularly difficult, producing a po
litical economy of reform that fit the story of great transformation quite 
nicely. But after 1998 things changed on a number of fronts. Stabilization 
proved a much less contentious and difficult issue in improved economic 
circumstances; reform was championed by a president whose popularity 
rested, at least in part, on his defiance of Western influence; and crucially, 
as we will see, the substance of reforms shifted .6

But there is a second and equally profound problem with the “great 
transform ation” story, to which I referred in this book’s introduction: it 
does not clarify what post-Soviet developments have to do with “neo
liberalism” or neoliberal government. In part the issue is that, following 
Venelin Ganev, policies implemented in these countries were “incoher
ent, tentative, and contradictory.” Consequently, to see “an ideology that 
is both comprehensive and radical” as the “primary cause of socioeco
nomic change” in post-Soviet Russia would amount to “committing a 
grand simplification” (Ganev 2005: 350). But there is a further point 
to be made: the question of whether developments in post-Soviet Rus
sia can be attributed to neoliberalism is not just a matter of whether 
reform programs were successfully implemented. More troublingly, as I 
argued in the introduction, it is simply not clear what reforms should be 
called “neoliberal.” The literature tha t has explicitly invoked neoliberal
ism in discussions of post-socialist reform has used the term casually. 
Even when scholars take the institutional or sociological development of 
neoliberalism as their explicit object of analysis, it is assumed th a t neolib
eralism—as a form of reflection, as a doctrine—can be associated rather 
loosely with hostility to the state and affinity for markets, with qualifica
tions generally not considered of conceptual importance .7 As Taylor Boas 
and Jordan Gans-Morse (2009) point out, the term is most frequently 
used in a manner that is appraisive rather than descriptive. “Neoliberal” 
is a term of derogation, associated with a string of other figures—The 
Washington Consensus, structural adjustment, “transition,” neoclassical 
economics—to which one is opposed. This is a kind of analysis that, as



Foucault quipped, treats neoliberalism as “always the same thing, and 
always the same thing but worse” (2008: 130).

The problem is that the relationship of the Washington Consensus, 
structural adjustment, or neoclassical economics to neoliberalism is ex
ceedingly slippery. As one illustration, consider the comments of John 
Williamson—the economist renowned for coining (to his later regret) the 
term  “The Washington Consensus”—in a response to his critics in 2002: 
“ [a]udiences the world over,” Williamson observed, “seem to believe that 
[the Washington Consensus] signifies a set of neoliberal policies that have 
been imposed on hapless countries by the Washington-based interna
tional financial institutions and have led them to crisis and misery.” The 
misunderstanding, in his view, lay in the conflation of the Washington 
Consensus w ith neoliberalism. “Some of the most vociferous of today’s 
critics of what they call the Washington Consensus,” he noted, specifi
cally mentioning the economist Joseph Stiglitz, “do not object so much 
to the agenda [of the Washington Consensus] as to the neoliberalism that 
they interpret the term as implying.” The Washington Consensus, Wil
liamson insisted, did not include “quintessentially neoliberal” policies 
such as “capital account liberalization ... monetarism, supply-side eco
nomics, or a minimal state (getting the state out of welfare provision and 
income redistribution)” that never enjoyed consensus support in Wash
ington, “or anywhere much else except perhaps at meetings of the M ont 
Pelerin Society.”

Critics of neoliberalism might be confused by—or just dismissive of8— 
Williamson’s contrast between the Washington Consensus and neoliber
alism. But most would likely agree with his account of neoliberalism’s 
key tenets: opposition to social welfare programs and income redistribu
tion, adherence to supply-side economics, monetarism, and a minimal 
state. But what are the grounds for arguing that these are the “quintes
sentially” neoliberal ideas? Is neoliberalism opposed to welfare provision 
and redistribution? Does it accept only a minimalist state? We have, in 
any case, to grapple with this deep confusion, not because we need a sta
bilized definition of neoliberalism in order to begin inquiry, but because 
we need ways to constitute neoliberalism as an object of inquiry.

R e t h in k in g  N e o l ib e r a l is m

As suggested in the introduction, my approach is to reconstruct the field 
of inquiry by asking how, precisely, developments in Russia are linked to 
thinkers and to styles of reasoning that could be labeled “neoliberal” in 
some meaningful sense. Is it possible to identify specific neoliberal think
ers— among the German ordo-liberals or the American neoliberals, for



example—whose thought would allow us to better understand the pro
grams of reform that have actually been proposed in Russia? Through 
what set of intermediary steps was their thought brought into relation
ship w ith post-Soviet reform? And what did these reforms actually pro
pose to do w ith the social norms and m aterial forms of the Soviet social? 
These questions took me away—indeed, quite far away—from the scene 
of the small industrial city and post-Soviet Russia: through long looping 
detours to James Buchanan’s fiscal contractarianism; to George Stigler’s 
new neoliberal economics of regulation; to minor traditions of neolib
eral thought in which theoretical reflections were joined w ith sets of 
practices in technocratic frameworks of reform; to proposals for post- 
Soviet reform formulated by foreign and local experts, and by bureau
crats and policymakers, examining how, finally, these were articulated 
onto the existing reality of post-Soviet Russia. In this manner, I worked 
my way back to the small industrial city, to Soviet social modernity and 
its reform—oriented by different points of reference, and equipped with 
different analytical tools.

Through the twists and turns of these detours, the following claims 
emerge in the second half of this book: The dominant critical view of 
neoliberalism, particularly as it concerns matters of international devel
opment, was forged in response to a particular historical conjuncture 
that can be dated from the 1970s to the 1990s. The policies articulated 
during this period—shock programs of liberalization, stabilization, 
privatization, budgetary austerity—were animated by specific events and 
problems. They can be meaningfully linked to the specific intellectual and 
institutional genealogy of liberalism and neoliberalism, although we have 
to be cautious, because they are not the unique emanations of neoliberal 
thought but the contingent products of specific historical circumstances. 
It is coherent to associate these policies with neoliberalism but we are 
not justified in reducing neoliberalism to them. We need to specify the 
circumstances in which they took shape, and move beyond them, because 
new situations, new problems, and new responses have emerged.

Reforms in areas such as fiscal policy and communal services, which 
have been central to the Russian government agenda in the 2000s, can 
also be linked to minor histories of thought and practice that are mean
ingfully situated within the liberal and neoliberal traditions, though to 
aspects of the neoliberal tradition that have received less scholarly atten
tion, such as its view on government, social welfare, and redistribution. 
W hat we will find, peering into these minor traditions, is that the stan
dard critical account of neoliberalism is deeply unsatisfactory. Neoliber
alism is not simply marketization. Neoliberalism is not constitutionally 
opposed to social welfare or public value. Neoliberalism does not govern 
only through the stark formality of calculative choice. And, finally, the



stakes of “neoliberal reform ” cannot be portrayed in Polanyian terms as 
a battle of markets versus the existing organization of collective life.

Working through the details of pipes and heat boilers, budgets and 
social norms—those mundane elements through which the Soviet social 
was assembled—we will discover that neoliberal reforms do not reject 
the basic value-orientations of Soviet social modernity. Rather, they aim 
to craft new accommodations between economic efficiency and social 
welfare, between mechanisms of enterprise and choice and the substan
tive constraints imposed by existing social norms and material forms. 
The nature of these accommodations is the central concern of the second 
half of this book.





C H A PT E R  SIX

Adjustment Problems

In  t h e  e a r l y  1 9 9 0 s, structural adjustment emerged as a key frame 
through which foreign and domestic reformers thought about, and acted 
on, post-Soviet transformation in Russia. The searing battles over this 
policy paradigm and this vision of transformation were burned into the 
consciousness of critical observers. Structural adjustment came to define 
the stakes of post-Soviet reform: planning versus markets, substantive 
provisioning versus formal efficiency, public versus private value. And the 
great experiment with structural adjustment in Russia stood, for many 
critical observers, as a paradigm case of neoliberal reform . 1

My argument in this chapter begins from the observation that, al
though it has important connections to the neoliberal tradition, and al
though specific neoliberals played an important role in shaping it, this 
familiar figure of structural adjustment is not the embodiment or the 
apotheosis of a coherent neoliberal project. Instead, the form of struc
tural adjustment that became most familiar in debates during the 1990s 
is best understood as an ensemble of heterogeneous elements, comprising 
a lending modality of conditional budgetary support loans from the In
ternational Financial Institutions (IFIs); a package o f policies promoting 
stabilization, liberalization, and privatization; and a model o f transfor
mation defined, in Sachs’s (1995a) parsimonious formulation, as the “ré
allocation of resources in the economy after the introduction of market 
forces.” My strategy in this chapter is to sketch a rough conceptual and 
historical outline of how these elements were assembled in a particular 
historical conjuncture. In drawing attention to its contingencies, I hope to 
loosen the grip that the figure of structural adjustment has on the critical 
imagination, and to open the space for an analysis of neoliberalism that 
moves beyond it.

The first part of the chapter draws on primary and secondary sources to 
trace the genealogy of structural adjustment, focusing on two vectors: first, 
a longstanding neoliberal critique of state-centered development theory; 
second, the lending modality generally associated with structural adjust
ment—fast-disbursing, conditionality-based, general budgetary support 
loans—invented in response to the debt crises of the late 1970s. These 
two threads were brought together by a changing problematization of 
economic crisis. Initially the economic shocks of the 1970s were under
stood to be short term and “external.” But through the early 1980s, as the



first generation of adjustment policies failed to resolve critical problems 
such as Latin American debt, economic crises were understood not as 
external shocks but as the product of inflexibilities in internal economic 
organization. Thus, fast-disbursing general budgetary support loans were 
linked to policies whose aim was the wholesale reform of domestic econ
omies.

It was this assemblage of elements tha t arrived on the Russian scene 
in the early 1990s and was deployed in the project of “transition.” Be
ginning with proposals advanced in “W indow of Opportunity,” discus
sions of structural adjustment in Russia were cast in terms of an epochal 
transformation from socialism to capitalism. But in fact the emphases 
of reform shifted rapidly. By the middle of the decade elements of struc
tural adjustment were achieved, including stabilization, large-scale priva
tization of industrial enterprises, and liberalization of most prices. But 
growth remained frustratingly elusive for reformers, and they increas
ingly turned their attention to inflexibilities created by sociotechnical sys
tems such as infrastructures and the government budget that were not 
easily reorganized through a market mechanism. The problem was still 
one of structural adjustment—that is, one of correcting the distortions 
created by the Soviet patterns of urban and spatial development. But this 
rethought process of adjustment could no longer be conceived in purely 
formal terms as a market reallocation of productive factors. Instead, we 
will see that reforms in these domains sought to craft accommodations 
among the demands of flexibility, Russia’s existing urban and demo
graphic structure, and the government’s continuing obligation to pursue 
core aims of public policy such as redistribution and the delivery of es
sential services. Thus, through a detour that takes us far from the small 
city, from the city khoziaistvo, and from Russia, we will work our way 
back, tracing how the material forms and social norms of city-building 
came into view as the substance of structural adjustment.

“ M a r k e t iz in g ” St r u c t u r a l  A d j u s t m e n t : A  Br ie f  G e n e a l o g y

In one sense, the story of structural adjustment could be traced back at 
least to the beginnings of the post-W orld W ar II projects of reconstruc
tion and development, when economists were grappling with the tremen
dous transformation of economic and political life that had been wrought 
by military mobilization.2Thus, in 1953 Walt Rostow (310) wrote of the 
need to deal with “structural distortions”—in particular excess industrial 
production—produced by wartime economies in Europe. His proposal 
for “adjustment” involved a “massive, purposeful, investment program ” 
in the non-communist world. This meaning of structural adjustment—



referring to “purposeful” intervention to correct distortions in economic 
structure—persisted. In the 1960s, Michael Piori (1968) referred to the 
problem of retraining workers for new jobs after industrial enterprises 
closed in Europe as a process of “structural adjustment.” A similar mean
ing can be found in contemporary European Union discussions.3

A significant commonality links structural adjustment in these ear
lier senses to the meaning it came to have in the 1980s and 1990s. In 
all these cases, structural adjustment refers to a problem of what Ul
rich Beck (1992) calls reflexive modernization: one “m odern” govern
mental form—whether industrial, welfarist, developmentalist, or military 
mobilizational—is identified as pathological. “Adjustment” refers to a 
correction. The key distinction among these uses lies in the mechanism  
and telos of adjustment. Previously, adjustment was the target of “pur
poseful” government intervention defined in substantive terms, implying 
planning in the broad sociological sense. By contrast, the form of struc
tural adjustment that emerged in the mid-1980s was starkly formal. The 
mechanism of adjustment—and the telos to which it was directed—was 
simply marketization. The genealogy we have to trace, thus, is not of 
structural adjustment generally, but of this particular “marketizing” vari
ant of structural adjustment that, by the 1980s, was linked to a particular 
lending modality, a set of policies, and a vision of transformation.

The Neoliberal “Counter-Revolution” in Development Economics

The unavoidable and familiar backdrop to this story is the paradigm 
of “state-led” development that consolidated after World War II, and 
the critique of that paradigm, which J.F.J. Toye has called the neoliberal 
“counter-revolution” in development economics. The state-led model 
that emerged in complex conjunction with late colonialism, decoloniza
tion, the establishment of the Bretton Woods system, postwar reconstruc
tion, and the Cold War, is hardly exogenous to our story, since it was pro
foundly influenced by the Soviet example. As T. N. Srinivasan has noted, 
many “pioneers [of the post-W orld War II development paradigm], par
ticularly those from the relatively advanced developing countries, viewed 
the problem as one of achieving in one or two generations a level of 
development tha t it took several generations to achieve in the developed 
countries” (1984: 51); “the only experience of such rapid transform a
tion” was the Soviet. Consequently, key assumptions of the Soviet ap
proach were accepted. But outside the socialist world the Soviet model 
was significantly modified.

One variant of the state-led model emphasized government investment 
in certain key industrial sectors—most centrally infrastructures— based 
on the assumption that, due to the complementarities of complex modern



economies, an initial push of state investment was required to overcome 
the failures of markets to provide capital to “backward” countries. It 
shared the Soviet emphasis on infrastructure development, but assumed 
that infrastructure would provide the “flywheel” of economic develop
ment that was ultimately organized by private entrepreneurs. Another 
variant, import substitution, was a program of trade controls and selec
tive state investments that favored the development of domestic industry. 
Here, the key assumption was that deteriorating terms of trade meant 
that primary commodity producers—which included most poor coun
tries—were at a permanent and worsening structural disadvantage in the 
world economy. Government intervention would break a pattern of de
pendent development.

In either case, a key premise was shared with the Soviet theorists of the 
1920s: the pathway to modernity for backward countries would have to 
be different than it was for the advanced industrial countries; markets 
failed in poor countries, and the state had to play a compensatory role. 
Outside the socialist orbit these state-led strategies were generally not 
proposed as permanent economic models. Rather, it was presumed that, 
after an initial period of intervention, the state would withdraw, and mar
ket forces would predominate (Mason and Asher 1973; Colclough 1991: 
2). But for reasons that have been exhaustively examined—and that be
came central to neoliberal criticism of state-led models—institutions of 
government intervention became entrenched, and continued to structure 
economies in developing countries.

Almost from the beginning of this project a significant neoliberal coun
tercritique—which can be traced from the socialist calculation debates of 
the 1920s, through discussions of development in the Mt. Pelerin Society, 
to the University of Chicago and other key venues of American neoliberal 
thought after World War II—attacked the very premises of the state-led 
approach .4 Critics such as Peter Bauer, Deepak Lai, and Jagdish Bhag- 
wati disputed the “trade pessimism” of postwar development theory, and 
questioned the need for, and merits, of a “big push” of capital accumu
lation, arguing that investments by the state would crowd out private 
capital, and undermine the benefits of comparative advantage realized 
through free trade .5 They also pointed to perversities of state-led models, 
such as the anti-poor and anti-rural bias of investment and trade poli
cies designed to promote industrialization. Most broadly, these neolib
eral critics rejected the proposition that a separate field of development 
economics was required for poor countries, insisting, as W. Paul Strass- 
man put it, that “ [a] new body of thought was not needed ... to show 
that market interest rates would raise and deploy capital in an optimal 
manner, that flexible exchange rates would solve balance-of-payments



problems, that inflation and planning were bad, and competitive profits 
good” (1976: 278).

This neoliberal critique was one condition of possibility for the emer
gence of “marketizing” structural adjustment as it took shape in the 
1980s. Of particular importance is its identification of the “distortions” 
introduced by statist policies of development, and its emphasis on allow
ing markets to correct those distortions. But for a number of reasons it is 
too simple to read structural adjustment as the unique emanation of this 
body of neoliberal thought about development. First, although neoliber
als contributed key pieces in a mounting edifice of empirical and theoreti
cal arguments, the critique of postwar state-led development was taken 
up from various directions (Mosley et al. 1991). The neoliberal was only 
one among a host of critical positions that had emerged by the 1960s 
and 1970s. Second, the implications to be drawn from these critiques 
were neither uniform nor unchanging. Some early neoliberal critics of 
development accepted crucial tenets of the state-led model, such as the 
emphasis on infrastructure development (Plehwe 2009b: 23). Even trade 
studies in the 1970s later cited as key to the counter-revolution in devel
opment thinking did not uniformly reject “state-led” strategies. Instead, 
they identified failed elements of these strategies and proposed to revise 
them as appropriate (Bhagwati 1984: 202).

The third and, for our purposes, most important reason that structural 
adjustment cannot be simply identified with the neoliberal “counter
revolution” was that the form of structural adjustment that became fa
miliar in the 1980s and 1990s—comprising a lending modality, a package 
of policies, and a vision of transform ation—was the product of con- 
junctural factors, not the outgrowth of an idealized neoliberal blueprint 
for reform . 6 As a lending modality, structural adjustment was initially a 
pragmatic attempt to deal with economic crisis rather than an attack on 
strategies of state-led development that was ideologically driven. And the 
first structural adjustment programs were not oriented to dismantling the 
institutions of state-led development. It was only following the failures of 
a first round of structural adjustment loans to resolve the Latin American 
debt crisis tha t adjustment lending was linked to the policy package im
plied by the neoliberal critique of postwar development economics.

Vulnerability and Flexibility:
A New Froblematization o f Economic Crisis

M ajor accounts of the World Bank and the International M onetary Fund 
(IMF) have shown that the rise of structural adjustment lending was tied 
to fundamental changes in the mechanisms governing the global economy 
during the 1970s.7 The abandonment of the gold standard displaced a



central function of the IMF, whose original charge included monitoring 
country compliance with the Bretton Woods system.8 It also made the 
international economy more volatile, and was followed by a series of 
financial crises in developing countries that challenged the IFIs in their 
respective tasks relating to stability in the global financial system (the 
IMF) and development in poor countries (the Bank). The IMF turned to 
addressing balance of payments crises faced by poor and middle-income 
countries (previously it had lent overwhelmingly to rich countries). The 
World Bank also had to confront the fact that its borrowers increasingly 
faced short-term shocks that had implications for growth and standards 
of living.

Beginning in the mid-1970s, therefore, first the IMF and then the Bank 
created new lending facilities for responding to balance of payments cri
ses.9 These facilities established one key element of structural adjustment 
as it came to be understood in the 1980s and 1990s: fast-disbursing, 
concessional, general budgetary support loans that were linked to policy 
reform. After the oil shocks in 1979, these new facilities were drawn 
on with greater frequency. But loans from them were not immediately 
connected to the program of wholesale liberalization and domestic re
form that was later central to “marketizing” structural adjustment. The 
IM F’s loans from its new facilities, which addressed the “stabilization” 
side of crisis response, focused on policies derived from its longstand
ing monetary understanding of balance of payments problems: that they 
were rooted in domestic credit expansion (Boughton 2001: 559). The 
World Bank, meanwhile, was from the outset presumed to have the task 
of dealing w ith “stubborn imbalances w ith enduring causes ... that called 
for adjustment in the structure of the borrower’s production” (Kapur et 
al. 1997: 509). But in early structural adjustment lending this problem 
was understood and addressed narrowly. Lending programs focused on 
correcting external imbalances by expanding exports, particularly in the 
region that was the most important target of lending in the first half of 
the 1980s, Latin America (Kapur et al. 1997: 506-7). Ernest Stern, at the 
time the vice-president of operations at the World Bank and a key advo
cate of the turn to policy-linked adjustment lending, noted later that de
spite the Bank’s reorientation to structural adjustment, in the early 1980s 
there was little appreciation of, or attention to, distortions in domestic 
economies (1983: 91).10

This initial approach was thrown into doubt by the first round of ad
justment lending. The debt crisis triggered an expansion in the IFI’s role 
in managing international financial shocks (Boughton 2001: 42). But 
their program of lending—focused, again, on austerity measures and 
trade adjustment—was not successful in managing the underlying 
debt problem. Key policymakers in the IFIs and the U.S. government



increasingly recognized that, as Stanley Fischer put it in 1986, stabiliza
tion measures “averted financial collapse at the cost of a sharp slowdown 
in growth and investment in the heavily indebted countries” (1986: 163). 
Governments were no more able to deal with their debt than before sta
bilization was begun.11

By the mid-1980s a consensus had formed around the proposition that 
the apparent conflict between stabilization and economic recovery had to 
be overcome through policies that promoted “adjustment with growth.”12 
The suggestion was not that trade liberalization or stabilization measures 
were inappropriate. Rather, it was that they had to be accompanied, as 
Stern suggested, by “specific actions ... that were designed to make more 
effective use of productive capacity and to reduce aggregate demand in 
ways consistent with development objectives” (1983: 90). If previously 
the problem had been seen as short-term crises of “liquidity” resulting 
from external shocks, the new emphasis was on “solvency”—the ability 
of economies in developing countries to grow out of debt.

As Kapur, Lewis, and Webb observe in their detailed history of the 
World Bank during this period, the new focus on solvency implied a 
shift “in the relative weighing of factors internal to a country (economic 
policies and institutions) and the external circumstances (terms of trade, 
interest rates, sudden withdrawal of lending) affecting their worsening 
fortunes” (1997: 617). In part, this was a matter of placing the blame 
for the debt crisis and its persistence more squarely on the shoulders of 
developing countries because the root problems were increasingly traced 
to domestic policy choices rather than external shocks beyond a govern
ment’s control.13 But underlying these shifts—from stabilization to ad
justment with growth, from liquidity to solvency, from a concern with ex
ternal shocks to an emphasis on distortions in domestic economies—was 
a significant transformation in the problematization of economic crisis. 
In other words, we see the emergence of a new way of constituting eco
nomic crisis as a conceptual and practical challenge. The contours of this 
emerging problematic should be carefully marked.

Adjustment lending, we have seen, was initially shaped in response to 
problems arising from external flows and balances; intervention focused 
on trade and stabilization. These concerns did not vanish. For some, Stern 
among them, the underlying rationale for structural adjustment would 
always be found in balance of payments issues. But the understanding of 
the source of these imbalances— and the possible avenues for addressing 
them—shifted fundamentally. Fluctuations in economic conditions were 
understood to be a permanent condition of the international economy 
after the abandonment of the gold standard. Consequently, emphasis was 
placed on the ability—or inability—of economies to flexibly adapt to 
a constantly changing economic environment and to avoid imbalances



that would make them vulnerable to inevitable economic fluctuations.14 
Stern concluded in 1984, thus, that attention had to be focused on the 
“failure of, and need for, flexibility in economic management in a world 
economy which is not likely to get much less volatile” (Kapur et al. 1997: 
617). Economic crisis, from this perspective, was not to be seen as an 
exceptional circumstance to be addressed through exceptional measures 
(at least not in the medium term). Rather, economic shocks were seen to 
be endemic features of the international economic system. The response 
was to make economies more adaptive and resilient.

In this context, the attention of experts at the international develop
m ent institutions, in the U.S. Treasury, and also in the finance ministries 
of many governments facing economic crisis, was increasingly drawn to 
the inflexibilities that prevented economies from responding dynamically 
to changing conditions. And it is here that we can locate the intersec
tion between structural adjustment lending and the ideas that emerged 
from the neoliberal counter-revolution in development economics. Re
formers turned their attention to the institutions of postwar economic 
development—a vast array of mechanisms such as price controls, licens
ing regimes, social services, regulatory regimes, and public ownership ar
rangements—that had been set up in country after country. The “distor
tions” introduced by these mechanisms had not been entirely neglected 
previously. But, to repeat Stern’s observation, they were not the focus 
of Bank lending. It was only after the first round of adjustment lending 
failed to resolve the debt crisis that these domestic mechanisms of eco
nomic and social regulation became the primary targets of reform. Stern 
argued, nicely summing up the new orientation, that “ [distortions in the 
policy and allocation framework that were undesirable in the 1960s have 
become unsustainable in the much more difficult international economic 
environment of the 1980s” (1983: 91).15 The implication for key figures 
in the international policy community and in the policy elite of develop
ing countries was that hard choices and a dramatic change of course 
were required: an extension of liberalization into domestic governance, a 
focus on the reduction and reform of the state, and a more rigorous and 
consistent focus on the view of structural adjustment Sachs articulated 
a decade later—the reallocation of productive factors by market forces.

Shock Therapy and “Transition”

At one level, the shift from a focus on external balance of payment issues 
to distortions in domestic economies may be seen as a “deepening” of 
structural adjustment, as liberalization was extended from external trade 
to domestic governance. But this evolution was complicated, and its ten
sions should be appreciated. First, the “deepening” of liberalization did



not necessarily imply an extension of marketization. Instead, it pointed 
to matters of governance in areas that remained in the purview of state 
administration. These issues—to which we return below—became cen
tral to discussions of structural adjustment by the mid-1990s. A second 
tension, which pertains to the situation in the mid-1980s when marketiz
ing structural adjustment was being assembled, concerned the modality 
of structural adjustment programs themselves. The shift toward domestic 
reform was also a shift to ever more encompassing visions of transfor
mation (Boughton 2001: 31). And because the change envisioned was 
increasingly fundamental, it was also more political, raising questions in 
particular concerning the pace of adjustment operations. Stanley Fischer 
noted in 1986 that economic logic “pointed in the direction of gradual
ism” in the design of structural adjustment programs, since substantive 
reorganization of the economy took time. But “political logic” suggested 
accelerating reform, since the short-term pain of stabilization and liber
alization might knock reformers out of office before structural reforms 
were complete (Fischer 1986: 171).16 This dilemma was basic to discus
sions in the mid-1980s, and at that time a broad spectrum of reformers 
and development analysts tended to resolve it optimistically, projecting 
that the pace of economic transformation could be bent to the dictates 
of political necessity. This position was supported, in particular, by the 
World Bank’s research department, which produced country studies in 
the mid-1980s suggesting that rapid structural reform could quickly re
store growth (Kapur et al. 1997: 629). Fischer, who became chief econo
mist of the World Bank in 1988, and whose leadership broke from the 
strong ideological orientation of the early 1980s, nonetheless shared this 
optimism. He proposed to “apply shock treatm ent” through measures 
like devaluation, but to simultaneously prepare for four- or five-year ad
justment programs (Fischer 1986: 171).

Thus, in the mid-1980s, we find a political and economic calculus that 
takes the familiar form we have come to associate with structural ad
justment: “shock” stabilization, structural reform, and conditional lend
ing. There is no doubt that a distinctive “neoliberal” influence on this 
particular assemblage of elements can be traced. Beyond the intellectual 
contribution of neoliberal thinkers to Washington-based international 
institutions, economists trained in bastions of neoliberal thought, such 
as the University of Chicago, the University of Rochester, and UCLA, 
gained prominent institutional positions as key advocates of, and in
novators in, the practice of structural adjustment in many developing 
countries.17Within the World Bank, meanwhile, the shift to an emphasis 
on domestic economic governance institutions was pushed by the World 
Bank’s research department, which in the early 1980s had spearheaded 
an ideologically driven and very much radicalized position that saw



“any government intervention in m arkets” as inappropriate (Kapur et 
al. 1997: 625). That said, we should be careful in calling this form of 
marketizing structural adjustment “neoliberal” in some straightforward 
way. Structural adjustment lending was not universally supported in neo
liberal circles. For at least some “self-conscious neoliberals”— to recall 
Plehwe’s phrase—development aid per se was the problem. As a formula 
for massive lending—which is to say, massive intervention of a particular 
type—structural adjustment was criticized by neoliberal thinkers.18 W hat 
is more, as we have seen, the “marketizing” variant of structural adjust
ment was an assemblage of heterogeneous elements, patched together 
through the twists and turns of crises and failed responses to these crises. 
It was hardly the pure expression of ideology or economic theory.

But in both critical and sympathetic histories, the birth of structural 
adjustment through shock therapy has been given a kind of mythical 
origin in a few iconic figures and events that are associated with neolib
eralism in this domain.19 First among these is the response to hyperinfla
tion in Bolivia in 1985, when Jeffrey Sachs emerged as a key advocate of 
structural adjustment policies. Sachs shared with many contemporaries a 
basic optimism about rapid adjustment operations. “In a decisive action,” 
Sachs argued later, reflecting on the experience with structural adjust
ment in the early years, “one can end the monetary chaos and get money 
working again to be able to buy goods, to bring goods to the market, to 
be able to operate a supply and demand, and normal market exchange. 
This can happen very quickly, and it seems miraculous” (Sachs 2003).

However it seemed to Sachs (and many other observers), this was not 
a period of miraculous success. By the late 1980s both internal and exter
nal critics were pointing to problems with adjustment programs, includ
ing their impacts on social welfare, and their failure—still—to resolve 
the debt problem (Boughton 2001: 31). But the mood of the time was 
hardly one of circumspection or retreat. A 1988 World Bank review of 
adjustment lending, thus, identified myriad problems with adjustment 
programs, and recognized the need for “ improved design ... in the use 
of this lending instrument.” Nonetheless, the report maintained that its 
findings “reinforce[d] the basic rationale for adjustment lending” (World 
Bank 1988a: 10). The “structural adjustment apparatus” was, by the late 
1980s, consolidating.20

These, at any rate, were some of the conditions—the institutional m a
trix, the repertoire of techniques, the accumulation of past experience— 
that made a program like that laid out in “Window of O pportunity” 
possible. Janine Wedel (1998: 21) has written that the challenge of post
socialist transformation presented new problems to the IFIs because the 
formerly socialist countries had been “ ‘misdeveloped,’ not ‘underdevel
oped.’” But this is surely wrong. Key figures in the world of international



development were able to find in the postsocialist cases entirely familiar 
circumstances.21 The form of structural adjustment that emerged in the 
1980s was distinguished precisely by the fact that it assimilated the cri
tique of misdevelopment that had been articulated by neoliberals and 
other economists and policy observers. This is not to say that a reform 
template devised in other countries was simply imposed on Russia. Do
mestic reformers played an active role in modifying an existing repertoire 
of interventions to local circumstances.22 But these reformers, of course, 
were themselves not sui generis; they had been keenly observing and 
learning from unfolding events, first in Latin America and then in Eastern 
Europe. Whatever novelties are traced to the Russian case, no dramatic 
shift in paradigm was required.

W hat the post-Soviet experience did add, perhaps, was a kind of rhe
torical and imaginative inflation of the project. John Williamson, in 
outlining the terms of the Washington Consensus, had hailed the end 
of a development “apartheid”—the premise, fundamental to postwar 
development economics, that the institutions appropriate for develop
ment in the advanced industrial countries would not be appropriate for 
“underdeveloped” countries (Williamson 2002). But the Consensus was 
defined in relatively modest terms, referring to a “lowest common de
nom inator of policy advice being addressed by the Washington-based 
institutions” to Latin America, given the exigencies of the debt crises. As 
the socialist countries entered the picture, however, these policies were 
increasingly associated with a project of transformation that was cast in 
epochal terms. The World Bank’s 1996 World Development Report— 
which focused on problems of the transition countries, but generalized 
their circumstances to a much broader range of experiences—captured 
the mood and ambition of the period. “Between 1917 and 1950,” the 
Report argued, “countries containing one-third of the w orld’s population 
seceded from the market economy and launched a vast experiment in 
centrally planned economies that transformed the economic and political 
map of the world.” The present task was to “bring them back by steer
ing a ‘transition’ from planning to m arkets” (World Bank 1996c: 3). For 
the World Bank, “transition” served, at least for what turned out to be 
a relatively short interregnum, as an alternative to “development,” the 
rubric that had defined its mission since World W ar II. If “development” 
described a transformation from “tradition” to “modernity” (a project 
that seemed increasingly untenable after almost half a century of “de
velopment” ) then “transition” involved replacing one (pathological) m o
dernity with another, thus suggesting the end of another basic division: 
between the capitalist and socialist worlds. For supporters and critics 
alike, the project of structural adjustment gained epochal cast and world- 
historical significance.



The details of what transpired in the early years of Russia’s reform— 
the attempted application of “shock” stabilization, liberalization, and 
structural reform—have received exhaustive scrutiny. Like Bolivia’s shock 
stabilization the Russian experience has become an obligatory point of 
passage for narratives about neoliberalism. Here it bears recalling only 
a few points. A relatively small group of domestic reformers and foreign 
advisors—Sachs initially among them—gained influential positions, both 
formal and informal, in the government in the early 1990s.23 In the first 
years of the post-Soviet period, these reformers’ signal achievements lay in 
dismantling industrial ministries, in price liberalization, and in privatiza
tion. These measures shook industry in a destructive wave. But it was not 
the creative destruction for which reformers hoped. And it was not, they 
argued, enough destruction to begin with. The Central Bank, aligned with 
industrial interests, propped up enterprises with soft loans, allowing them 
to postpone restructuring or closure.24 The soft loans set off an inflationary 
cycle that, in the view of reformers, introduced growth-stifling uncertainty 
into the calculations of banks, enterprises, and other economic actors. 
Economic turbulence was accompanied by constant political turmoil that 
culminated in the 1993 shelling of parliament by President Boris Yeltsin.

By the early to mid-1990s, these events had already triggered an ex
ploding discussion of “transition,” and a series of characteristic debates. 
For critics early failures were to be hung on the shoulders of structural 
adjustment policies and misguided neoliberal reformers, who some saw 
as “all powerful” in the years immediately following Soviet breakup.25 
For defenders of the reforms, meanwhile, things looked much more dis
jointed: the failures of the early 1990s could hardly be attributed to any 
given, coherent approach since none had been tried. There is something 
to this. Sachs—the most prominent foreign advocate of structural adjust
ment in Russia during this period—spent the first years of the post-Soviet 
period criticizing foreign donors and cajoling the IFIs to see things his 
way. He complained of the lack of financing, and criticized the IFIs for 
insisting on budget deficits that were below those maintained by OECD 
countries. In any case, by the mid-1990s, Sachs was able to say that de
spite his entreaties, structural adjustment had not been seriously pursued 
by the Russian government, and that financing for structural reform “was 
simply not part of the West’s real policy discussion with Russia” in the 
early years (Sachs 1995b: 55).26 Of course this defense can be taken too 
far. Polanyi wrote that the last recourse of the pro-market liberal facing 
failure was to claim that real marketization was not tried, never that 
marketization failed. And in his persistent conviction that radical change 
could be led by a small policy elite, in his disregard for long-term politi
cal and institutional costs of such vanguard action, and in his insistence 
that change could be miraculously fast, Sachs often played the part of a 
reckless market revolutionary.27 One could make a lot or a little of this.



I would prefer to  simply point out that by the mid-1990s the project of 
“marketizing” structural adjustment was already being transformed.

R e d e f in in g  G o v e r n m e n t

As Stefan Koeberle noted in a comprehensive 2005 review of World Bank 
program lending, the paradigm of structural adjustment underwent sig
nificant changes by the mid-1990s. In the 1980s lending conditionali
ties had focused on “stroke of the pen” measures such as privatization, 
removal of price controls, and trade liberalization. By the early 1990s, 
however, conditionalities increasingly focused on issues that were “long 
term, institutional, and microeconomic,” related to the social sector, eco
nomic governance, and public sector management.28 This broader shift 
was reflected in the evolution of strategic thinking about reform in Rus
sia. Long-term institutional reforms were often mentioned in adjustment 
programs of the early 1990s, but they received little attention from do
mestic policymakers or international advisors. Over the next decade, 
however, such reforms took center stage.

The remainder of this chapter traces this shift in the Russian reform 
agenda. I will argue that the longer-term institutional reforms that came 
into focus in the late 1990s and 2000s can still be situated within the 
broad concern of marketizing structural adjustment: with making the 
economy flexible and adaptable to changing economic circumstances, and 
with correcting the “distortions” of Soviet socialism. But they touched 
upon areas that could not, for a variety of reasons, be dealt with simply 
through marketization. Structural adjustment had, in this context, to be 
reconceptualized: not as the “reallocation of resources in the economy 
after the introduction of m arkets” but in more substantive terms as a 
tricky accommodation between market mechanisms of allocation, exist
ing patterns of spatial, material, and demographic development, and the 
continuing social welfare aims of the government. My analysis focuses 
primarily on the assessments of foreign observers, since for the moment 
I am interested in the modulation of structural adjustment as a reform 
paradigm. But it is important to my broader argument that these foreign 
assessments increasingly converged with Russian government reforms in 
the 2000s, which are addressed in the next two chapters.

Fiscal Adjustment

The shifting emphases of structural adjustment lending in Russia were re
flected in a major World Bank strategy note, initially released on October 
16,1995, and later published in 1996 under the title Russian Federation: 
Toward Medium-Term ViabilityP Toward Medium-Term Viability (here



after TMTV) was situated at an important conjuncture in the evolution 
of post-Soviet reform. Sachs had withdrawn from his role advising the 
Russian government toward the end of 1994. In the same year, stabiliza
tion policies began to gain traction. Early in 1995, the Russian govern
ment and the Central Bank agreed on a stabilization package that was 
backed by an IMF standby arrangement.30 Funds began to flow in greater 
volumes from the IFIs, and supporters of “transition” began to assess the 
project’s chances with greater optimism. TMTV’s “Executive Summary” 
began by reviewing these developments, noting progress on stabilization 
and, w ith cautious optimism, projecting that Russian GDP—whose of
ficial decline in the period 1990 to 1994 was over 50 percent— had bot
tomed out, and that growth was poised to resume.

These accomplishments raised a range of new problems related to 
what TMTV’s authors called fiscal adjustment. M ost immediately, fiscal 
adjustment referred to a set of by-now familiar problems of fiscal and 
monetary management. “ To keep the stabilization program v i a b l e they 
argued, “ the Government will have to maintain tight fiscal discipline” 
(World Bank 1996b: ix).31 In the short term, “fiscal discipline” meant 
financing deficits not through “m onetization” but through sale of short
term  domestic debt and lending from the IMF; in the medium term, 
it meant reducing the federal deficit to 1 percent of GDP by 1999.32 
This understanding of fiscal discipline would seem to accord with what 
many critics have seen as the hard logic of structural adjustment and 
shock therapy: social welfare sacrificed to the cold facts of scarcity. But 
if we scratch only a bit beneath the surface, we find tha t in TMTV  fiscal 
adjustment opens out onto a range of substantive problems and priori
ties. “Cutting the deficit and stabilizing inflation,” the report’s authors 
argued, “are necessary but not sufficient conditions for restoring sus
tainable growth. ... A further requirement is the redefinition of the role 
of government” (World Bank 1996b: xiii). In some areas, they argued, 
“Russia continues to have ‘too much government,”’ singling out “too 
much interference in economic activity through enterprise support and 
subsidies, as well as a poorly designed tax structure that exacerbates the 
normal tax burden and discourages productive investment.” But in other 
areas, Russia had “too little government.” “Vulnerable groups in soci
ety,” they recognized, are “not sufficiently protected from adverse shocks 
during transition” and “too little is invested in critically needed infra
structure and social services.” This issue seemed particularly pressing 
given the fiscal and monetary tightening implied by stabilization, which 
raised the “the daunting task of further reducing the size and changing 
the composition of government at a time when social dislocation and re
structuring ... have placed a greater demand on public services” (World 
Bank 1996b: 31).



The bulk of TMTV was occupied with specifying this “redefinition of 
government” by outlining specific policy changes. The report’s second 
section, “Structural Policy Issues for Creating Fiscal Viability,” laid out 
programs for reform in five areas: taxation, intergovernmental finance, 
enterprise support, housing and utilities, and the social safety net. Taken 
collectively, the proposals hardly suggested a coherent direction or vision 
of reform; they were, rather, something of a tangle. The report called for 
the reduction and eventual elimination of production subsidies in agri
culture and coal mining, and of social welfare payments that were not 
targeted specifically to the poor. At the same time it proposed “continued, 
but modest, support to enterprises in one company towns.” The authors 
of TMTV  observed that Russia had perhaps the greatest interregional 
inequality of any federation in the world, and advocated reforms to make 
outlays from the federal government’s “Equalization Fund” more equal
izing so that poorer regions could afford basic social services. Finally, 
the report argued that due to “widening ... income differentiation and 
the emergence of pockets of poverty,” more would have to be invested 
in social protection programs, such as “a well functioning housing al
lowance scheme” to help households pay rising rates on maintenance 
and communal services such as heat, water, and electricity (World Bank 
1996b: xvi, 62).

TMTV 's third and final section presented a scenario for fiscal adjust
ment over the period 1996 to 1999. The scenario was developed using 
a “flow of funds” analysis, a form of financial modeling that examines 
money flows between the government, the rest of the domestic economy, 
and an “external” sector. Derived from accounting techniques, flow of 
funds models have nothing in common with the abstract economic m od
els—so frequently criticized by critical social scientists—that rest on as
sumptions about optimality, efficiency, or equilibrium. Rather, flow of 
funds analyses generate data-rich analytical models whose strength lies in 
their ability to understand interrelated changes in the financial accounts 
of various actors in an economy (echoes, despite obvious differences, of 
Soviet “material balances” ).33 This kind of financial modeling was in
vented in the late 1940s, and was soon adopted by the U.S. Federal 
Reserve, but was rarely applied to developing countries, in part because 
the data required was not systematically gathered. But with the fiscal 
crises of the 1970s, development program  modeling—which did not deal 
w ith money-flow issues—was found to be inadequate given the demands 
of fiscally oriented adjustment programs. Flow of funds analyses were 
adapted for the purpose, making it possible to model structural adjust
ment neither as a “reallocation of resources in the economy,” as Sachs 
had put it in 1994, nor as a transformation oriented to a concrete vision 
of future economic activities, as Rostow had imagined after World War II,



Table 6.1.
An Adjustment Scenario, 1 9 9 4 -1999 , as Percentage o f  GDP

Total deficit reduction 9.2

Increase in revenues 4.8
Direct taxes 2.2
Indirect taxes 2.3
N on-tax revenues 0.3

Reductions in expenditures 9.8
Public consumption 3.7

Subsidies 6.0
Households 3.5
Enterprises 2.5

Other expenditure reductions 0.1

Increase in expenditures — 5.4
Social safety net — 5.0
Public investment — 0.4

Note: expenditure increases have a negative sign. 
Source: (World Bank. 1996, xx).

but as a modulation of m arket valuation and allocation w ith substantive 
goals of government through the mechanism of the fisc.

TMTV’s adjustment scenario began from assumptions about growth 
and investment that were exogenous to the model. It then proceeded to 
project mutually consistent changes for the government budget, the re
mainder of the economy, and the external sector, taking into account the 
effect of the reforms outlined in the prior section. On the basis of this 
analysis, it was then possible to plan changes over time in the revenues 
and expenditures of the federal government: deficit reduction of 9.2 per
cent of GDP achieved through increases in tax and non-tax revenues (4.8 
percent of GDP), and a net reduction of expenditures (4.4 percent of 
GDP) achieved through a combination of cuts in subsidies and public 
consumption and increased outlays in various categories, particularly the 
social safety net (see table 6.1).

In contrast to the detailed visions elaborated in the general plans pro
duced by Soviet city-builders—to take one possible point of compari
son—the vision laid out in TMTV is indeed striking for its formality. A 
massive transformation of the economy and of government is represented 
in purely numerical terms, through a log of fiscal balances. But it is none
theless a plan of a certain type: it provides a framework for purposeful 
intervention by the state. And upon some reflection, it becomes apparent



that this vision of fiscal adjustment recalls not the stark antinomies of 
“great transform ation”—the market versus the substantive organization 
of society—so much as the discussions of the state budget in the Soviet 
1920s. The advocates of the “genetic” positions in the Soviet planning 
debates explored new ways to think about an expanding state, not as a 
substitute for the market, but as a major sphere of activity that had to 
be limited and adjusted in relation to the autonomous processes on the 
market. Reformers of the 1990s began, in some sense, from the opposite 
end of the problem: How could an already bloated state be disciplined, 
brought into some kind of general economy with the autonomous activi
ties of private actors? But in both cases planners used “extrapolation” 
to project the dynamics of economic activity from a known past into an 
uncertain future; in both cases the concern was with constraining the 
state within limits imposed by the economy, but also with examining how 
the state’s activity would reshape the functioning of the economy. In both 
cases the question was one of managing the articulations between mar
kets, administrative arrangements, and mechanisms for need fulfillment 
in areas such as public utilities, the system of interbudgetary relations, 
and mechanisms of social welfare. And in both cases the budget was the 
hinge that linked the autonomous domain of the economy to myriad 
substantive problems of governing.

The Substance o f Structural Adjustment

The guardedly optimistic assumptions underlying TMTV 's “adjustment 
scenario” were disappointed. Even after stabilization in the mid-1990s 
Russian GDP continued to contract. As Barry Ickes, Peter Murrell, and 
Randi Ryterman point out, this situation presented a “puzzle to those 
who claim that liberalization and stabilization are sufficient conditions 
for economic grow th” (1997: 105). Part of the explanation was to be 
found in macroeconomic conditions. An overvalued ruble made Russian 
enterprises high-cost producers in world terms. High interest rates made 
borrowing prohibitively expensive. Continued uncertainty made firms 
hesitant to undertake adaptive restructuring.

By the late 1990s another interpretation of the puzzling (for econo
mists) circumstance of “stabilization without grow th” emerged. Its per
spective was not macroeconomic but substantive in the Polanyian sense. 
It reconceptualized adjustment in terms of the existing material, demo
graphic, urban, and spatial forms of post-Soviet Russia. This interpreta
tion was initially articulated by critics of “transition”—David Woodruff, 
for example—and more technocratically minded observers—Clifford 
Gaddy is prominent, among others—trying to explain the slow pace of 
adjustment in light of stabilization in the mid-1990s. But this substantive



perspective was soon assimilated into World Bank strategy statements 
about Russia, and ultimately into the rationale for major government 
reform initiatives in the 2000s.

The starting point for this “substantive” analysis of adjustment was a 
question that preoccupied many observers of Russian affairs in the mid- 
to late 1990s, and was central to discussions of “stabilization without 
grow th” : Why did struggling Russian industrial enterprises not close or 
dramatically reorient production? On one level, the question provided 
its own answer. If loss-making enterprises survived, it was because they 
did not face hard constraints. Suppliers did not demand payment from 
purchasers; governments at all levels allowed tax arrears to accumulate; 
workers worked without wages; and energy producers—most crucially 
the gas monopoly Gazprom, which acted as a “value pum p” (Gaddy 
2008) for the rest of the economy—continued to deliver gas, oil, and 
electricity to firms that had no means to pay for it.34 The system-wide 
tolerance for arrears put off the day of reckoning for innumerable Soviet 
enterprises that stumbled on after Soviet breakup. Although it received 
less attention, a similar logic could be identified in the public sector. Local 
and regional governments were not forced to make dramatic cuts in pub
lic employment or services thanks to cheap or free gas and electricity, and 
to budgetary transfers that funneled money from the few value-adding 
parts of the economy to the overwhelming majority of cities and regions 
whose industry had contracted precipitously since 1991. If adjustment 
meant the reallocation of all these factors according to a market logic, 
then this system of arrears and (generally hidden) subsidies was a vast 
system of self-protection or preservation that, as Michael Burawoy and 
Katherine Verdery (1999a) have pointed out, could be observed at every 
level of the Russian economy and polity.

Similar issues arise, of course, in any country undergoing rapid in
dustrial restructuring. But in the late 1990s foreign observers recog
nized— and it is here that things get interesting—that the stakes of “ad
justm ent” and “preservation” in Russia were particularly high thanks to 
the peculiar features of Russia’s urban and industrial structure. W ood
ruff trenchantly observed th a t in Russia “the absence of possibilities 
for labor mobility, the prevalence of one- or few-factory towns, and 
the intertwining o f ‘public’ and ‘private’ physical infrastructures” meant 
that the survival of enterprises was “coextensive with survival of critical 
sections of the local community,” thus making the imposition of hard 
constraints particularly difficult (1999: 144). Fiona Hill and Clifford 
Gaddy w rote in similar terms: Russia, they argued, is in “an entirely 
different league from other developed states” due to the wide disper
sion of “huge cities and massive enterprises and extractive industries” 
across a vast territory in a cold climate (2003: 100). In fact, as we have



seen, it is the preponderance of small- and medium -sized cities— and 
the absence of huge cities—that really distinguishes the Russian urban 
pattern .35 But the key point here concerns the way that the existing sub
stantive arrangement of Soviet cities and industry came into the view 
of expert reflection about the problem of adjustment. Hill and Gaddy’s 
diagnosis was a universe away from the stark formality of the vision 
that Sachs had advanced in the mid-1990s—the reallocation of produc
tive factors by markets—or the placid assertion by the authors of “W in
dow of O pportunity” that no special consideration of the Soviet legacy 
was required to understand the endpoint of post-Soviet transform ation. 
We might also note th a t these features of the substantive economy that 
increasingly seemed central to problems of adjustment—the spatial dis
tribution and size structure of cities, the intertwining of production and 
social services, and the particularly intransigent connections between 
populations, industrial enterprises, and apparatuses of social welfare— 
were precisely the inheritance that Soviet city-building bequeathed to 
post-Soviet reformers.

Initially this substantive analysis was articulated as an explanation 
for the slow pace of adjustment. But soon it was assimilated into a re
vised conception o f  adjustment in which post-Soviet transformation was 
no longer conceived as a “transition” from socialism to capitalism but 
instead as a complex, path-dependent reconfiguration of the inherited 
forms of Soviet urban and social modernity. This revised understand
ing was evident in a 2005 World Bank economic memorandum, whose 
title— “From Transition to Development”—seemed to suggest that the 
specifically “postsocialist” problems of Russian transformation were in 
the past. But this title belied the report’s contents, which made it clear 
that post-Soviet Russia was not on the verge of becoming a “market 
economy with the commonly shared basic characteristics of the advanced 
industrial countries”—as the authors of the Grand Bargain had hoped in 
1990—or even a “normal middle income country,” as Andrei Schleifer 
and Daniel Treisman (2004) suggested in the more sober atmosphere of 
the 2000s. The problem of dealing with the socialist legacy was long 
term. Adjustment had to address not just macroeconomic variables but 
also the Soviet pattern of spatial development. “ [C]entral planning,” the 
report’s authors explained, “oversaw the industrialization of Russia but it 
also, to a large extent, oversaw the country’s urbanization. In the period 
after World War II there was rapid growth of ‘artificial’ cities, many of 
them newly founded and located in inhospitable areas to the north and 
east of Russia.” The result was an urban structure that was “unique to 
Russia” (World Bank 2005: 45). The implication for post-Soviet reform 
was that “reaction to the socialist legacy” could not consist of a “simple 
dismantling of that legacy: economic development is bound to be path-



dependent, shaped by the urban legacy of the socialist past, and there is 
no theoretical reason to suppose that urbanization in Russia will snap 
back to the status quo ante” (World Bank 2005: 28).

In this view the spatial allocation of people, of cities, and of the social 
welfare apparatus required to meet their needs, was itself identified as a 
“monumental misallocation of resources” (Hill and Gaddy 2003: 100).36 
“Structural adjustment” was acknowledged to imply, thus, a monumen
tal spatial and substantive upheaval. “Successful economic adjustment is 
predicated,” observed the authors of “From Transition to Development,” 
“on vast demographic changes, particularly internal migration across the 
huge Russian space, reflecting the need for spatial resource reallocation 
to deal with the socialist legacy” (World Bank 2005: 18).

In fact, during the 1990s “free-market forces” had begun “rectifying 
the mistakes of the Soviet era” through migration, particularly from the 
most extreme climes of the far north (Gaddy 2007: 35). But then some
thing rather paradoxical happened. As the economy began to recover 
after 1998, and as Russian firms began successfully adapting to market 
pressures—not through mass closures but through the reorientation of 
their production to real market opportunities—the Russian population 
became not more but less mobile. Rates of internal migration declined 
to levels less than one-third that of the United States or Canada (Gaddy 
2007: 36). The reasons are readily imagined. The “easy” spatial adjust
ments from the most remote and inhospitable areas had already taken 
place and conditions in many small industrial cities began to improve. 
Enterprises recovered and resources began to flow in greater volume 
through the public sector, leading to a decline in public sector wage ar
rears, and increased stability in communal service delivery.

But for reformers, Russia’s urban and industrial structure was still 
badly distorted. The problem was that, even in good economic times, 
the viability of these far-flung cities was predicated on a vast universe of 
tax policies, fiscal transfers, material flows, and tariff regimes that un
derpinned the Soviet system of social welfare and tha t shaped the Soviet 
urban pattern. If previously these material and fiscal flows had followed 
a logic dictated by the will of planners (or by the bureaucratic power of 
ministries) then in the post-Soviet period they were dictated largely by the 
existing pattern of settlement. Subsidized gas and electricity flowed where 
the wires and pipes ran, that is, to the existing urban settlements of post- 
Soviet Russia. Budgetary transfers—from the central government to re
gions, and from regional governments to cities—were channeled to those 
localities where pensioners, teachers, or health workers already lived. The 
problem of “spatial resource reallocation” and “ internal migration across 
the huge Russian space” remained, and it implied dealing not only with 
the private economy, but with the still enormous public sector.



So what form would adjustment policies take given this revised un
derstanding of adjustment as a process? One option for organizing the 
spatial repatterning of settlement in Russia, noted the authors of “From 
Transition to Development,” would be to create incentives for people to 
move from remote cities, or even to organize planned migrations. Pre
dictably, this administrative approach was firmly rejected for classically 
Misean reasons: “Given the state of our knowledge,” economic policies 
that “try to pre-judge the future geographical ‘winners and losers’ of 
long-term population reallocations run the risk of costly mistakes and 
may hamper grow th” (World Bank 2005: 36). Instead, the report pro
posed that the reform agenda should focus on the patterns of public and 
quasi-public resource flow and the regulatory regimes that supported the 
existing urban and industrial structure of Russia. “ [S]ubsidies designed 
to support remote locations, including differential pricing for energy or 
electricity,” the report’s authors argued, “are a tax on the more viable 
sectors and regions of Russia’s economy which have to finance them.” 
They therefore proposed reforms that would remove these subsidies and 
differential pricing regimes, thus eliminating their distortive effects on 
the allocation of people and cities across the country. Similarly, the report 
proposed reforms that would make the government budget function in 
a manner that was more consistent with market mechanisms for allocat
ing people across the country: “ [I]ncreased decentralization of taxation 
and fiscal expenditures,” it argued, would help ensure that “the actual 
economic situation of a particular location is most accurately reflected in 
households’ incentive structure” (World Bank 2005: 36).

In this way, mundane sociotechnical systems like infrastructures and 
the state budget became critical to the continued project of “adjustment.” 
Reforms aimed to make these systems more flexible, to loosen the spatial 
dependencies that they produced. But I will be at pains to argue that these 
reforms do not simply propose deregulation, decentralization, and flexi- 
bilization. These systems remain, after all, critical mechanisms through 
which the Russian government carries out basic social welfare functions. 
Reformers were thus left to craft accommodations between “flexibility” 
and the persistent imperatives of social provisioning.

N e o l ib e r a l is m  b e y o n d  t h e  W a s h in g t o n  C o n s e n s u s

This chapter outlined a rough genealogy of structural adjustment. It 
showed that the “marketizing” variant of structural adjustment that took 
shape during the 1980s should not be understood as the pure expres
sion of neoliberal ideology. Instead, it was an assemblage of elements 
that combined policies oriented to correcting distortions in domestic



economies with a particular lending modality that was initially forged 
as a pragmatic response to the debt crises of the 1970s and 1980s. This 
convergence emerged from a new problematization of economic crisis 
that focused not on “external” balances but on the flexibility of domes
tic economies. I also identified a dynamic tension in this problematiza
tion of economic crisis: as liberalization w ent “deeper” it encountered 
areas of governmental activity that could not be addressed exclusively 
through “stroke of the pen” reforms that simply removed state controls. 
Instead, adjustment required a more complex interweaving of market 
mechanisms, existing substantive features of Russian cities, and the so
cial welfare goals of government. Thus, in post-Soviet Russia, a project of 
adjustment initially conceived in purely formal terms, increasingly ran up 
against, and had to reflect upon and try to manage, the substantive reality 
created by city-building.

It bears noting that this evolution in the problematization of adjust
ment coincided with a significant shift in the alignment between national 
politics, economic processes, and the reform agenda in post-Soviet Rus
sia. For much of the 1990s, it seemed possible to portray structural ad
justment as an imposed project that enriched a tiny few while immiserat- 
ing the great mass of Russians. External support appeared to be aimed, 
as much as anything, at propping up unpopular domestic reformers, from 
the Grand Bargain to Yeltsin’s reelection in 1996 to the desperate at
tempts to stave off devaluation of the ruble in the summer of 1998. But 
these dynamics changed. The ruble did collapse in August 1998, despite 
an ill-fated $22.6 billion bailout whose failure turned out to be the coup 
de grâce for the Western-backed project of transition in Russia. Devalu
ation was initially seen as a disaster. But the shift in the terms of trade— 
and a contingent rise in world oil prices—contributed to rapid economic 
recovery that, among other things, eased the pressures on government 
finances. One important consequence was a marked loosening of the 
relationship between the government and IFIs. By the early 2000s, the 
Russian government had little use for aid from Washington, and Wash
ington’s influence in Moscow was, correspondingly, reduced.37 If in the 
1990s critical observers imagined a coherent neoliberal project backed by 
the United States and the IFIs, then by the early 2000s the specter of the 
“Washington Consensus” had faded from the scene.

So what has been the fate of neoliberalism in Russia after the devalua
tion? The presidency of Yeltsin’s successor, Vladimir Putin, scrambled the 
categories that made sense of the 1990s. His policies have been aggres
sively centralizing and in important respects authoritarian. Putin under
mined the autonomy of local and regional governments, curtailed press 
freedoms, attacked members of the oligarchy that was so crucial to Yelt
sin’s hold on power (while allowing others to retain or even consolidate



their positions), and effectively nationalized some strategic enterprises. 
But as Dieter Plehwe, Bernhard Walpen, and Gisela Neunhöffer (2006) 
have argued is true elsewhere, these developments did not mean the aban
donment of neoliberal reform. Putin is obviously not a liberal in political 
philosophy. But his government adhered to important elements of what 
is usually considered the neoliberal recipe for reform, maintaining a mac
roeconomic and fiscal policy that—notwithstanding some hand-wringing 
about resource dependency that seemed increasingly pertinent amidst the 
economic turmoil of 2008 and 2009—has generally won approval from 
outside observers. Meanwhile, in areas such as fiscal administration and 
social welfare the pace of “neoliberal” reform arguably increased. A com
prehensive review of the World Bank’s role in Russia concluded that its 
policy recommendations were more widely accepted in Russia after the 
devaluation than before it (Zanini 2002). This is certainly true of com
munal service and budgetary reforms, to which I turn presently. Both 
remain central to the Russian government reform agenda, and both are 
major areas of cooperation with external donors to the present day.

In short, by the 2000s the problem of neoliberal reform had been de
tached from the high politics and high economics of the “Washington 
Consensus.” But what followed surely was neither a reversal of neoliberal 
policies nor an abandonment of a neoliberal approach to government. It 
would be best to simply say that the 1990s were a rather peculiar histori
cal conjuncture, one whose specificity was often belied by the epochal 
framings used to describe it. It was shaped by what now appears to be a 
contingent ensemble of policies, geopolitics, and political personalities. 
Neoliberalism was associated with certain things in tha t context; today 
it is associated with others. The challenge, in this light, is to develop ap
proaches to studying neoliberalism beyond the Washington Consensus. 
“Beyond” does not necessarily mean “after,” since in many cases we are 
concerned with traditions of neoliberal thought that have long histories. 
Rather, it refers to dimensions of neoliberal critique and programming 
that have come into view now that structural adjustment and the Wash
ington Consensus no longer, like Yeats’s “vast image out of Spiritus M un
d i trouble our sight.



Budgets and Biopolitics

O N  SUBSTANTIVE PROVISIONING 

AND FORMAL RATIONALIZATION

W here a planned econom y is radically carried out, it must 
further accept the inevitable reduction in formal, calculatory 
rationality which would result from the elimination of money 
and capital accounting. Substantive and formal (in the sense 
of exact calculation) rationality are, it should be stated again, 
after all largely distinct problems. This fundamental and, 
in the last analysis, unavoidable element of irrationality in 
economic systems is one of the most important sources of all 
“social” problems, and above all, of the problems of socialism.

— M ax Weber, Economy and Society1

“ H e y ! Yo u ! M in F i n !”

Be f o r e  b e g in n in g  m y  f ie l d w o r k  in  R u s s ia , I traveled with a colleague 
to Rostov oblast\ a relatively rich and populous region in southern Rus
sia. On the way to the small cities in which we planned to conduct re
search, we passed through the region’s capital, Rostov. The stop was 
obligatory. Letters had to be signed and permissions granted for field
work to begin. Among the officials whose permission we required was 
the head of the regional government’s Ministry of Finance.2 The head of 
the Ministry was a woman—a circumstance tha t may seem initially sur
prising, given the near-total dominance of men in positions of economic 
and political power in Russia. But the vast majority of budget officers in 
Russia are women. In the Soviet Union money functioned as a unit of ac
count rather than a store of value; it was the allocation of things rather 
than the allocation of rubles that mattered. Thus, as M artha Lampland 
(2010) has observed, in the occasionally perplexing gendered division of 
labor in the Soviet Union, budgeting, considered a low-status occupation, 
was regarded as women’s work (see also Johnson 2006).

We soon found out, however, that this was not a typical Soviet bud
get officer but a forceful and fast-talking reformer who, in the course of 
our short conversation, offered a spirited defense of reforms tha t were



being advanced by the regional government to transform the system of 
“interbudgetary relationships” (mezhbiudzhetnye otnosheniia) in Rostov 
oblast3—that is, the system through which revenues and expenditures are 
distributed among the regional and local governments. As tax collections 
collapsed in most cities, local governments no longer had sufficient re
sources to pay for utilities and salaries for teachers and doctors, or to 
repair deteriorating infrastructures. In Rostov, as in other regions, the re
gional budget office had responded by transferring resources to cities and 
rural districts in an attem pt to “fill the gap” between local revenues and 
expenditure “needs” defined by long-established Soviet norms for social 
provisioning. In the lean years of the 1990s, however, most regional gov
ernments did not have enough money to fill the gap entirely. Predictably, 
transfers became the subject of acrimonious struggles between local and 
regional governments.

For reformers like the head of the Rostov Ministry of Finance the 
problem this crisis presented was not one of inadequate budgetary re
sources per se. Rather, it was that the very effort to perpetuate the old 
Soviet practice of gap filling created perverse incentives for local govern
ments, and worked against necessary adjustments to new fiscal circum
stances. Mayors and city councils did not respond to budgetary short
falls by cutting services or laying off employees. Instead, they jockeyed 
for transfers, in some cases by hiring even more teachers, doctors, and 
communal service workers in the hopes tha t they might thereby pressure 
the regional government to send more rubles their way. The solution, in 
the view of this reformer, was to make local governments in the region’s 
cities and rural districts face the harsh reality of scarce resources. And 
this is precisely what the reforms in Rostov aimed to do. On the one 
hand, they proposed that local governments—which had little autonomy 
in the Soviet period— should be given more freedom to define how they 
raise revenues and allocate expenditures. On the other hand the reforms 
imposed constraints on local governments. They proposed to clarify 
the system of “tax  assignments” that determined how much tax rev
enue collected in the city could be expended by the local government, 
and to create a system of “formula based financing” that employed a 
strict quantitative methodology to distribute scarce resources among lo
cal governments.3 In the new system there would be no more jockeying 
for resources or special pleading about local needs. M ayors and city 
councils would have to make tough choices to allocate limited resources 
among competing priorities.

After our meetings in the capital we moved on to conduct interviews 
in the small cities of Rostov o b l a s t most of which were based on indus
tries such as coal mining, machine building, and textile manufacturing 
that had been particularly hard hit by the brutal inflationary recession of



the 1990s. We had a memorable conversation with the head of the local 
government’s budget office in Belaya Kalitva. This budget officer, again a 
woman, presented a stark contrast to the regional reformer. Cut from the 
classic model of a Soviet finance official, budgeting for her was not about 
scarce resources and hard choices. Rather, it was about allocating funds 
to meet norm-defined needs. Her view, to paraphrase what a Ukrainian 
finance official said to my colleague Lucan Way (2001 ), was that the pur
pose of the Ministry of Finance was to finance things.

But this was a difficult time for financing things in Belaya Kalitva. The 
coal mines around the city, which provided a substantial chunk of local 
tax revenue, had closed. The city’s aluminum enterprise was barely oper
ating. In the Soviet period, Belaya Kalitva had been a relatively prosperous 
“donor” city—that is, it made a net contribution to the budgetary system. 
But by the late 1990s it was the region’s largest “recipient”— overwhelm
ingly dependent on transfers from the regional government. As this local 
budget officer saw things, just as Belaya Kalitva had contributed during 
better times, it should now receive help. “Our territory is a recipient [do- 
tatsionnaia] territory,” she reasoned. “In principle, according to the law 
on the finances of local government, there are our own revenues and fed
eral revenues. They should, in principle, give everything, as they did in the 
past.”4 She found, however, that entreaties to reform-minded regional of
ficials who calculated transfers based on strict formulas fell on deaf ears:
“ [The regional officials] say: we aren’t hiding anything from you__ They
make their calculations ... in Rostov—and we suffer.... And we say: Hey! 
You! MinFin! But there are new people there. The people who used to be 
there, they helped somehow. And now they just shrug their shoulders.”5

In the reflections of these two budgetary officers—one the reformist 
head of a regional ministry of finance, the other the budget officer in a 
small, struggling industrial city—we have two entirely different styles of 
reasoning about budgeting as a technology of government. For the local 
budget officer, the city appears in the old terms of city-building as a kho
ziaistvo, a collection of hum an needs tha t have to be met. For her, budget
ing is a problem of substantive provisioning that, as David Woodruff has 
observed, presents a kind of “social sine qua non .” For the head of the 
regional ministry of finance, by contrast, the city appears in a different 
guise: as a collection of calculative actors—mayors and members of city 
councils—who must be forced to make choices about which needs they 
wish to meet, and which, given scarce resources, they can neglect. This 
problem of formal rationalization—of allocating scarce means among 
different possible ends—seems incompatible with an absolute imperative 
to meet needs. A “social sine qua n o n Woodruff observes, can have no 
place in the world of “numerical assessments of costs and benefits—it 
introduces an impossibility, like a division by zero” (1999: 144-5).



During the 1990s this contrast between substantive provisioning and for
mal rationalization powerfully framed the stakes of reform in post-Soviet 
Russia. This was true not only for those who, like the budget officers in 
Rostov and Belaya Kalitva, were engaged in practical struggles over local 
policies, but also for critical observers trying to conceptualize the rela
tionship between the patterns of provisioning inherited from Soviet Rus
sia and what they generally regarded as neoliberal reform. In this chapter, 
using the budget as a test case, I ask whether this contrast between sub
stantive and formal rationalization does in fact offer critical purchase on 
the relationship between neoliberal reform and social modernity.

In debates about neoliberalism and neoliberal reform the government 
budget is often viewed as a key locus in which it is possible to observe 
the absolute antinomy between substantive provisioning and formal ra 
tionalization. “Budgetary austerity”—understood as a key component of 
structural adjustment and, thus, of neoliberal reform—presents an image 
of social welfare goals sacrificed to demands of scarcity (or the demands 
of international capital markets). But seen in a somewhat broader view, 
it becomes apparent that the government budget, far from being a site in 
which these two forms of rationalization are opposed, is among the most 
critical sites in which the tricky relationship between formal rationality 
and substantive provisioning is constituted as an explicit target of tech
nocratic reflection and management in modern states. On the one hand, 
during the twentieth century, as the social state expanded dramatically in 
most countries, ever-growing portions of national product cycled through 
the fisc, and were allocated according to some criterion of substantive 
need defined by governments. Budgetary allocations—and the process 
through which decisions about such allocations are made—can be there
by read as expressions of “public values” and of the mechanisms through 
which these values are defined and realized. On the other hand, the bud
get has also become a privileged site of formal rationalization—particu
larly since reforms (from the eighteenth to twentieth centuries) unified 
government budgets and professionalized budgetary management. The 
budget is thus also the crucial governmental mechanism through which 
scarcity is confronted, and through which government is forced to weigh 
competing priorities.6

Ideally, these formal and substantive dimensions of the government 
budget are carefully balanced in a framework of budgetary management. 
Through the budget, a government can survey its resources and its di
verse aims, and weigh the benefits, costs, and opportunity costs of vari
ous courses of action. As Naomi Caiden and Aaron Wildavsky put it in 
a classic essay,



[b]udgeting is supposed to aim for economy and the most productive 
use of resources. It should plan ahead so that funds are available to 
fulfill needs as they arise. Budgeting provides an accounting for past 
expenditures and revenues, controls current spending and revenues, 
and forecasts those of the future. Ideally, it helps to determine the ef
fectiveness of expenditures and allocates resources accordingly. 
Through its budget, a government may hope to understand its financial 
position, fix its best course of action, and implement public policy 
(1986: 146).

Ideally. But inevitably there are tensions between the formal and sub
stantive dimensions of a budget. As M ax Weber observed long ago, the 
substantive orientation of the state introduces an “unavoidable element 
of irrationality” into allocational decisions. The process of weighing the 
relative importance of different ends—and of choosing different courses 
of action that prioritize one rather than the other—cannot be a matter 
of purely quantitative calculation. This problem is germane first of all to 
socialism: it is the fundamental and enduring insight of neoliberal cri
tiques of socialist planned economies that they offered no mechanism, 
equivalent to a market, for expressing competing values in commensu
rable terms. But as Weber also noted, this “unavoidable element of ir
rationality” was present any time “social” problems were addressed by 
government. Any approach to budgetary management—including a neo
liberal approach—must therefore grapple w ith the relationship between 
the imperatives of calculative rationality (since, like it or not, resources 
are indeed scarce) and the imperatives of substantive provisioning.

And indeed, it turned out that the reforms I first encountered in Rostov 
were a bit more complicated than was suggested by the heated exchange 
(through my own intermediation) between regional and local officials, or 
by the simple antinomy of formal versus substantive rationality. These 
reforms did aim to make local budgets loci of calculative choice and thus 
of formal rationalization. But they also reinscribed—in a certain way— 
the substantive ends of Soviet social modernity. The questions were, then: 
How was this tricky balance between formal and substantive rationaliza
tion worked out? W hat style of reasoning animated these reforms? And 
what—if anything— did they have to do with neoliberalism?

I discovered that the Rostov reforms were adapted from a template 
that had been developed in a USAID-funded project on tax reform based 
in Moscow, which had formulated a framework for reform of interbud- 
getary relationships. The foreign specialists involved in this project were 
among a broader universe of economists and technocratic experts who, 
circulating among institutions such as the World Bank and USAID, made 
fiscal reform a key area of programming in international development



during the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s. Reading through the technocratic 
and academic literature that these experts produced, particularly on the 
critical questions of budgetary transfers and redistribution, I found that 
a clear line pointed to the work of James M. Buchanan, a central figure 
in American neoliberalism. In a series of articles written just after World 
War II, Buchanan identified budgeting as a key area of concern for a 
new liberal reflection on contemporary government given the rise of the 
social state. W hat Buchanan formulated, what the minor tradition of fis
cal federal theory elaborated technically, and what the Rostov reforms 
proposed concretely, was not a program for doing away with the norms 
of the social state. Rather, it was a program for reconciling the liberal 
preference for limited and decentralized government with the imperatives 
of substantive provisioning that are core to the social state. In exploring 
how it proposed to do this, we will get to the heart of fundamental ques
tions about neoliberalism and social modernity: W hat is the neoliberal 
position on redistribution? And what do neoliberal reforms propose to 
do with the norms that articulated the Soviet system of social welfare?

So v ie t  Bu d g e t s  a n d  So v ie t  B io p o l it ic s

We have already seen (in chapter 5) that the budget was a critical mecha
nism of Soviet social modernity, serving to finance a network of social 
and urban services that were distributed with increasing uniformity over 
Russian cities as the Soviet period wore on. Here it bears examining the 
Soviet budget in a bit more technical detail—and considering its transfor
mations in the early posi-Soviet period—so that we can understand the 
system that reformers grappled with.

The character of the government budget was hotly contested in the So
viet Union’s early years (see chapter 2). Two distinct visions of the budget 
emerged that corresponded to two visions of the state’s role in shaping 
collective life. The People’s Commissariat of Finance, whose position was 
dominant in the mid-1920s, emphasized the formal problem of the fis
cal constraints under which the government operated. It developed new 
techniques for projecting the autonomous dynamics of the economy so 
that tax collections—and, thus, resources available to the state—could 
be anticipated. The planning agencies, meanwhile, countered that bud
geting should be guided not by fiscal limitations but by the substantive 
ends of the state. The question was not one of working within limited 
financial resources but of mobilizing physical resources toward the telos 
of a planned future. The planners’ victory implied a fundamental change 
in the character of the budget. As planning (or, at any rate, administrative 
decision making) expanded to cover an ever-greater portion of social and



economic life, the range of activities reflected in the budget expanded as 
well. The state budget accounted not just for a limited state sector but for 
the entirety of economic processes in the country. Paradoxically, however, 
as the budget expanded to cover more and more activities, the practice 
of budgeting declined in importance. The budget no longer functioned as 
the key instrument by means of which the relationship between scarce 
resources and substantive goals was worked out. Instead, as Way puts it, 
the budget was “simply an accounting mechanism for distributional deci
sions made in other parts of the government” (2001: 55).

How did the state budget relate to  the planning for and provision of 
social welfare goods and urban services and, thus, to  the city khoziaistvo? 
In principle, plans for social provisioning in a given city—like plans for 
population growth, for industrial employment, and for all other aspects 
of urban development—were unified in a city plan. But there was not a 
unified budgetary mechanism through which resources for these various 
activities flowed. Instead, budgeting for local needs was splintered into 
multiple streams of expenditure that were often only lightly coordinated. 
Industrial production was planned and budgeted through the hierarchies 
of industrial ministries. Meanwhile, spending responsibilities for social 
welfare planning and urban development were divided. Industrial enter
prises might take responsibility for funding kindergartens, some roads, 
clinics, housing, and major elements of urban infrastructure such as water 
and heat systems as costs of production. Most primary education spend
ing along with some health care and communal services were funded 
through what can be called “local budgets,” since they corresponded to 
the official organs of territorial administration—local soviets. Particu
larly in small cities, where industrial enterprises dominated the scene, the 
scope of activities financed from these local budgets could be narrow. But 
it bears focusing on them here, for they later became the primary target 
of post-Soviet reforms.

Local budgets were managed by local offices of the union-wide M in
istry of Finance, a vast bureaucracy with offices in every republic, re
gion, and locality.7 The peculiarity of the system of budgets organized 
through the Ministry of Finance lay in the relationship between the plan
ning for revenues and the planning for expenditures. In the ideal-typic 
view of budgeting laid out by Caiden and Wildavsky, revenue constrains 
expenditures, imposing the fundamental fact of scarcity, and encourag
ing “economy and the most productive use of resources” (1986: 146). 
But as Carol Lewis (1976, 1983) has documented, in the Soviet budget 
system planning for revenue and planning for expenditures were largely 
independent processes.8 Plans for revenues were derived from plans for 
production at major local enterprises, which determined the amount of 
tax collection that could be expected in a given year. Plans for expendi-



tures, meanwhile, were formulated on the basis of budgetary “needs”—or 
potrebnosti—that were derived from norm-based calculations for social 
provisioning. The key mechanisms in calculating needs were prescriptive 
norms—similar to those employed in city plans (see chapter 3)—that de
fined the concrete elements required to fulfill a given need for a given unit 
of population: teachers per thousand school-age children; hospital beds 
per thousand population; heat per square meter of housing, and so on. 
Officials in the Ministry of Finance then used financing norms to trans
late these substantive needs (for teachers, heat, and hospital beds) into 
ruble equivalents. By aggregating these ruble amounts, it was possible to 
calculate the budgetary needs (potrebnosti) for a given locality. The result 
was a quantification of norm-defined needs of a certain population, with 
a certain demographic structure, living in a locality with certain charac
teristics (climate, building conditions, transportation infrastructure, and 
so on).

These two “plans” for the budget were brought into alignment through 
the mechanism of gap filling that we have already encountered in one 
of its post-Soviet incarnations (see figure 7.1). Budget officials (whether 
at the regional, republican, or all-Union level) calculated the difference 
between locally collected tax revenue and bureaucratically defined 
requirements for budgetary expenditure in any given city or region. 
They would then use transfers and adjustments in the system of tax  
sharing to close the gap between what was raised locally and w hat was 
required.9

This simplified picture of the Soviet budget system does not tell the 
whole story, of course. Incrementalism was a powerful determinant of 
budgetary outlays (that is, prior year “actuals” influenced subsequent 
year expenditures). Much financing was simply determined by the exist
ing network (set’) of facilities rather than by norms. And political influ
ence certainly played its role. Powerful party bosses from big cities were 
able to grab a disproportionate share of resources. But as we have already 
noted, the development of the Soviet social welfare system suggests that 
norms played a crucial role in determining the allocation of resources. 
This budgetary system promoted substantial equalization—not only of 
expenditures but also of social goods and services—across the territory 
of the Soviet Union.10 In this sense, the Soviet budgetary system was a pic
ture of substantively oriented economic action in nearly ideal purity— and 
w ith all its attendant pathologies. A city “showed up” in the budget as a 
unit of account in a system of mutually articulated norms that shaped the 
city-building khoziaistvo. Normed needs drove fiscal flows. There was 
no particular incentive to ask whether resources were available to meet 
these needs, or whether these resources were being used efficiently. There 
was no question of whether these needs were properly weighted, one in



relation to the other, or whether, indeed, they were the right needs in the 
first place. These simply were the accepted ends of government. The job 
of the Ministry of Finance was to finance them.

F i s c a l  C r i s i s :  P r e s e r v i n g  t h e  K h o zia istv o

With the collapse of industrial production in small cities this system of 
budgeting was thrust into crisis. Tax receipts declined precipitously and 
the expenditure burden on local budgets increased, as the responsibilities 
for financing many social and communal services previously supported 
by city-forming enterprises were transferred to local governments. One 
indicator of the depth of the fiscal crisis at the local level was the grow
ing gap between actual expenditures and estimates of expenditure needs. 
In Belaya Kalitva, for example, expenditures in 1995 still approached 90 
percent of “need.” By 1998 the number had plunged to a mere 30 percent 
(Collier 2001:196-97). Even using more modest estimations of need pro
posed in the Rostov budgetary reforms—discussed in detail below—by 
the end of the 1990s revenues only came to 66 percent of expenditures 
in the ten cities of the region where such a “deficit” was found.11 Another 
indicator of fiscal crisis was the increasing dependence of small industrial 
cities on transfers from regional governments. In the Soviet period such 
cities had generally been “donors”: net contributors to central budgets. 
By the late 1990s they were almost universally net recipients. In Ivanovo 
oblast\ where Rodniki is located, every city other than the capital re
ceived over 40 percent of revenues in transfers by the late 1990s. In Rod
niki the figure stood at 58 percent. In other cities it was as high as 60 or 
70 percent (Collier 2001: 195).12

So how did local governments respond to these newly austere circum
stances? One possibility would have been to cut services, lay off doctors 
and teachers, and transfer the burden of paying for communal services 
to recipients—to adjust, in short, the volume of substantive provisioning 
in light of hard constrains. But in the 1990s local governments did not 
take these steps. Instead, they treated support for these existing commit
ments precisely as a social sine qua non and struggled to adjust flows of 
resources around them, using a variety of strategies to preserve an exist
ing set of services and to preserve or even augment existing public sector 
employment.

One such strategy of preservation was to focus resources on “socially 
necessary expenditures” by, for example, shifting resources from agri
cultural or industrial subsidies to social expenditures such as education 
and health care.13 Within these broad categories—education, health care, 
communal services—local governments also focused on essential items
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Figure 7.1. Soviet and post-Soviet gap filling. During the Soviet period, M in
istry of Finance officials manipulated tax assignments and transfers to adjust 
the resources available to local governments so that they matched norm-defined 
“needs.” Although the system was distorted by various factors— including the 
influence of powerful ministries and tendencies of “incrementalism”— it con
tributed to the growing equalization of social and communal services across the 
Soviet U nion by the 1970s and 1980s. In the 1990s, this system was rocked by fiscal 
crisis, as revenues to budgets at all levels declined precipitously. One response 
of local governments was to manipulate mutual settlements of debt and in-kind 
payments to meet local needs. The budget thus emerged as a key mechanism of 
“preservation” in small cities during the most difficult period of economic collapse.



that were required to preserve a basic network (set’) of services. For ex
ample, wages and utilities were favored at the expense of capital repairs, 
maintenance, and supplies. By my calculations between 75 and 85 per
cent of the local budgets in Rodniki and Belaya Kalitva were expended on 
wages and utilities in the late 1990s (Collier 2001: 202). Another strategy 
of preservation employed by local governments was to carefully manage 
two distinct and largely separate flows of resources: one of cash, the other 
of things. These flows were “particularized” in the sense that resources 
were not passed from one circuit to another. Each came from certain 
sources, and each was directed to certain ends, a fact nicely summarized 
by a local budget officer in Rostov region, who noted that “cash is for 
wages; everything else—offsets \dengi-to tol’ko na zarplatu; ostaVnoe— 
vse po zachetam ].” In other words, any cash was used to pay workers 
employed by the local government, and everything else was transacted 
in various forms of material exchange.14 In examining these two circuits 
(figure 7.1), we can better understand not only how, in the face of fiscal 
crisis, local governments managed to preserve existing services but 
also how the budget served as a critical mechanism in rearticulating the 
city khoziaistvo.

First—the cash circuit. In the 1990s, cash was rare and precious in 
an increasingly barterized economy. To the extent that local budget of
fices collected cash revenue from local sources—that is from local enter
prises—they used it exclusively to pay wages of doctors, teachers, and 
administrators. But major industrial enterprises tried to avoid parting 
with precious cash. And local governments were not necessarily keen to 
press enterprises for cash payment, since tax revenue collected in cash 
had to be “shared” with regional and federal levels of government. In 
any case, the unpaid wages of doctors, teachers, and local administrators 
were a powerful tool for prying subsidies out of regional governments.15 
Locally collected cash revenues were thereby supplemented with cash 
transfers from regional governments that acted to “fill the gap”—not 
between “revenues” and “expenditures,” but more specifically between 
locally collected cash and the wage obligations of local governments.16

The other great circuit of resource flow was material. Through it, m a
jor local tax  payers— industrial enterprises, construction organizations, 
and so on—extinguished tax debts to the local government by rendering 
payment in goods and services.17 For example, enterprises and construc
tion or maintenance organizations might complete projects for the local 
government such as roadwork or repairs on facades of public buildings. 
Occasionally, barter transactions were arranged involving the products 
of industrial enterprises—easy to do when the product was coal, and a 
local government needed coal to fire a heat boiler; harder when it was 
rolled aluminum, as in Belaya Kalitva, or camouflage, as in Rodniki. But



most frequently, and in truly massive volumes, material flows through 
the budget involved heat—specifically hot water and steam—which en
terprises in many small cities produced thanks to the centralized boiler 
complexes they had built during the Soviet period. In the next chapter 
we will explore the reasons why these boilers remained in the posses
sion of enterprises after Soviet breakup. Here, the important point is the 
implication for local budgetary relations. Once responsibility for housing 
was transferred to local governments, the heat bill became the largest 
expenditure on local budgets in small cities. Consequently, a substantial 
proportion—at times more than half—of the local budget was transacted 
in heat offsets. Tax debts were swapped for hot water.

In sum, instead of adjusting to new circumstances, local governments 
hunkered down in what Michael Burawoy and Pavel Krotov (1992) have 
nicely called an “ involutionary” response to economic collapse. Local 
administrators pulled all of the levers at their disposal, carefully rou t
ing flows of resources to particular ends, in order to somehow hold the 
existing substantive economy together. From the perspective of local gov
ernments— and, it should be added, of most people who lived in the cit
ies they governed— “preservation” was a virtuous response to hard eco
nomic conditions. But for domestic and foreign reformers preservation 
marked, precisely, the pathology of the Soviet system as it faced the new 
realities of post-Soviet Russia. Drawing on an entire tradition—a neolib
eral tradition—of thinking about fiscal matters, they formulated a new 
kind of critique and an entirely different programming of the budgetary 
system. It is to this tradition that we now turn.

Bu c h a n a n ’s F is c a l  C o n t r a c t a r ia n is m

A comprehensive account of neoliberal thinking about the fisc would 
extend back to a nineteenth-century tradition of continental fiscal theory. 
But the story I tell here begins as an American story and a twentieth- 
century story that revolves around the economist and political theorist 
James M. Buchanan.18 Buchanan is widely recognized to have made semi
nal contributions to a neoliberal theory of redistribution. And the Rostov 
reforms can be understood as a technical elaboration, in the post-Soviet 
context, of Buchanan’s norm of fiscal equity. Buchanan is also of inter
est because he was embedded in the crucial American experience that is 
taken to be seminal for neoliberalism more broadly. The rise of American 
neoliberalism was, of course, a response in part to international events, 
particularly for those influential recent arrivals (Hayek, Mises, and oth
ers) who experienced fascism in Germany and Russia firsthand. But there 
was also an important domestic context that is more immediately rel



evant to our story. The U.S. federal government emerged from the New 
Deal and World War II having assumed new roles in economic regulation 
and social welfare provisioning. This development was viewed with anxi
ety by liberal thinkers. W hat were the implications of a growing central 
government for American democracy and federalism, or for the system 
of free enterprise? How might the rise of the “social state” be accommo
dated to principles of classical liberalism? It is in relation to such ques
tions that we should understand Buchanan’s efforts, beginning in the late 
1940s, to constitute the budget of the emerging post-W orld War II social 
state as a site of neoliberal critique and programming.

Buchanan is known best for his work on “public choice,” for which he 
received a Nobel Prize in 1986. In his first academic papers, however, he 
explored the narrower problems of public finance, federalism, and redis
tribution. I will try  to show that the technical framework Buchanan pro
posed for a neoliberal economics of public sector budgeting was taken 
up by subsequent generations of fiscal federal theorists. But I also want 
to emphasize how these mundane technical considerations were linked 
to a distinctive political philosophy that defines, it seems to me, what 
is specifically “neo” about Buchanan’s liberalism. Buchanan (and other 
neoliberals) argued that economists had arrived at workable approaches 
to the private economy but had ignored the analysis of government. This 
lacuna was particularly problematic at a time when the state was ex
panding rapidly. In this light, Buchanan revisited basic questions that had 
been raised by classical liberalism: W hat kind of a thing is the state, and 
of what elements is political collectivity comprised? How do we think 
about the “goods” or “values” produced by the state? The position he 
developed in his early essays might be labeled a “fiscal contractarianism.” 
It rested on the basic politico-philosophical claim of eighteenth-century 
liberalism: that government existed and possessed the authority to rule 
only thanks to the consent of the governed. But he also recognized that 
the government had a major role to play in addressing growing social 
inequality and in providing services to citizens based on some criterion 
of need. The challenge of reconciling these orientations—which, we will 
see, were often in tension—was the central preoccupation of Buchanan’s 
early reflections on the social state.

Methodological-Ontological Orientations

Buchanan’s first work on these themes was a 1949 essay, “The Pure Theory 
of Government Finance,” published in the Journal o f Political Economy, 
a crucial outlet of Chicago economics and, more generally, of American 
neoliberalism. The article addressed the fundamental question concerning 
the economic analysis of government: How does one think about the value



produced—and the burdens imposed—by the activity of government? 
How does one analyze fiscal choice from an economic perspective? M ar
gina list economics had provided the grounds for modern economics to 
conceptualize value as it was produced in markets by replacing the “sub
stance” theory of value found in classical political economy from Ricardo 
to M arx with a “subjective” theory, which posited that value was derived 
from the preferences of economic agents.19 The question was whether an 
equivalent proposition could be found for the value produced by govern
ment. “W hat,” Buchanan asked, “is the common denominator to which 
the alternative goals of [government] may be reduced for comparative pur
poses, analogous to the equally vague, but less elusive,‘satisfaction’ or ‘util
ity’ for the individual?”20 Could economic reasoning provide a solution to 
that “unavoidable element of irrationality” (to recall Weber’s phrase) in
troduced by fiscal distributions oriented to some criterion of need?

Buchanan contrasted two approaches to this question. The first was 
what he called the “organismic” approach, which he associated with the 
dominant Pigovian public finance economics of the time.21 It posited that 
the state was a “single decision-making unit acting for society as a whole,” 
and that government “sought to maximize some conceptually quantifi
able magnitude”—an overall “general welfare” or “social utility.” In this 
view “ [i]t is the function of the ‘fiscal brain,”’ Buchanan wrote, referring 
to Pigou’s metaphor that the government was the “brain” of the commu
nity, “to select the values of [the] many variables which will maximize 
social utility.” (1949: 496).22 “The necessary condition for a maximum” 
could be understood as a kind of equilibrium state for public taxation and 
expenditure, “produced when ... a dollar’s tax load upon each economic 
entity deducts from social utility an amount equivalent to that added by a 
dollar’s expenditure in each line” (1949: 497).23 The organismic approach 
thus formulated the problem of public value as an optimization problem; 
the value to be maximized was “social welfare.”

In his later work on public choice, Buchanan exploded this unitary 
conception of government and its assumption that the state acted in a 
benevolent way to maximize social utility or general welfare. He ana
lyzed government not as a single “fiscal brain” but as a collection of 
bureaucrats, policymakers, and interest groups who, Buchanan posited, 
were no more or less self-interested than any other economic actors. But 
in his early papers of the late 1940s and early 1950s, Buchanan was oc
cupied with a different problem. It related to w hat he saw as the “major 
difficulty” involved in understanding the values that the fiscal brain was 
supposed to maximize (1949: 496). For Buchanan, the concepts of social 
welfare economics were fundamentally mysterious. How, he asked, was 
public interest or social utility defined? W hat was this “society” or “pub
lic” for whom these values were valuable?



Buchanan contrasted the Pigovian “organismic” view of the state to 
a second—from his perspective, vastly preferable—approach in which 
“the individual replaces the state as the basic structural unit.” This “ in
dividualistic” position began from classic liberal contractarian proposi
tions. “The state,” Buchanan wrote, “has its origin in, and depends for 
its continuance upon, the desires of individuals to fulfill a certain portion 
of their wants collectively. The state has no ends other than those of its 
individual members and is not a separate decision making unit. State 
decisions are, in the final analysis, the collective decisions of individu
als” (1949: 498). In this individualist view the state was not a coherent 
actor that maximized anything. And there was, in any case, no “general 
welfare” function to be maximized since there was no “society” to whose 
“utility” such a concept might refer. Instead, public finance should be 
analyzed as part of an exchange, in which citizens traded one value for 
another. Budgeting was part of the process of politics as conceived in the 
liberal tradition, through which individuals got together to achieve ends 
that could not be achieved in isolation. As such, it was a domain in which 
the social contract was constantly renewed and renegotiated.

For Buchanan this individualistic perspective on the budget provided 
the orientations required for an economic theory of public finance. It 
suggested that it was not some mysterious quantity of social welfare but 
the balance in the exchange “between the contributions made and the 
value of public services returned to the individual” that should be re
garded as “the relevant figure” in thinking about the value produced, 
or taken away, by government. “Each individual,” Buchanan wrote, “is 
subjected to some fiscal pressure; his economic resources are reduced by 
the amount of tax that he bears. His real income is increased by the 
benefits that he receives from government services. The allocation of to 
tal tax load among individuals must be combined with the distribution 
of benefits from publicly provided services in any complete theoretical 
framework” (1949: 499). This individualistic focus had not been entirely 
absent from the prior economics of the public sector. But the classical 
approach had addressed only one side of the equation: the problem of 
“tax  incidence,” tha t is, the distribution of the tax burden tha t govern
ment imposed on individuals.24 The expenditure side—thus, the benefits 
individuals realized from the activity of the state and, thus, the value 
produced  by the state—had been neglected. An economic approach had 
to consider the “balance between the two sides of the fiscal account” 
(Buchanan 1949: 499, n. 5).

This balance—which Buchanan called the “fiscal residuum” (1949: 
501 )25 —was the critical concept for analyzing what he regarded as the 
fundamental question of fiscal policy in light of the social state: How did 
the fiscal system modify the distribution of income? In the “Pure Theory



of Public Finance” he laid out three possible orientations for the state’s 
intervention in patterns of distribution. In the first, which he called “ag
gregative,” government policy “increase[s] the inequality in the distribu
tion of real income among individuals.” In the second, “status quo,” the 
fiscal system has no net effects on income distribution. In the third, “re
distributive,” “people in low-income groups receive m ore benefits than 
they pay in taxes and the upper-income groups contribute more than they 
receive in benefits” (1949: 502).

In Buchanan’s view, it was not the role of a “fiscal scientist” to decide 
which among these options were appropriate; the distributional effects of 
the fisc were properly “political” decisions. And the political view of the 
day was clear. “For the present,” he wrote, the “redress of the prevailing 
income distribution toward greater equality has been accepted as one of 
the fundamental purposes of the fiscal system in the modern state.” In 
this light, the fiscal scientist could “provide policy-makers with practi
cal guides to action.” He or she could determine “roughly the amount 
of redistribution of real incomes actually accomplished through the fis
cal process” and indicate “alternative tax and expenditure allocations 
which would yield approximately equivalent redistribution results, some 
of which might result in significantly different effects upon the econo
my”—reducing, for example, the allocative efficiency of private markets 
(1949: 504). This was a strictly self-limiting vision of economic science 
that could have been drawn (indeed, may well have been drawn26) from 
Weber’s “Objectivity in the Social Sciences.” The role of an economist 
was to tell politicians which value-ends were being achieved by policy, 
and what the costs or opportunity costs of that policy might be in terms 
of other values (such as economic prosperity). It was not to determine 
what the proper aims of government should be.

Federalism and Fiscal Justice

“The Pure Theory of Government Finance” set out what Buchanan called 
the “methodological-ontological” terms in which a liberal critique and 
programming of the social state could proceed.27 It provided an explicit 
reflection on what government was, how public value should be under
stood, and what tools were relevant for its analysis. Buchanan’s next es
say, entitled “Federalism and Fiscal Equity” (1950), turned from these 
general considerations to the contemporary problems of the social state, 
addressing in particular those specific institutions involved in intergov
ernmental distribution in a multilevel federal system.

Federalism was a contentious issue in the United States after World 
War II. The growth and centralization of the government beginning in the 
New Deal challenged the autonomy of state and local governments. In



the late 1940s and early 1950s, Buchanan was hardly alone in recogniz
ing that these developments raised questions about the U.S. federal sys
tem that were entirely beyond the horizon of the constitution’s framers.28 
“In 1789,” Buchanan wrote, apparently referring to the year in which 
government under the U.S. Constitution began, “a significant share of 
economic activity was limited to local markets; there was relatively little 
areal specialization of production.” What is more, a small portion of col
lective wealth cycled through the governmental system, and “governmen
tal services were performed predominantly by the local units which were 
drawn up roughly to correspond in area to the extent of local m arkets” 
(Buchanan 1950: 584). Under such circumstances, as Buchanan saw it, 
public finance raised few problems for political liberalism. The preferences 
of individual citizens would be reflected in the expenditure choices of 
local governments that were close to their constituents. The production 
of value by government was limited, and seemed to rest on acceptable 
contractarian footing.

The situation after World War II was different. Industrialization, special
ization, and integration of the national economy had concentrated wealth, 
creating greater inequality across the United States. Simultaneously, since 
the 1930s the government had assumed a vast range of new roles, particu
larly in providing social services and social security. These developments 
raised a number of problems. The growth of the social state involved “the 
diversion of greater and greater shares of the total of economic resources 
through the fiscal mechanism” rather than through markets, raising ques
tions about how state activity affected mechanisms of resource allocation 
in the economy (Buchanan 1950: 584). The growth of specifically the fed
eral government moved mechanisms of collective decision making farther 
from those who were affected by them, thus undermining a key tenet of 
local democracy. Buchanan saw in this combination of circumstances a 
distinctive challenge for the U.S. federal system. “As more government 
services were provided equally to all citizens, or upon some basis of per
sonal need,” Buchanan wrote, “the discrepancies between the capacities 
and needs of the subordinate units arose” (1950: 585).

For many contemporary observers, the rise of the social state meant 
that the extant U.S. political system had become “outmoded, and the 
federal spirit [was] a thing of the past” (Buchanan 1950: 585). They 
argued that only a unitary state—no longer organized along federal 
lines— “would resolve the peculiar fiscal problem ” that federalism faced 
when confronted with the imperatives of equality that were central to 
the social state. Given what we know—or what we think we know— 
about neoliberalism, we might expect that Buchanan took precisely the 
opposite position, opposing the new roles of government, particularly 
in welfare provisioning, preferring to defend markets and autonomous



local government. But this was not the case. Buchanan felt that social 
welfare and central redistribution were unavoidable features of life 
in a complex industrial society. They were necessary if one wanted 
to move from a situation of growing inequality to a distribution of 
wealth tha t was, as he put it, more “ethically acceptable” (1950: 590). 
The question was not whether there ought to  be a social state but how 
such a state could be reconciled with the values of individual autonomy, 
local control, and market organization of the economy. W hat were the 
neoliberal grounds for redistribution? And how could the fiscal system 
serve, in Buchanan’s terms, as the “major means” through which un
equal distribution was redressed?

In “Federalism and Fiscal Equity,” Buchanan approached these ques
tions by focusing on one critical point of intersection between institutions 
of federalism, public finance, and redistribution—namely, federal grants 
to states. This may seem a narrow and technical topic, but it was of great 
political importance at the time. Much of the New Deal had been fi
nanced through federal grants, and they featured centrally in discussions 
of the U.S. fiscal system and, more generally, of social welfare, after World 
War II. As such, the principles for their allocation were crucial to patterns 
of redistribution in the United States. Buchanan’s analysis began by con
sidering the basic principle of the social state: that government services 
should be “provided equally to all citizens” or on “some basis of personal 
need.” He did not reject this basic orientation but restated it so that, in his 
view, it could be reconciled with liberal principles. First, he insisted that 
the proper question was not whether different states in the U.S. federal 
system actually delivered equal services. It was essential, in his view, to 
preserve the autonomy of local governments that were “close” to their 
constituents. Instead, the appropriate principle was equality of fiscal ca
pacity of states, which should be able “to provide equivalent services at 
equivalent tax burdens” but might choose differing levels of services and 
taxation (1950: 586).29

Buchanan’s second modification of the equality principle concerned the 
relevant units for thinking about equalization: What, precisely, should be 
equal? “Equal fiscal capacity” was a concept that referred to states (that 
is, to sub-national governments). But “equality in terms of states,” Bu
chanan wrote, is “difficult to comprehend, and it carries with it little 
ethical force for its policy implementation.” “Is there,” he asked, “any 
ethical precept which implies that states should be placed in positions 
of equal fiscal ability through a system of intergovernmental transfers?” 
(1950: 586). Buchanan concluded that principles of redistribution could 
be placed on firmer ground if the equality of individuals rather than that 
of states was in question. W hat a fiscal system should provide in a liberal 
and democratic polity, he argued, is “equal treatm ent for equals”—equal



treatment for “persons dissimilar in no relevant respect.” This, for Bu
chanan, was an “essential ... guide to the operations of a liberal demo
cratic state, stemming from the same base as the principle of the equality 
of individuals before the law ” (1950: 587). But this formulation is not 
self-evident. It seems clear enough to speak of equality before the law. 
W hat does it mean to speak of equality before the fisc?

In answering this question, it is helpful to first ask what might be meant 
by inequality before the fisc. For Buchanan, the growth of government 
expenditures had created—or made dramatically more acute—a certain 
kind of fiscal inequity that could be explained in the following way. Imag
ine two states, one rich and one poor. In order for the governments of 
these respective states to provide equal levels of social services, the rate of 
taxation would have to be much higher in the poor state than in the rich 
state since taxes are imposed on a lower per capita income of its inhabi
tants. Thus, in figure 7.2, if the to tal income in state A (IStateA ) is greater 
than the total income of state B (IStateB) then the rate of taxation in state B 
(Tstateß) would have to be greater than taxation in state A (TStateA) in order 
to collect a certain amount of revenue (R). Now imagine two individuals, 
equal in all respects, including income; one lives in the poor state, one in 
the rich state. A given level of public services will come at a higher cost 
for the individual in the poor state than for the individual in the rich state 
since the rate of taxation required to pay for such services is higher. This 
is “fiscal inequity” ; a kind of inequity—unequal treatm ent of equals due 
to a geographic accident of birth—that offended liberal thought.

W ith this understanding of fiscal inequity in mind we can imagine 
what Buchanan meant when he spoke of fiscal justice. Fiscal justice— 
equality before the fisc—refers to a situation in which states were able to 
provide “equal services at equal rates of taxation” (Buchanan 1950: 586). 
This was precisely the equalization of fiscal capacity, but now  rooted in 
firm individualistic grounds. Fiscal justice required a transfer of resources 
from rich to poor states in sufficient volume that, at a given rate of taxa
tion, an individual w ith a certain income in a poor state could receive the 
same services as an individual with the same income in a rich state. Such 
redistribution could be achieved through various mechanisms: through 
federal grants to poorer states, or—the alternative that Buchanan thought 
theoretically preferable but less practicable—by adjusting the federal tax 
rate applied in each state.

In developing the nearly taken-for-granted liberal formula that equals 
should be treated equally in the mundane domain of fiscality, Buchanan 
arrived at an original approach to the problems of the social state, one 
that would have longstanding implications for the neoliberal program 
ming of government. Its implications are surprising, given our usual un
derstanding of neoliberalism. Although the equalization of “fiscal capac-
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Figure 7.2. Buchanan’s conception of fiscal equity. James Buchanan argued that 
the only meaningful value that could be produced by government was value 
for concrete individuals, defined by their ow n preferences. This individualist- 
contractarian assumption led him to formulate a striking argument for redistri
bution in modern societies with large social states that, he thought, was consistent 
with the tenets of classical liberalism.
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ity” referred to subnational governments, it also implied interpersonal 
redistribution since equalization affected both the tax burden imposed 
on individuals and their “income,” understood to include the individual 
utilities that are realized from government expenditures.30 Buchanan pre
sented, thus, a principled defense of equalization that, following the clas
sic liberal argument for social welfare, did not rest on any conception 
of charity. “Inter-area transfers,” Buchanan wrote in the conclusion to 
“Federalism and Fiscal Equity,” “do not represent outright subsidization 
of the poorer areas, do not represent charitable contributions from the 
rich to the poorer areas. ... The principle establishes a firm basis for the 
claim that the citizens of the low income states within a national econ
omy possess the ‘right’ that their states receive sums sufficient to enable 
these citizens to be placed in positions of fiscal equality with their equals 
in others states” (1950: 596).

F is c a l  F e d e r a l is m : Pr o g r a m m in g  t h e  So c ia l  St a te

Over the following three decades, Buchanan’s work on fiscal contrac
tarianism evolved into a sustained reflection on economic constitutions 
that was in dialog with major strands of normative theory in the postwar 
United States. His subsequent theory of public choice became a central 
framework for a new political economy. But his early work on fiscal
l y  and federalism was taken up in another tradition that was quite re
moved from high theory in political science or economics. This was the 
field of fiscal federal theory, one of those “m inor” traditions of neoliberal 
thought and practice to which I referred in this book’s introduction. It 
lies, following Michel Callon, at the interstices of “several worlds and 
institutions” and has compiled “an entire body of knowledge” that, “al
though hybrid” is “both original and general” (1998b: 28). Prominent 
academic economists, such as Buchanan, Charles Tiebout, and Wallace 
Oates, have made major conceptual contributions to this field. But of 
equal importance are figures who circulate among the domains of aca
demic production, policy research, and consultancies, think tanks, and 
government ministries: Robin Boadway, Anwar Shah, Jorge Martinez- 
Vazquez, and Galina Kurlyandskaya, to name only a few contemporary 
figures, of varying international prominence, whose work is drawn on in 
the discussion that follows.31

The modern theory and practice of fiscal federalism can be traced to 
the period around World W ar II. A comprehensive review would consider 
how its subsequent development has been inflected by episodes such as 
the “federalism crisis” in the United States in the 1960s and 1970s, the 
experience with equalizing transfers in Canada, discussions of European



Union federalism and, most recently, the experience of developing and 
“transition” countries following fiscal crises in the 1980s and 1990s.32 
My aim in this section, however, is not to trace the theoretical or practical 
development of fiscal federalism per se. Instead, I will show how, through 
this minor tradition, the conceptual orientations laid out in Buchanan’s 
fiscal contractarianism were turned into an entire programming of the 
social state that would ultimately shape reforms in post-Soviet Russia.

Microeconomics o f the State:
Citizens as Consumers— Government as Enterprise

Fiscal federal theory is a body of economic thought about a multilevel 
governmental system comprising a central government and at least par
tially autonomous regional (state) and local (urban or rural district) gov
ernments.33 It is an “economic” theory of the state in the sense that these 
governments at different levels are conceived as autonomous actors that 
can be analyzed in terms of their preferences and their calculated choices 
in the face of incentives created both by constituents (citizens and firms) 
and by the institutional setup of the governmental system itself. Taxa
tion and expenditure—the classical problems of public economics—are 
central topics for fiscal federal theory, much of which is concerned with 
the most basic questions of budgetary programming in a federal system: 
Which level of government—local, regional, or central—should pay for 
defense, education, or social welfare services? Which should impose 
property, income, or sales taxes? How should intergovernmental grants 
be organized? I will show that these mundane problems are linked to a 
framework for programming the state through choice, calculation, and 
enterprise, particularly in light of the functions and value orientations of 
the social state.

Following Buchanan’s orientations, the literature on fiscal federal
ism assumes that the relevant values in public economics are individual 
values: costs borne and benefits enjoyed by individual citizens, not by 
any collectivity whose welfare should be maximized. This conception of 
public value creates a presumption in favor of decentralization in the 
programming of fiscal federal relations. If the relevant values are indi
vidual values, and individual preferences are not homogeneous (that is, 
not everyone wants the same things), then it can be presumed that local 
governments are, as Robin Boadway has argued, “best able to cater to the 
preferences and needs of their residents (2003: 3).”34

Another central preoccupation of fiscal federal theory is the role that 
the federal system plays in determining the allocation of people, en
terprises, and government services across a federal state. Fiscal federal 
theory analyzes the interactions of citizens, enterprises, and subnational



governments in terms of “market-like” adjustments structured by mecha
nisms of choice, competition, and enterprise. Citizens are understood as 
consumers—or, as Charles Tiebout (1956) put it in his seminal article,“ A 
Pure Theory of Local Expenditures,” “consumer-voters”—who can pres
sure governments to provide the level of taxation and services that they 
desire, or “vote with their feet” by moving to jurisdictions in which the 
mix of services and taxes fits their preferences.35 “In much the same way 
that consumers purchase private goods,” Wallace Oates explained, in a 
federal system an individual who is “unhappy with the pattern of expen
ditures and the structure of taxes in his community” can “always move 
to another community which provides a ‘fiscal package’ better suited to 
his tastes” (1968: 48). If citizens and enterprises are understood as dis
criminating consumers of a “fiscal package,” then subnational govern
ments are analyzed in terms of their enterprising efforts to increase their 
tax base by attracting firms and people and promoting local economic 
development. Through the appropriate programming of fiscal federal re
lations, subnational governments can be framed as calculative agencies 
with “an incentive,” as Philip Hanson has put it, “to promote the long
term grow th” of the cities or regions that they administer (2006: 193).

Today, this framework may seem commonsensical. But in the 1950s 
when its foundations were being laid in the work of Thiebout, Buchan
an, and others, fiscal federal theory presented a critical revision of then- 
dominant theories of public finance. The reigning public sector econom
ics, dominated by Richard Musgrave and Paul Samuelson, was restricted 
to an analysis of a unitary governmental system. In this important respect 
it shared the assumptions of the organismic theory of the state that Bu
chanan criticized in 1949.36 And as Tiebout observed, given that Samu
elson allowed for “no ‘market-type’ solution ... to determine the level of 
public goods,” his approach seemingly left economists and policymakers 
“with the problem of having a rather large portion of ... national income 
allocated in a non-optimal way when compared with the private sector” 
(1956:416).

As it emerged in the hands of Buchanan, Tiebout, Oates, and others, 
federal fiscal theory aimed to show that the autonomous adjustments 
among citizens, firms, and local governments could serve precisely as a 
“m arket-type” solution to the production of public services and the defi
nition of public value.37 In Tiebout’s view, the locational decision of firms 
and residents “replaces the usual m arket test of willingness to buy a good 
and reveals the consumer-voter’s demand for public goods” (1956: 420).38 
The choices of local governments in providing these goods—and interlo
cal competition to provide the best “fiscal package”—replaced mecha
nisms of market competition. In this way, fiscal federal programming was 
conceived in part as a political technology for “enhancing] the efficiency



of resource allocation” in countries in which an increasing volume of 
national product was being cycled through the fisc (Oates 1968: 48). 
It presented a powerful vision of how the mutual adjustments between 
populations, production, and systems of social welfare provisioning 
could be organized through spontaneous, decentralized processes. In it 
we find what are usually taken to be the classic markers of neoliberalism: 
government through calculative choice; the extension of market schemas 
to non-economic domains—here, specifically, the domain of government.

But we should not be too quick to conclude that fiscal federalism is 
a market model of the public sector, and that this, precisely, marks its 
neoliberalism. For we have considered only one side of the story. Fiscal 
federal theory is indeed a theory of government through the dispersed 
calculative choices of firms, local governments, and “consumer-voters.” 
But it is equally concerned with the functions that cannot be fulfilled—or 
that can only be fulfilled in an inefficient manner—through “spontane
ous” or decentralized processes of adjustment, and that have, therefore, 
to be centrally provided.39 Crucial among these are economic stabilization 
and national defense—both of which are “pure” public goods. Although 
spending on social welfare is generally considered to be an appropriate 
prerogative of local government, distribution, and, thus, redistribution, 
is considered to be an appropriately central function. And in managing 
redistribution, we will see, fiscal federal theory reintroduces problems of 
substantive provisioning into its formal framework.40

Transfers and Equity: Microeconomic Critique and Programming

To illustrate this point we can consider the area of fiscal federal program 
ming in which Buchanan made his most singular contribution and that 
also happens to be most relevant to the Rostov reforms: the design of 
redistributive transfers or “equalization grants.” At certain moments the 
topic of equalization grants has received a great deal of attention in the 
fiscal federalism literature. But the fiscal federal theory of equalization 
has been technically elaborated only in recent decades, indeed, arguably 
in the last several years.41 The context—which relates in particular to 
developing and “transition” countries—is relevant to our story.

As we saw in the prior chapter, problems of fiscal reform were pushed 
to center stage in developing and transition countries by balance of pay
ments crises that triggered battles over deficits and the volume of gov
ernment expenditures in the 1970s and 1980s. Initially reforms focused 
on “rolling back” the state in order to achieve fiscal balance and make 
domestic economies more flexible given volatile economic conditions. De
bates about these reforms focused, therefore, on the size of the state rela
tive to the private economy. But by the 1980s and 1990s reforms increas



ingly focused on the “institutional setup” of fiscal systems. Thus, a 1988 
World Development Report on public finance and development called for 
moving beyond debates about the size of the state—which it considered to 
be inconclusive and fruitless—to questions about how the state should be 
programmed as an allocational and distributional mechanism.42

When compared to the richer industrial countries, developing and tran
sition countries tended to have highly centralized fiscal systems (World 
Bank 1988b: 48). This was particularly true of the socialist cases, many 
of whose budgetary systems were essentially unitary. By the 1990s and 
2000s major decentralization initiatives were underway in many of these 
countries, often supported by external donors such as the World Bank 
and USAID. For reasons that should be apparent, decentralization was 
itself a critical dimension of fiscal federal programming. By defining what 
revenue sources and what expenditure responsibilities belonged to local 
governments— and, of course, by expanding their autonomy—reformers 
hoped to make the public sector more efficient, and more responsive and 
accountable to the diverse preferences of citizens.

At the same time, reformers and policymakers recognized that decen
tralization raised new problems. Jorge Martinez-Vazquez and R. J. Searle 
noted that “very often the allocation of expenditure and revenue assign
ments in a fiscally decentralized nation leads to horizontal fiscal imbal
ances”—that is, inequalities in the resources available to governments 
at the same “level”— “because of the different fiscal capacities and ex
penditure needs of sub-national governments” (2007a: 3).43 Equalization 
transfers were thus seen as “a necessary counterpart to decentralization, 
offsetting its tendency to create disparities among regions in the ability to 
provide public goods and services” (Boadway 2003: 1).

The programming of redistribution in fiscal federal theory—at least in 
every formulation I have encountered—begins from the familiar norm 
of fiscal equity: equals should be treated equally. In the contemporary 
literature Buchanan is recognized as the source of this norm, which is 
interpreted as he interpreted it: local governments ought to be able to 
provide “comparable public services at comparable tax rates” (Boad
way 2003: 3).44 W hat contemporary fiscal federal theory has added to 
this broad normative orientation is both a massive technical elaboration 
of the programming of equalization transfers—to which we turn in a 
moment—and a critical assessment of the systems of intergovernmental 
transfers that have emerged since World War II.

In the lens of fiscal federal theory, the postwar experience revealed a 
number of problems with mechanisms of distribution around the world. 
In most countries, transfers were calculated on the basis of a “gap filling” 
mechanism akin to the Soviet system. Central or regional governments 
calculated the difference between estimated local revenues and the ex



penditure “needs” of local governments, and then transferred resources 
to close the gap. Fiscal federal theory recognized that the quantities that 
defined this fiscal “gap” were calculated in a way that created perverse 
incentives for local governments. Estimates of revenues were often based 
on prior-year tax collection. Such an approach, as Richard Bird and Fran- 
cios Vaillancourt explain, gave local governments “an obvious incentive 
to impose lower tax rates ... or to make less effort to collect taxes in or
der to receive higher equalization grants” (2007: 263 ). A parallel problem 
arose in calculations of budgetary “need.” In many cases, regional or cen
tral governments defined a locality’s expenditure requirements by refer
ring to the prior year budget, or examining existing “commitments”—the 
salaries of teachers or health care workers already hired, or the costs of 
facilities already built. As a result, Le Grand notes, local governments had 
“an incentive to increase public expenditure” (1975: 535). If equalizing 
transfers based on gap filling created incentives for a “race to the bot
tom ” when it came to taxation, then when it came to expenditures they 
perversely incentivized a “race to the top.”

This microeconomic critique of equalizing transfers implied, in turn, 
a microeconomic programming of local (regional or municipal) govern
ments. To better grasp how this microeconomic programming works, 
it will be helpful to refer to Michel Callon’s framework for analyzing 
the constitution of “calculative agencies” in markets. Callon focuses in 
particular on the work of “framing,” which serves to “define agents (an 
individual person or a group of persons) who are clearly distinct and 
dissociated from one another” and can, therefore, calculatively pursue 
their self-interest (1998b: 17). It is crucial to underline what Callon notes 
parenthetically: these agents may be individuals or a collective of some 
size and type, whether a capitalist firm or a city government. The work of 
framing entails, first of all, clearly delimiting the rights, responsibilities, 
and scope of autonomy of these agents. It also entails “formatting” the 
mode of interaction between the calculative agency and its environment. 
As Callon puts it, “a clear and precise boundary must be drawn between 
the relations which the agents will take into account ... in their calcula
tions and those which will be throw n out of the calculation as such” 
(1998b: 16). By externalizing factors that should not be taken into ac
count and internalizing those that should , framing defines the “possible 
worlds” among which an actor must choose, and defines, thus, what is at 
stake (and what is not at stake) in calculative choice.45 For Callon, thus, 
calculative actors are technical artifacts whose production can be exam
ined by investigating the w ork of framing.

In the fiscal federal approach to equalizing transfers, the framing of 
local governments as calculative agencies works through programming 
key variables in a fiscal federal system: the distribution of competencies,



the assignment of revenue sources, and the calculation of equalization 
payments itself. Thus, for example, fiscal federal programming will aim, 
following Callon, to “disentangle” different levels of government, m ak
ing them  “clearly distinct and dissociated from one another” by clarify
ing their right to levy certain taxes, their claim to some portion of the 
proceeds from those taxes, and their responsibility for financing certain 
expenditures. The framing of choice is also achieved by defining which 
factors will, and which will not, be taken into account in the choices 
of these calculative agents. Thus, fiscal federal theorists have proposed 
ways to calculate transfers so that their volume will not, as Le Grand 
puts it, vary with the “fiscal operations” of a local government (1975: 
536). They are “externalized” from a local government’s taxation and 
expenditure decisions.

The details of this “ framing” will become clearer in the next section, 
when we return at last to budget reforms in post-Soviet Russia. In antici
pation of that discussion, and in wrapping up the present one, it bears 
making an observation about fiscal federal theory as a framework of 
government through calculative choice. Thus far, it has certainly seemed 
that fiscal federal programming has, following Nikolas Rose, a certain 
“formal” character. It aims to constitute local governments as loci of cal
culated choice, where scarce resources have to be rationally apportioned 
among diverse ends. But the formality of fiscal federal programming goes 
much further. Fiscal federal theory imagines a system of adjustments 
based on the autonomous choices of people and firms to locate in one city 
rather than another, or of local governments to provide a “fiscal pack
age” that will attract them— and not on directed intervention by central 
government. Even the normative orientations of fiscal federal theory—to 
fiscal equity—are expressed in purely formal terms. Fiscal equity, which 
requires that individuals could enjoy equal services at a given rate of 
taxation, is a statement of capacities that can itself be instituted through 
a logic of local autonomy and calculated choice. It does not require spe
cific reference to any particular kind of substantive provisioning to any 
specific individual or group.

But we will see that in order to operationalize the principle of fiscal 
equity a whole series of substantive problems will have to be introduced. 
The realization of fiscal equity in practice requires prior decisions about 
which services should be provided by government—that is, about the 
proper substantive ends of government. It will also require that the pro
gramming of transfers takes into account a range of factors—the demo
graphic structure of a local population, climatic conditions, access to 
transport, the material organization of welfare provisioning, the rate of 
poverty, and on and on—that define the “need” for budgetary resources 
in a given locality. “Fiscal equity” thus opens out onto a vast universe



of problems concerning the substantive conditions in which need fulfill
ment is practically organized. As we will see in examining Russian fiscal 
federal reforms, the design of equalizing transfers therefore will involve 
not only the “framing” of calculative action, but also the production of 
public value.

R e p r o g r a m m in g  t h e  R u s s ia n  So c ia l  St a te

The evolution of budgetary reforms over the first two post-Soviet de
cades followed a pattern that is broadly characteristic of reform dynam
ics elsewhere. During the 1990s, reformers were consumed w ith a series 
of financial crises, and as Jack Diamond has observed, budgetary reform 
was focused on short-term “firefighting” (2005: 3). But by the end of the 
decade their attention had shifted to longer-term problems concerning 
what was often called the “institutional set-up” of the budgetary system. 
Reform of interbudgetary transfers, which were among the first targets 
of “second-wave” reform, are exemplary in this development.46 In 1994, 
a system of formula-based equalization was instituted on the federal level 
(concerning transfers from the central government to the regions). But 
its methodological basis was poorly developed and actual transfers were 
highly politicized throughout the decade. A parallel system of formula- 
based financing on the regional level was called for in the 1995 Law on 
Local Self-Government. But at that time, according to Galina Kurlyand- 
skaya and Natalia Golovanova, “almost no one could grasp the legal 
meaning of the advanced word ‘formula,’ and the relevant provision of 
the Law was simply ignored” (2006: 216). It was only in the late 1990s 
that a more coherent framework for programming equalization grants 
was defined. On the federal level, reforms in 1998 established a single 
system of formula-based transfers (Ministry of Finance 2000b: 4). Re
form of regional-local interbudgetary relations, meanwhile, was inaugu
rated by a USAID backed technical support program. The fiscal federal 
reforms I encountered in Rostov were part of a pilot project supported 
by the USAID initiative.

The USAID grant on fiscal reform was administered by the Georgia 
State University (U.S.) Fiscal Research Center, which created partner
ships with Russian experts in the Moscow-based Center for Fiscal Policy 
(run by Kurlyandskaya). Along with a team of experts from the Rus
sian Ministry of Finance, and with financing from the World Bank and 
USAID, this group first produced a set of “Methodological Recommen
dations” (hereafter, Metodicheskie Rekomendatsii) in 1999, followed 
by “Temporary Recommendations” (hereafter Vremennye Rekomenda
tsii) for interbudgetary reform accompanied by an “Explanatory N ote”



(VoiasniteVnaia Zapiska, hereafter, Zapiska) that provided a template for 
regional reforms with supporting technical materials.47 The remainder of 
this chapter explores the framework laid out in these documents—which 
I refer to collectively as Recommendations, with more precise references 
noted parenthetically.

I want to be explicit about the purpose of this exercise. Its aim is not 
to provide an account of the actual evolution of the Russian budgetary 
system—a task to which scholars with other kinds of expertise are better 
suited (Martinez-Vazquez and Timofeev 2008; Freinkman et al. 2009; 
De Silva et al. 2009). N or do I mean to suggest that Recommendations 
presented the only or even the most important framework for budgetary 
reform, although it is essential to my project that these proposals were 
taken seriously at the highest levels of government, and that elements of 
them have, indeed, been adopted. Instead, I am interested in the style of 
reasoning that animates them, and in the distinctive movement through 
which fiscal federal theory—as one minor tradition of neoliberal thought 
and practice—has taken up the Russian social state as a target of critique 
and programming.

Critique

Recommendations begins with an assessment of the system of interbud- 
getary relationships as it stood in the late 1990s. The story it tells of fis
cal crisis and “preservation” will be familiar. After ruble stabilization in 
1994, finances of most local governments collapsed; the disjuncture be
tween the fiscal capacity of the public sector and existing social commit
ments baldly confronted decision makers at every level. But the response, 
particularly at the subnational level, was not to reduce expenditures in 
line with these newly tightened constraints. Instead, regional budget of
fices responded to fiscal crisis through the old Soviet logic of gap filling— 
trying to “make up, from the regional budget, the difference between tax 
and non-tax revenues of the local budget... and its requirements [potreb
nosti]” (Metodi ehe skie Rekomendatsii, 10). The size of this gap was cal
culated in the “traditional” way: based on “actual implementation of the 
budget for the prior year” and on “normative expenditures” but “with
out taking into account revenue capacity” (Vremennye Rekomendatsii, 
5)—that is, without taking into account the resources at the disposal of 
local governments. “NORM S,” wrote Recommendations3 authors—the 
capitalization, it seems, a playful reference to Soviet slogans of old— 
“dictate expenditures [NORMATIVY—fakticheski diktuiut raskhodyY  
(Zapiska, 13).

Thus, in the face of fiscal shortage, regional governments did not see 
local budgets as loci of hard constraints and calculative choices, but as



“lists of expenditures [smety raskhodov]” that had to be financed: chil
dren who had to be educated; sick individuals requiring health care; apart
ments that, during cold winters, needed to be kept warm (Zapiska, 60). 
N or did regional governments treat local administrations as autonomous 
governmental entities that ought to be accountable to the preferences 
of their citizens. Instead, they were treated as “territorial subdivisions 
[territoriaVnye podrazdeleniia]” of the regional government itself, their 
budgets a mere “transit account [tranzitnyi sehet]”—a resting place for 
resources as they made their way in an uninterrupted path from distribu
tional decisions of regional governments to the satisfaction of local needs 
(Vremennye Rekomendatsii, 4). In sum, Recommendations’ authors di
agnosed “preservation” as precisely a reaction to fiscal crisis within the 
existing institutional routines and norms of the Soviet budgetary system. 
So how did a critique of this preservation take shape?

Before answering this question we should note what is not identified 
as a problem. The authors of Recommendations did not object per se to 
the norms that regional governments used to define local “needs.” Indeed, 
we will see that they not only accepted these norms but argued that, if 
anything, they were not applied strictly enough given the politicization 
and incrementalism of the post-Soviet budgetary system. N or did these 
reformers reject the idea that an important function of central or regional 
governments should be to support local governments as they endeavored 
to provide a basic package of social services. W hat they did reject was a 
system for employing norms and, by extension, for defining needs that 
simply ignored the basic fact of scarcity, the incentives of local govern
ments, and the preferences of its citizens. And it is around these prob
lems that a microeconomic critique took shape. Recommendations began 
from the presumption that a central motivation of local governments is 
to “increase their chances of receiving extra funds from higher-standing 
budgets.” It then articulated a critique that examined the city no longer 
as a collection of needs but as a collection of calculative agencies whose 
incentives had to be programmed through the system of interbudgetary fi
nance. An entire critical apparatus and a grid of intelligibility for knowing 
the state, developed over decades in other countries, swung into motion.

The influence of transfers on the incentives of local governments was 
not trivial. On some accounts, by the 2000s transfers covered almost half 
the revenues of local governments (Martinez-Vazquez et al. 2006: 145); 
we have seen that the number was even higher in poor cities. And given 
the existing system of transfers, Recommendations argued, the incentives 
produced by transfers were perverse indeed. The practice of evaluating 
available resources on the basis of actual tax collections “decreases incen
tives to mobilize resources for the local budget,” and during the 1990s 
local governments displayed a “permissive attitude [popustiteVskoe ot-



noshenie\ attitude toward non-payers of taxes” (Zapiska, 14).48 M ean
while, on the expenditure side, the system of gap filling encouraged local 
governments to increase their estimates of revenue “need”—or to simply 
increase their expenditure obligations by creating “ facts on the ground” 
in the form of public employees whose salaries needed to be paid or ser
vices that required funding. Local governments “use all their strength,” 
Recommendations explained, to “inflate the staff of budgetary organi
zations” such as schools and hospitals “and use ineffective technology 
for delivering budgetary services” such as wasteful water or heating sys
tems that, precisely in their inefficiency, served to increase the transfers 
to which a local budget might lay claim (Vremennye Rekomendatsii, 14).

In sum, the efforts at preservation, which from the local perspective 
seemed so unambiguously virtuous, appeared from the reformers’ per
spective to waste resources, reduce the efficiency of budgetary manage
ment, and distort expenditure decisions. They also disrupted the most 
fundamental purpose of a budget. Estimates of revenues and expendi
tures were simply bargaining positions, not clear reflections of scarce re
sources and the dilemmas involved in their allocation. In this context, 
noted Recommendations, the budget did not “fulfill its basic function—it 
does not regulate the distribution of resources” (Zapiska, 95).

The persistence of gap filling in the context of fiscal crisis had more 
general implications for the function of local governments as organs 
of territorial administration. Because the gap between actual revenues 
and norm-defined needs was never closed entirely thanks to severe and 
chronic budgetary shortages, actual transfers were ad hoc and unpre
dictable. “The volume of financial assistance transferred to local bud
gets was defined by the ability of local officials to reach agreements with 
higher standing officials [s vyshestoiashchimi vlastiami]” (Zapiska , 6); 
local governments therefore devoted an inordinate amount of energy to 
the constant bargaining, cajoling, and deal-making required to get extra 
transfers rather than to the proper concerns of government {Vremennye 
Rekomendatsii, 5). This perpetual uncertainty and dependence on the 
good graces of regional budgetary officials also undermined the account
ability of local governments. “ [F]or all intents and purposes,” Recom
mendations concluded, local governments “do not bear responsibility for 
the formation and implementation of budgets, and in the final analysis 
for the quality and quantity for services, since all blame for problems not 
addressed at the local level can be placed on a higher power” (Zapiska, 
12). The ideal-typic local government of fiscal federal theory— an auton
omous entity w ith clearly defined rights and responsibilities, accountable 
and responsive to its constituents, incentivized first of all to increase tax 
collection, rationalize expenditures, and promote local economic devel
opment—was light-years from the reality of local government in post- 
Soviet Russia.



Programming I: Framing Local Autonomy

After identifying the microeconomic problems introduced by existing in- 
terbudgetary relationships, Recommendations turned to a new program 
ming of the regional fiscal federal system. This programming began from 
a principle that was established in the 1993 Russian Constitution and 
reaffirmed in subsequent laws on local government: “governments at dif
ferent levels possess a certain autonomy in shaping the revenues and ex
penditures of their budgets” (Zapiska, 45). This statement of autonomy 
is articulated in the idiom of legal right. But it is also a technical problem, 
implying a work of what Callon calls disentanglement—of replacing the 
confused and ambiguous distribution of budgetary responsibilities and 
functions with “clear and concise boundaries of competencies between 
regional and local governments” on a “permanent (or long-term) basis” 
(Zapiska, 65). As Callon notes in his analysis of market actors, disen
tanglement does not mean absolute freedom. Instead, it means establish
ing a “certain” autonomy and a set of budgetary “rights” by adjusting 
the assignments of taxation and expenditure functions among different 
levels of government.

Let us consider the assignment of expenditure responsibilities—that 
is, the question of what functions (education, health care, social welfare 
services, and so on) should be carried out by what level (local, regional, 
or central) of government. Recommendations begins from a familiar first 
principle of fiscal federal theory—the principle of subsidiarity: “Given 
that local governments are closer to users of budgetary services and know 
their needs best” services should be delivered on the “lowest possible 
level of the budgetary system” (Zapiska, 54). But there are situations in 
which the “lowest possible” level is not the local level. Recommenda
tions also proposes, therefore, a “principle of territorial correspondence 
[printsip territorial’no go sootvetstviia\.n This principle, closely related to 
the concept of externalities in economics,49 states that “ [responsibility 
for delivering a certain budgetary service should be assigned to the gov
ernmental level th a t ... entirely encompasses [polnost’iu okhvatyvaet] the 
population whose interests are affected by that budgetary service” (Vre- 
mennye Rekomendatsii, 6; Zapiska, 54). For example, primary educa
tion and basic health care, which are directed only to a local population, 
should be financed by local government. Higher education or a clinic 
specializing in a particular disease—whose “constituency” reaches out
side the city in which it is located—may be most appropriately financed 
at the regional level. In this way, the costs and benefits of public policy 
are, again following Callon, “internalized” in the choices of governments 
at different levels.50

These two principles of subsidiarity and territorial correspondence are 
intended to produce a kind of a scalar alignment between public choice



mechanisms and the individual citizens who feel the effects—both costs 
and benefits—of different aspects of government policy. On the one hand, 
the principle of subsidiarity devolves choice mechanisms as far as pos
sible in order to create a feedback between the producers and consumers 
of public services. On the other hand, the principle of territorial corre
spondence centralizes choice mechanisms up to a point where the costs 
and benefits of given decisions are fully internalized in the government 
making those decisions. As such, this scalar adjustment aims to create a 
structure of accountability around public choice by defining “which level 
of the budget will answer for the fulfillment of concrete functions and the 
provision of corresponding services to the population.”51 In so doing, it 
also creates a decentralized and “spontaneous” solution to the problem 
of public value by defining local government as a decision-making unit 
whose choices will feed directly back into its utilities (or disutilities).52

Recommendations begins, thus, with a principle of local autonomy 
that has a certain formal quality: it relates to the framing of calculative 
choice, not to the substantive ends of government. The question is, W hat 
happens when a principle of equity is introduced into this formal pro
gramming of the fiscal federal system?

Programming II: Equalization

Like the principle of autonomy, equalization is enshrined in federal legis
lation, which states that the aim of interbudgetary transfers is to uphold 
minimum “ social standards” [sotsiaVnye standarty\. But as Jorge Martinez- 
Vazquez, Andrei Timofeev, and Jameson Boex noted in a review of 
regional-local fiscal federal reforms, it is unclear whether this standard 
refers to a “fiscal norm ”—that is, a formal expression of equality before 
the fisc—or a “service standard”—that is, a level of substantive provi
sioning (2006: 156, n. 10). The Soviet system—and, in its own way, the 
post-Soviet system—was organized around the idea that the aim of trans
fers was to uphold a service standard: all individuals should be provided 
with a certain set of services. The authors of Recommendations, by con
trast, propose that the appropriate interpretation of federal legislation 
is that equalizing transfers should provide for fiscal equity, defined in a 
manner that resembles (though with reference only to the expenditure 
side of the budget) the one that James Buchanan articulated fifty years 
earlier: “Every inhabitant of [any given] region,” they argue, “has roughly 
equal requirements for budgetary expenditures and has the right to make 
a claim on an equal level of services from local government” (Metod- 
icheskie Rekomendatsii, 10).53

According to this standard, regional fiscal policy should equalize 
“budgetary provisioning [obespechennosf] ” (Zapiska , 59).54 Regional 
governments should aim, therefore, to close “the gap between the ex



penditure requirements of local budgets for the execution of functions 
that are assigned to them  and their revenue capacity” through transfers 
from the regional budget. The first step in programming equalization is 
therefore to assess each locality’s “fiscal gap” by measuring its expendi
ture “requirem ents” and “revenue capacity.” The challenge will be to do 
so in a way that does not introduce the incentive problems that Recom
mendations identified in the existing system of gap filling.

Take, for instance, the estimation of revenues. We have seen how the 
practice of basing revenue estimates on actual tax collections reduces 
local governments’ motivation “to mobilize the maximum amount of re
sources” through taxation (Vremennye Rekomendatsii, 11). Recommen
dations' solution is to measure the fiscal gap by reference to factors that 
are “objective” [ob” ektivnye] in the sense that they are external to—that 
is, not taken into account in—the decisions of local government to levy 
and collect taxes, and to report those taxes that they do collect. The re
port’s authors propose, therefore, a measure of tax potential—based, for 
example, on local economic activity—that is “as much as possible free 
of the influence of tax collection effort on the part of municipalities” 
(Zapiska, 77),55 thus making it “irrational” for local governments to re
duce tax collections or “hide or understate the actual receipt of revenues” 
(Vremennye Rekomendatsii, 11). We see, thus, how a microeconomic per
spective not only provides a critical visibility of the state but also suggests 
a form of programming.

A similar approach was developed on the expenditure side, which de
serves more detailed treatment, for it is here that the framing of local 
government as a calculative actor touches on the substantive ends of the 
state. Once again, the technical challenge will be to define an “objective” 
metric for calculating needs that cannot be influenced, at least in the short 
term, by the activities of a local government, and that will not, there
fore, be taken into account in its choices. One parsimonious solution, 
Recommendations notes, would be to use the size of the population of 
a given city to measure its budgetary requirements. This approach seems 
to correspond neatly to the proposition that each citizen has a roughly 
equal need for government services. The problem is that, for a variety 
of reasons, equal abstract needs do not translate into an equal need for 
concrete services. First, the cost of delivering services will depend on local 
prices. Second, per capita need may vary in relation to “particularities of 
the territory [faktory, otrazhaiushchie spetsifiku territorii]” (Vremennye 
Rekomendatsii, 14) on which a city is located, such as its climate, features 
of the pattern of settlement (e.g., its density), and the material organiza
tion of services such as heat and water. It may also vary in relation to the 
structure of the local population: municipalities with a large number of 
schoolchildren or elderly citizens, for example, will have higher needs for 
expenditures on education and health care.



In order to calculate “need,” therefore, Recommendations proposes to 
incorporate various factors relating to the character of the local popula
tion, the territory on which that population resides, and the mechanisms 
through which its needs are fulfilled.56 Implicit in this proposition is a 
prior understanding about which services should be provided by govern
ment. For how, precisely, could one take into account the implications 
of a cold climate or a dispersed urban territory without having already 
determined that a local government ought to provide heat and transport 
services to people residing on that territory? Here Recommendations 
proposes a curious calculative device called a “representative system of 
expenditures.” This device—which was developed in the mid-1990s by 
Canadian federal fiscal experts in response to a constitutional mandate 
for equalizing transfers57—involves creating a hypothetical system of 
local budgets.

To create this hypothetical system of budgets, regional governments are 
instructed to undertake an exercise of budgetary planning for every local 
government in their region. This planning exercise begins with the as
sumption that “all municipalities provide their population with the same 
collection of budgetary services” but that the “need for these services in 
different municipalities is different” due to the various factors just noted 
(Zapiska, 89). “A critical moment,” therefore, is the “selection of indica
tors that make it possible to measure the objective requirements for bud
getary services in different municipalities” (Zapiska, 89). The first step in 
defining these “objective” requirements is to identify the “specific group 
of users [tselevuiu gruppu potrebitelei] that is to be served for each type of 
government service” and to make “adjustments for the demand that each 
group makes on a service” (Zapiska, 89). To do so,regional budget officers 
are to calculate not only the number of users of a given service—thus, for 
example, for primary education, the number of school age children—but 
also to make adjustments for the different “need” for services of different 
subgroups of the city population. The result is an estimate of a number of 
“standardized users [cuslovnykh’ potrebitelei],” which are distinguished 
from physical persons by the fact that they have a “single, standardized 
demand for budgetary resources.”58 This number of standardized users, 
in turn, will allow budgetary planners to adjust the “needs” of different 
subgroups of the population (retired persons, children, and so on) using 
an “inflator coefficient” [povyshaiushchii koeffitsient].

For example, in the case of health care, Recommendations proposes 
to calculate the number of standardized consumers as the sum of four 
variables: the number of unemployed, children, and pensioners, and the 
total population. Each of the last three variables is adjusted by a coef
ficient (k l, k2, k3)—calculated either by examining statistics on health 
provision or by soliciting expert opinion—that reflects the amount of



additional expenditures required for individuals in each group beyond 
that of the “average [srednestatisticheskii] inhabitant of the region” (Za
piska, 93 ) .59 Thus:

USERS(HLTH)CjtyX = POPCityX + (kl)U N CjtyX + (k2)CHCjtyX + 
(k3)PEN CityX

Where: USERS(HLTH) = Standardized users of health services 
POP = Population of the city 
UN = Unemployment 
CH = Children under the age of 16 
PEN = Population of pension age

A second set of adjustments is related to the cost of providing a given 
service in a given municipality. In the case of communal services, for ex
ample, Recommendations incorporates federal cost norms calculated an
nually by the Federal Ministry of Finance for its own system of interbud
getary redistribution. These Federal norms incorporate coefficients for 
wage levels, consumer prices, transportation costs, climatic conditions, 
and the cost of producing communal services.60 Each of these is derived 
through a further set of calculations that take into account everything 
from the construction materials used to build houses in a given city (that 
determine their thermal properties), to the climate, to the technical setup 
of communal service systems.

A final step: On the basis of these calculations of standardized demand 
for each kind of service, regional governments are to calculate an “index 
of budgetary expenditure” for every category on the standard list of ser
vices (education, health care, communal services, and so on). This index 
defines the proportion  of budgetary need for a particular service for all 
municipalities in a region that is accounted for by a given municipality. 
Thus, for example, one municipality might have 8 percent of the regional 
“need” for education expenditure, while another might have 13 percent 
of the regional “need” for expenditure on heating communal housing. 
Indices for different items of expenditure are then added together—with 
weights assigned to each—to arrive at an overall index of budgetary ex
penditures that indicates the amount of total need in a region for which 
a given municipality accounts:

IBRCityx = (KED) X (EDCityX/EDALL) + (KHLTH) x (HLTH CityX/HLTHALL) + 
(Kcs) X (CSCjtyX/CSALL) ... etc.

Where: ED = “N eed” for expenditure on education
HLTH = “N eed” for expenditure on health care 
CS = “N eed” for expenditure on communal services 
IBR = Index of Budgetary Expenditures 
K = Weight of each service in total “need”



From Normed Needs to Fiscal Flows

It should be apparent that this procedure for creating a representative 
budget bears more than a little similarity to budgetary planning under 
socialism. In both cases, a hierarchy of norms is used to measure the 
needs of a population—based on a mass of geographic, economic, demo
graphic, and climatic information. And in both cases, these normed needs 
are used to calculate the distribution of equalizing transfers. This point 
should be underlined. The difference between the Soviet and “neoliberal” 
models of budgetary redistribution does not lie in whether they take into 
account the substantive organization of need fulfillment. N or do they 
differ in their assumption that a definite range of needs should be met by 
the state.

Instead, the difference between the Soviet and neoliberal systems for 
interbudgetary redistribution lies in how normed needs are translated 
into fiscal flows. In the Soviet period, we have seen, this process be
gan with norms that Recommendations refers to as “natural indicators 
[;naturaVnykh pokazateliakh],” which defined the supplies, utilities, per
sonnel, and other elements required to satisfy the substantive needs of 
an urban population (Zapiska, 19). Next, employing cost norms, these 
material requirements were translated into a ruble amount that defined 
a municipality’s budgetary needs. In a final step, regional offices of the 
Ministry of Finance made adjustments through taxation and transfers 
in order to close the gap between these needs and revenue available to 
local governments. In this system of calculation—which Recommenda
tions calls a “direct account” [priamoi sehet]— it was possible to make 
direct translations: from a population to needs; from needs to means of 
want satisfaction; from means of w ant satisfaction to budgetary require
ments; from budgetary requirements to budgetary adjustments. Through 
it, a right of social citizenship was defined through the fisc as the right to 
specific goods and services.

The system of “representative budgets” proposed in Recommendations 
also begins with an assessment of a population’s needs, taking into ac
count geographic, demographic, and economic factors. Although some 
details diverge, the system of representative budgets does not differ from 
the Soviet system of budgetary planning in the way that it calculates bud
getary need in substantive terms. But it incorporates them into a logic 
of budgetary distribution that is, as Recommendations' authors observe, 
“fundamentally different” from the Soviet approach. The representative 
budget, to repeat, is a hypothetical budget. Its purpose is not to list ex
penditures that should actually be made. Rather, it is a calculative device. 
The “Index of Budgetary Expenditures” derived from this hypothetical 
system expresses “the relative requirements of individual municipalities” 
for financing each kind of service (Zapiska, 61). This index defines the



proportion  of regional “need” that is accounted for by a given municipal
ity, and thus, the proportion  of total expenditure in a given region on a 
given service to which citizens in a given municipality can lay claim. The 
standard of equity, after all, is not that equal services are actually deliv
ered but that the level of “budgetary provisioning” [obespechennosf] in 
each municipality “ is equalized based only on the volume of resources 
allocated to this purpose” (Zapiska, 91). And here lies the distinction 
between the Soviet and neoliberal approaches to public value. Gone is 
the pretense of plentitude, the technological assumption—if often not, it 
should be underlined, the material reality—that resources will be avail
able to meet normatively defined needs. The “right to make a claim on an 
equal level of services from local government” is not a claim on a definite 
level of financing; there is, indeed, no guarantee that any of these needs 
will be met. We might say that the absence of such a guarantee is the sine 
qua non of neoliberal reform. Scarcity, as Karl Polanyi observed long ago, 
is the (neo)liberal economist’s “anthropological constant.”

But we are not quite done. We have yet to address the critical question 
of how the volume of scarce resources allocated to pay for functions as
signed to local governments is defined. Recommendations proposes an
other standard mechanism of fiscal federal theory: an equalization fund 
[fond vyravnivaniia] that regional governments will create with a certain 
portion of regional budgetary revenues. Recommendations identifies a 
range of options for determining the size of this fund. At one extreme, a 
large part of the financial resources of a regional budget may be used for 
redistribution so that budgetary provisioning is highly equalized across 
municipalities. This approach would lead to budgetary outcomes that ap
proximate the norm that citizens should be able to demand equal services 
at equal rates of taxation .61 But equalization has costs. “The more resources 
are redistributed to ‘poor’ municipalities the greater is the tax burden of 
‘rich’ and more economically developed municipalities, which not only 
removes [lishaet] their incentive to develop their tax base but may com
promise [podorvaf] the economic development of the region as a whole.” 
A relatively small fund, by contrast, would theoretically increase the in
centives of local governments to develop their tax base, since it would 
increase the marginal return on increased revenues (Zapiska, 60).62

Notably, Recommendations does not indicate a correct path among 
these options. “The decision about what volume of resources should be 
allocated to the equalization of local budgets,” conclude the report’s au
thors, “is not so much a question of economic rationality [ekonomiche- 
skoi tselesoobraznosti] as it is a question of political choice that assumes 
various compromises between the imperative to equalize and the impera
tive to finance other expenditures by the regional government” (Zapiska, 
60).63 The most appropriate variant “should be chosen by regional gov
ernments on the basis of the priorities of regional socioeconomic policy



and the existing differentiation in the tax base of individual municipali
ties” (Metodicheskie Rekomendatsii, 53). This is straight Buchanan, and 
straight Weber: The task of the economist is to clarify what is at stake in 
alternative policies, not to tell politicians what their values ought to be.

C o n c l u s i o n : N e o l ib e r a l is m , Bu d g e t in g , a n d  t h e

B i o p o l it ic s  o f  P o p u l a t io n

In concluding this chapter, it bears returning to a question from which we 
began: W hat does neoliberal reform imply for the system of substantive 
provisioning that contemporary Russia inherited from the Soviet period? 
And what does budgetary reform imply for those peculiar adjustments 
between population, production, and social welfare provisioning—ex
emplified in the figure of the small industrial city—that the Soviet sys
tem produced? One answer— and perhaps it is the answer that reformers 
would give—is that budgetary reforms have had disappointingly little 
impact. Regional and local governments have not been quick to take up 
the recommendations formulated by federal authorities or by foreign and 
domestic experts. “Public servants,” Martinez-Vazquez, Timofeev, and 
Boex observe, “continue to think and act as they did under the previous 
regime,” employing “budgetary practices inherited from the Soviet sys
tem ” (2006: 148). Regional level redistribution is still driven by “annual 
negotiations on the basis of historical tax collections and expenditures,” 
and even where formulas are used they employ expenditure norms that 
are “mostly based on ... existing facilities’ capacity rather than service 
need .” 64 More progress has been made on the use of redistribution formu
las on the federal level. By the late 2000s, 70 percent of federal-regional 
transfers were being cycled through a redistribution mechanism akin to 
the one we have just outlined, and other federal-regional redistribution 
mechanisms also worked on a formula-based principle (Freinkman et al. 
2009:5).

But these improvements in redistributive mechanisms have been ac
companied by a massive assault on the autonomy of subnational gov
ernments during the presidency of Vladimir Putin. This assault has been 
felt most acutely in the institutions of local democracy, as elections for 
regional executives have been eliminated. But it resonates in the fiscal 
sphere as well. As Kurlyandskaya and Golovanova have found, although 
a large portion of public expenditures is accounted for by the local 
level—suggesting a certain level of fiscal decentralization— “a more thor
ough qualitative analysis shows that subnational budgets have little or no 
fiscal autonom y” since, as in the Soviet period, local governments have 
little control over these expenditures (2006: 213). Stripped of meaningful



local democracy, the current fiscal federal system in Russia bears little 
relationship to Buchanan’s vision of decentralized democratic decision
making .65 It is not particularly illuminating, therefore, to call the current 
Russian fiscal federal system “neoliberal” in some straightforward sense. 
That said it would be analytically debilitating to try to understand it 
without reference to neoliberalism, since elements of the fiscal system de
rive from a tradition of thought and practice that can only be understood 
as neoliberal. This, at any rate, is the rather fine methodological line that 
it seems to me we must walk.

So where are things headed? Perhaps a strengthened system of formula- 
based redistribution will be embedded in a fiscal federal system that is 
relatively decentralized in the sense that a large proportion of expendi
tures are “local” but in which there is very little local autonomy. Such a 
fiscal system—a kind of neoliberal-welfarist-authoritarian formation of 
government—might be highly redistributive, and highly oriented to ful
filling a basic set of needs through the public sector.66

This kind of budgetary system would also have curious implications for 
the existing spatial adjustments between populations, production, and the 
provisioning of social welfare in Russia. During the Soviet period, we have 
seen, the budgetary system helped to fix enterprises, local governments, 
human populations, and social services in given spatial and institutional 
relationships. In the 1990s, as officials in the Ministry of Finance and 
other government officials engineered the “preservation” of basic services, 
the budget continued to play this role. Indeed, one goal of budgetary re
form was precisely to reduce this persistent distortion-preserving function 
of the interbudgetary system. We recall that the 2005 World Bank report, 
“From Transition to Development,” anticipated that “increased decentral
ization of taxation and fiscal expenditures” would help ensure that “the 
economic situation of a particular location is most accurately reflected 
in households’ incentive structure” (World Bank 2005: 57). But devel
opments over the past decade—limited decentralization combined with 
some progress in reform of redistributive mechanisms—may not have had 
the effects that the reformers desired. After all, the “system of representa
tive budgets” works by coding the existing spatial distribution of cities 
and people into a funding formula. To the extent that the federal govern
ment and regional governments distribute their resources through such 
a formula, fiscal flows will follow normed needs, and normed needs, of 
course, can be found precisely where people and cities already are—that 
is, where Soviet city-building and industrial planning put them. “Preserva
tion,” from this perspective, is not just a problem that neoliberals try to 
address. It may also turn out to be the product of neoliberal reform.



The Intransigence of Things

D H  [centralized district heating] systems in CEE/FSU 
were designed to be robust and reliable in the sense that 
the systems w ould deliver heat to the end-user under all 
circumstances. In the communist period, heat was considered 
an elementary need (and as such it still is) that has to be 
provided in abundance for little or no cost.

— The World Bank/UNDP, “Increasing the 
Efficiency o f Heating Systems in Central and 

Eastern Europe and the Former Soviet U nion” 1

The [Housing and Communal Services] sector is one of the 
most inefficient sectors in the Russian economy and one of 
the last sectors that requires serious reforms if Russia is to 
complete the transition to a market economy.

—The World Bank, 
Housing and Communal Services in Russia2

TexHunecKue eonpocbi nepenueaiomcn na cotjucuibHbie eonpocbi. 
(Technical questions overflow into social questions)

— First Deputy of Transport, Energy, 
and Construction, Rodniki Raion3

P ip e s  M a t t e r

Anyone who has spent time in Russian cities has been struck by the ob
trusive presence of pipes. Some are yellow gas pipes, usually visible only 
for a short distance among apartment blocks or suspended along the 
borders of yards between small, single-family homes. Most of the visible 
pipes, however, are heating pipes. In some areas these pipes are buried 
or otherwise out of view, running discretely along fences or buildings. 
Elsewhere, they emerge suddenly from the ground, in the midst of a park 
or walkway, often two in parallel, up to a few feet in diameter, leap
ing over driveways and roads, sometimes with shreds of insulation or 
metal wrapping hanging off them. These visible pipes are small segments 
of sprawling arrays called teploseti or heat-networks that branch out to 
capillaries that extend through radiators in apartments, schoolhouses, 
and hospitals, or—via transfers that heat-filtered water—to running hot



water in bathrooms and kitchens. In Rodniki, where only half the small 
city’s population of 33,000 is connected to the teploset3 (those in sepa
rated houses generally use gas, coal, or wood for heating), the network 
is 20 kilometers long; one estimate places the length of the total Russian 
teploset3 at 260,000 kilometers (OECD/IEA 1995: 252).4 Teploseti carry 
hot water or steam from industrial boiler complexes. A single boiler com
plex may provide heat for all the apartments, administrative buildings, 
schools, hospitals, and industrial enterprises in small cities. M ost boilers 
run on natural gas, which is delivered through another network of pipes 
that extends from the massive deposits of northwestern Siberia to virtu
ally every settlement in Russia .5 These two great networks of pipes— 
for gas and for heat—link a critical mechanism of social provisioning to 
broader patterns of resource distribution.

The heating system was a key element of the Soviet variant of “in
frastructural” social modernity (see chapter 4). As a 2000 World Bank/ 
UNDP report noted, Soviet planners recognized heat as an “elementary 
need”; through pipes, boilers, transfers, and radiators the norms of social 
modernity were hard-wired into the very material structure and spatial 
layout of Soviet cities. After the collapse of socialism, the material infra
structure was still there; and “as such,” as the same report observed, heat 
remained an elementary need. Indeed—Russia, as such, is still pretty cold. 
But the systems of regulation in which heat systems were embedded have 
been thrust into crisis. As local governments faced mounting deficits, 
household incomes fell, and the national gas company enjoyed expanded 
opportunities to sell its gas to users with more money, shortages became 
chronic and breakdowns more frequent. But during the Soviet period 
the provision of heat to the Russian population had been established as 
a basic responsibility of the state. It is no surprise that as the character 
of that responsibility was called into question, heat became the topic of 
contentious debate and urgent political concern. By the early 2000s, as 
Oleg Kharkhordin (2010) observes, it was widely recognized that Russia 
faced an “infrastructure crisis” that was simultaneously financial, techni
cal, political, and social. Heat was at its center.

David Woodruff, in his book Money Unmade (1999), described one 
kind of political drama that took shape amidst this “infrastructure cri
sis”—the showdowns between regional officials and the federal govern
ment or energy companies over winter energy deliveries. The most fa
mous of these transpired in Primorskii Krai, a region of Russia’s Far East. 
In 2001 (after W oodruff’s writing) the governor used the threat of shut- 
offs to pry subsidies out of the federal government. The gambit did not 
pay off. Regional authorities were ultimately not able to procure inputs 
for heat (in Primor’e this meant coal, not gas), resulting in shutoffs that 
froze and destroyed substantial chunks of the heating system. Primor’e’s



governor was sacked by President Vladimir Putin, an early blow in Pu
tin ’s assault on local governments. The political lesson was clear: an in
transigent governor lost out to the even more intransigent imperatives of 
heat provision . 6

Heat was a constant concern in the small industrial cities where I 
worked. In the fall, local newspapers ran articles that nervously reported 
on the progress of preparations for the “heating season” (otopiteVnyi 
sezon). Battles over heat between mayors, governors, and directors of 
major industrial enterprises (that, for reasons we will explore, often con
trolled boilers in small cities) were a rite of winter. And, of course, there 
was the matter of indoor temperature. I was in Rodniki during a very 
cold snap when temperatures in the central industrial region of Euro
pean Russia hovered around minus 30 degrees Celsius for over a week. 
In Moscow, where heat flows in abundance, residents sometimes crack 
windows in winter to allow a thin stream of frigid air to cool overheated 
apartments. N ot so in Rodniki, where it was cold everywhere. In the 
evening, the family in whose apartment I rented a room, gathered in their 
small kitchen—doors closed, with burners on the stove turned all the 
way up. I recall one particularly chilly evening when the mother of the 
family rapped the tepid kitchen radiator with her knuckles, glared out 
across 1.5 kilometers that separated her apartment block from the boiler 
complex, clearly visible across a snowy field through the kitchen window, 
and exclaimed “they just aren’t heating at all! [voobshche ne topiat!\.” It 
was not exactly true. A column of smoke extended stiffly from the boiler’s 
massive chimney. But she pointed to a key element of the moral economy 
of post-Soviet Russia. “They” were the powers that be who were failing 
so miserably in what seemed obviously to be their responsibility. Indoor 
temperature in Russia is, indeed, a biopolitical problem of national sig
nificance and the highest stakes.

Urban heating systems have also been wrapped up in broader debates 
about post-Soviet transformation. They impose a tremendous economic 
burden on Russia as both a gigantic financial liability and, in the eyes of 
reformers, an impediment to market adjustments of productive factors. 
Their reform was therefore addressed from the very onset of the post- 
Soviet period. During the 1990s, however, little progress was made in this 
sphere, as attention was fixed on stabilization and churning political cri
sis. In 2003 the World Bank argued that the communal sector— of which 
heat is the most important component—was among the last sectors that 
had to be reformed for Russia to “complete the transition” to a market 
economy. And in the somewhat calmer climate of the 2000s heat produc
tion and delivery became the target of focused government reforms, and a 
major area of cooperation among international experts, funding organi
zations, domestic policymakers, and local officials. Technical projects and



lending programs continue to the present day, with a loan agreement for 
a $200 million World Bank project signed in September 2009.

In this chapter I take up heat reform as another privileged site for study
ing neoliberalism and social modernity. As is true of budget reforms and 
the image of “austerity,” infrastructure reform has often been identified 
as a key example of how neoliberalism shatters existing regimes of social 
welfare. Through privatization and deregulation of such infrastructures, 
the argument goes, governments abandon their commitment to providing 
basic services either free or at low, uniform rates. As in the case of budget 
reform, a closer look suggests a much more complicated story.

In f r a s t r u c t u r e  a n d  So c ia l  M o d e r n it y :
Bu n d l in g  a n d  U n b u n d l in g

In focusing on the Russian heating apparatus, I follow a growing lit
erature in the social sciences that has turned to infrastructures as ob
jects of investigation. In a valuable agenda-setting essay, Paul Edwards 
argues that infrastructures—and here he means both material networks 
and systems of standards— “simultaneously shape and are shaped by—in 
other words, co-construct—the condition of modernity” (2 0 0 2 : 186).7 
Whether we are concerned with the mechanisms of what Michael M ann 
calls the “infrastructural pow er” of the absolutist state (particularly what 
were called “communications” such as roads and canals), w ith the great 
material works of modern industrial countries (railroads, telecommuni
cations, electricity grids), or with more contemporary processes of net
work construction (the internet, for example), the creation and extension 
of infrastructure is intimately bound to modernization. And a modern 
society, from one perspective, is precisely a form of collective life that 
is articulated by infrastructures. We should add that the construction of 
infrastructures is central to the history of modern biopolitics: they have 
been key mechanisms through which the health, welfare, and conditions 
of existence of populations have been constituted as objects of govern
mental management.

But to note that infrastructure and modernity are intimately related 
provides only a general orientation. Infrastructures can be understood 
and programmed in different ways, not only as purely material technolo
gies but also as sociotechnical systems that are linked to different kinds of 
projects: of development, social welfare, or military mobilization. Thus, 
we might say that there are many forms of infrastructural modernity, and 
the crucial question will be how infrastructure is mobilized as a political 
technology: W hat tasks are infrastructures meant to accomplish? W hat 
styles of reasoning are deployed to assess and program infrastructures?



One recent contribution to thinking about these questions is Stephen 
Graham and Simon M arvin’s 2002 study, Splintering Urbanism , which 
draws a valuable contrast between two moments of infrastructural m o
dernity. In a first period—that can be traced from the mid-nineteenth 
century through much of the twentieth century—governments played a 
central role in building, standardizing, and consolidating infrastructural 
systems in projects of economic regulation and social provisioning. Dur
ing this period projects of infrastructural modernization were norma- 
tively oriented to an “infrastructural ideal” that emphasized the univer
sality of infrastructures—that is, their connection to all members of a 
national population— and the equalization of infrastructure provision 
across national populations, through common and generally low tariffs. 
Institutionally, the infrastructure ideal was realized by bundling different 
functional parts of infrastructures—production, distribution, and tariff 
setting—in unitary regulatory regimes. Although the Soviet variant is dis
tinct in a number of respects, we will see that Graham and M arvin’s story 
nicely describes how infrastructures, in particular heat, were linked to the 
broader project of Soviet social modernity.

In a second period—associated with the fiscal crises of the 1970s (and 
beyond), and with the rise of neoliberalism—Graham and Marvin identify 
a “splintering” of the infrastructural ideal. A crucial element of neoliberal 
reform, they argue, has been the unbundling of infrastructure: unitary 
systems of regulation are replaced by more differentiated governance re
gimes that introduce liberalization and marketization in certain segments 
of infrastructure sectors. Focusing on the “most advanced and dram atic” 
variant of unbundling, in which an infrastructure is opened to market 
competition, Graham and M arvin conclude that neoliberal transform a
tion has often resulted in the “reduction of the status” of infrastructure 
services as “quasi-public goods to be consumed by all, at similar, gen
eralized tariffs” (2002: 167, 102). It has also resulted in the “dramatic 
reshaping of cities” with the emergence of new patterns of inclusion 
and exclusion (2002: 177). Taking the postsocialist cases— and, specifi
cally centralized heat systems—as key examples, Graham and Marvin 
conclude that “state owned infrastructure monopolies have been widely 
privatized and transnational infrastructure firms have been invited in to 
lay new networks which often tend to ‘bypass’ the technically obsolescent 
legacies of the old systems,” and create islands of private provisioning ac
cessible only to those able to pay market prices (2002: 99).

How does this story about infrastructure, social modernity, and neo
liberal reform fit the case of Russian heating systems? There have been, 
of course, notable breakdowns of infrastructure in Russia, significant 
bypasses of public infrastructures, and growing spatial differentiation



of service provision. And m any observers—both foreign and domestic— 
have understood infrastructure reform as part and parcel of the project 
of liberalization and privatization associated w ith structural adjustment 
and “transition.” Thus, following the announcement of a government 
reform package in 2001, the Jamestown M onitor published an article 
entitled “Coming Soon: Shock Therapy Part II?,” implying that the mea
sures included in the package extended the project of liberalization, 
m arketization, and privatization pursued in the 1990s. Among the “far 
reaching economic measures” the government proposed, the article re
ported, “ [s]ome of the most controversial ... hide behind the innocuous 
title o f ‘communal services reform ’” (“Coming Soon: Shock Therapy II” 
2001). Similarly, Kommersant wrote on M arch 20,2001 tha t “in the last 
week the government once more established that the communal sector 
of the country is on the verge of bankruptcy. The battle with chronic 
underfinancing was dealt with through the method of shock therapy” 
(Kuz’minskii 2001).

But this picture does no t capture the whole story. First, notwithstand
ing disruptions, periodic crises, and at times chilly indoor temperatures, it 
could plausibly be argued that the “big” story of heat in post-Soviet is its 
preservation as a universal service provided on a relatively equal basis to 
virtually the entire population. Through the worst moments of economic 
downturn, heat was among the critical systems that served to hold the 
substantive economy of many Russian cities together. Second—and more 
central to my concerns—this image of reform as the continuation of a 
radical project of privatization and marketization does not fit post-Soviet 
reforms of heat systems or, more generally, of the communal sector. These 
reforms propose, indeed, to “unbundle” heat systems by separating dif
ferent elements of production, rate setting, and distribution. But this does 
not imply privatization and the abandonment of social welfare goals. 
Instead, reforms aim to reprogram heat systems by deploying w hat I have 
proposed to call “microeconomic devices”—while working within the 
stubborn material framework of heat systems. W hat is more, they retain 
the basic proposition that heat meets an essential need, and that its provi
sion has, at the end of the day, to be guaranteed by government.

This chapter seeks to understand how, precisely, such reforms propose 
to reshape the inherited forms of Soviet social modernity, and to clarify 
what, precisely, they have to do with neoliberalism. As in the prior chap
ter, these questions will direct us to key figures in the development of 
American neoliberalism, to a “m inor” tradition of neoliberal thought and 
practice—in this case, one relating to economic regulation and infrastruc
ture— and back, finally to post-Soviet Russia. First, however, we have to 
take a closer look at Soviet heating systems.



We saw in chapter 2 that beginning with GOELRO, the Leninist project 
of electrification, infrastructure development was central to Soviet bio
politics. GOELRO is usually discussed as a key episode in the develop
m ent of Soviet industrial planning. But it was also central to the incipient 
Soviet project of social modernity, as the promise of electricity became 
one important “good” that the young Soviet state had to offer its citi
zens. 8 Electricity, thus, emerged as the first Soviet example of a nationally 
articulated infrastructure that was linked both to the distribution of cities 
and industry and to social welfare provisioning, establishing, as Foucault 
wrote of railroads and electricity in other countries, new “links between 
the exercise of political power and the space of a territory or the space of 
cities” (1984: 243).

The heat apparatus was the product of a later episode of infrastructure 
construction in the Soviet Union. If we include in the heat apparatus the 
national gas distribution network, then heat can be numbered among the 
great projects of infrastructural modernization of the post-W orld War II 
period—and it had special significance for Soviet social modernity. Ex
tending the analysis presented in chapter 4 , 1 will use the case of Rodniki 
to show how the heat apparatus “bundled” the Soviet social, not only 
linking the production, distribution, and consumption of heat in a com
mon regulatory regime but also binding together the industrial enter
prises, social welfare systems, and material conditions of habitation that 
comprised the city khoziaistvo.

Before the beginning of large-scale city-building in Rodniki, heating 
was largely an individual affair. M ost residents lived in huts that were 
heated by stoves that burned wood, peat, or coal. Industrial heat boilers 
fed the looms of the textile factory, BoPshevik, but they were not con
nected to the city housing stock. As apartment blocks were constructed, 
replacing individual houses, small boilers were constructed in residential 
areas. But most residents remained “unplugged” from the heating system 
until a new boiler complex was built in 1963. This boiler was initially 
used to meet industrial needs, but in 1969 it was linked to the expanding 
urban heat network, which connected the textile enterprise, apartment 
blocks, and social facilities. In Rodniki and other cities, the centraliza
tion of urban heat systems was the crucial technical development in what 
Graham and Marvin call the “quantum leap toward ubiquity” of infra
structure provisioning (2002: 73). By the 1970s nearly 75 percent of all 
“heat-energy” in the Soviet Union was produced by centralized boilers 
with a capacity of over 2 0  gigacalories per hour rather than by indi
vidual boilers in houses or buildings.9 These centralized boilers, as we



have already seen, became the points of articulation between an emerging 
national system for distributing gas and a local system for producing and 
distributing heat.

Centralized heat production facilities built during the Soviet period 
were of two basic types. In the largest cities, the vast majority of heat- 
energy was (and is) produced in Teplo-Electro Tsentraly (TETs)— 
cogeneration facilities that heat water and produce electricity. 10 A single 
TETs can serve hundreds of thousands of urban residents and scores of 
enterprises. The second type of boiler, more typically found in small cit
ies, were heat-only facilities called koteVnye. KoteVnye (the singular is 
koteVnaia) are composed of several furnaces (kotly) that are housed in an 
industrial facility. Though not as large as a TETs, a koteVnaia can provide 
heat for tens of thousands of urban residents and a major enterprise.

One important distinction between koteVnye and TETs concerns the 
patterns of administrative control that pertained to each. TETs were gen
erally built and controlled by local governments or by the Soviet energy 
ministry. Meanwhile, the smaller (but still very large) koteVnye, which 
were more typical of cities like Belaya Kalitva and Rodniki, were often 
built and maintained by city-forming enterprises. As such, koteVnye were 
an important part of the “enterprise-centric” pattern that characterized 
urban development in small cities (see chapter 4). Heat distribution sys
tems established a material link between industrial production and the 
city heating system. For example, in Rodniki the new boiler built in the 
1960s was situated at some remove, upwind of the city, so that emis
sions would blow away from settled areas. But from there the distribu
tion of heat was routed through the city-forming enterprise BoPshevik. 
Two major pipes traversed 1.8 kilometers before reaching the grounds 
of the enterprise, where a significant portion of heat was diverted to the 
enterprise’s steam looms. Another portion was run through transfers that 
heated filtered water for hot water taps in the city. The remainder was 
distributed through the arterials and capillaries that carried heat through 
radiators in houses, schools, hospitals, and offices. Finally, it returned to 
the enterprise and back to the boiler, completing the circuit.

This, then, is one sense in which heating systems “bundled” Soviet 
social modernity: they materially linked industrial enterprises to the 
housing stock, to social service facilities, and to every other element of 
a city. Another has to do with the way that the production, distribu
tion, and consumption of heat were planned and regulated. We have seen 
that plans for heating systems were developed by establishing chains of 
equivalency between a population, its needs, and the material elements, 
resource flows, and technical arrangements required to meet those needs. 
These chains were articulated by norms that defined appropriate indoor 
temperatures, thermal properties of buildings constructed with certain



Figure 8.1. Bundling and re-bundling social modernity. During the Soviet period 
residents of Soviet cities were “bundled” in uniform regimes of social service pro
visioning that were often financed by enterprises. After Soviet breakup this system  
was thrust into crisis, as enterprises transferred the substantial burden of provid
ing these services to cash-strapped local governments. Through mutual cancella
tion of heat debt for tax debt— and due to extraordinary political pressure on gas 
and heat providers— local governments were able to keep houses warm, at least 
most of the time.



materials, average temperatures in various temperature zones of the So
viet Union, and heat output for different types of boilers. Since the num 
ber of residents, the number and profile of enterprises, and the number 
of other urban facilities were determined in city plans, and since norms 
made it possible to estimate heat requirements for each of these planned 
elements, simple calculations could be used to determine the heat output 
required to meet the needs of a developed city.

The control mechanisms for heat systems were also simple. Controls 
had only to keep supply temperature at a certain level, and were lo
cated, therefore, at the boiler houses themselves. Heat consumption, 
meanwhile, was determined exclusively by the amount of heat operators 
sent through the system and by the fixed parameters of the pipes lead
ing to the radiator in an apartm ent. 11 No control valves were placed in 
apartments since “need” was assumed to be adequately defined by the 
very norms that had been used to design the technical elements of the 
system and that were already (and automatically) taken into account in 
the centralized adjustments made by operators. If, in the budget system, 
normed needs drove fiscal flows through distribution formulas applied 
by bureaucrats in the Ministry of Finance, then in the heating apparatus 
normed needs were inscribed into the very material parameters of the 
system itself. A city’s population, in such a system, showed up not as a 
collection of consumers with individual levels of “dem and” for heat but 
as a mass known only through normed needs that were derived through 
simple formulae. From the perspective of Soviet heating systems, an- 
thropos was a warm body—or a mass of warm bodies, materially ag
gregated—in a very cold country . 12

In one sense, such “bundling” was hardly exceptional. In most other 
countries—socialist and otherwise—infrastructure systems were cen
tral to the spatial pattern of urban development. 13 And in most Eastern 
European socialist countries (and in some nonsocialist northern Euro
pean countries) centralized infrastructures were, and remain, important 
sources of heating for urban residents. But nowhere else was such a large 
percentage of a national population plugged into a service as vital and as 
centralized as heat in Russia. Nowhere else did infrastructures inscribe 
a distribution of population and production characterized by such a re
markable preponderance of small, geographically dispersed industrial 
cities. Nowhere else were these networks so rigidly fixed by a technical 
framework that lacked mechanisms for differentiated delivery or user 
control. And in no other large industrialized country is it so cold.

As we will see, for post-Soviet reformers the heating system created in
tolerable inefficiencies and inflexible spatial dependencies. But it made a 
kind of sense in the world of Soviet city-building. From its spatial layout 
over national territory to the smallest details of system design, the heating



Table 8.1
Russia: Cold and Centralized (UNDP/World Bank 2000)

% o f  dwellings with 
centralized heat (national) Heating Degree-days *

Bulgaria 25 3,000 (Sofia)
Poland 34 3 ,450 -4 ,000
Romania 31 2 ,9 0 0 -5 ,1 5 0
Russia 80 5,071 (Orenburg#)
Ukraine 65 3,430
Denmark 49 N /A

Finland 46 4 ,30 0 -6 ,5 0 0

* Degree days refers to the target inside temperature minus the average outside temper
ature during the heating season multiplied by the number of days of the heating season.

# Orenburg is a relatively southerly Siberian city.

apparatus was based on fixed assumptions about the future of individual 
Soviet settlements, and about their place in the big Soviet khoziaistvo. 
Through it, productive activities and human settlements were bundled 
together, oriented toward a future tha t was, if not radiant, then at least 
reliably warmed.

C r i s i s , P r e s e r v a t io n , St u c k n e s s

But that future is past. With the fiscal crisis that rocked enterprises and 
local governments in the 1990s, funds for capital investment and repairs 
quickly dried up. The salaries of communal sphere workers often went 
unpaid. Arrears for gas, coal, and heat accumulated rapidly, even though 
tariffs were kept at a fraction of production costs. One consequence was 
that indoor temperatures did indeed drop in many cities. Official records 
in Rodniki, for example, showed a sharp decline in the heat output of 
BoPshevik’s boiler in the 1990s, partly explained by the collapse in textile 
production (the looms ran on steam) but also by declining heat deliver
ies to apartment blocks (in which “need,” if not “demand,” presumably 
remained constant). But to a surprising degree, heat continued to flow 
through the kilometers upon kilometers of pipes that wind their way 
through Russian cities, and apartments were kept livably—though often 
not comfortably—warm.

This preservation of the heating apparatus began from the provision 
of energy inputs. Gazprom, the Russian gas monopoly, continued to de-



liver gas at tariffs significantly below market rates to  boiler operators 
that were deeply in arrears . 14 Local governments—which assumed re
sponsibility for heating schools, hospitals, and housing blocks—did not 
substantially raise rates and did not take harsh measures against an ever
growing number of households and other users that were in arrears for 
heat. The broad result was a massive cross-subsidy for consumption in 
the communal sphere—dominated by heat, but including some other ar
eas such as maintenance—that, according to one estimate, constituted 
7.5 percent of GDP by the mid-1990s (World Bank 1996a).15 With eco
nomic recovery this subsidy declined, as tariffs were raised consistently 
over the decade following the devaluation. But in the depths of crisis, 
when the Russian population was least able to pay for its basic needs, 
the heat apparatus channeled an enormous volume of public (and, in the 
case of Gazprom, quasi-public) resources to keep the population warm.

We have seen (in chapter 6 ) that the theme of preservation was much 
discussed in the 1990s, usually with reference to industrial enterprises, 
but also in reference to systems of social welfare. M ost discussions re
ferred to the choices of politicians and regulators who were unwilling 
to take measures that might bankrupt uncompetitive enterprises that de
pended on cheap energy. Woodruff, thus, referred to a social “sine qua 
non” that compelled regional governments to shield Russian enterprises 
from the ravages of the market. A similar logic clearly applied in the 
case of heat. Most local administrators I spoke to thought that shutoffs 
were precluded by this fact alone: because heat delivery is a matter of life 
and death, and because the Russian government, when pressed, can tap 
domestic gas supplies, it is difficult—for the state, for private boiler op
erators, for gas and coal producers—to forgo the material possibility of 
providing heat. Indeed, the imperative to provide heat was in some sense 
even more absolute than the imperative to protect industrial enterprises. 
Amidst all the hand wringing about the slow pace of enterprise restruc
turing, it was sometimes forgotten that Russian industrial employment 
contracted by nearly half during the 1990s—an extraordinary transfor
mation over such a short time by any measure. By contrast, the number 
of shutoffs of heat systems, particularly in larger cities, was very small. If 
there was a social sine qua non in Russia in the 1990s, it was the provi
sion of heat, not the protection of industrial enterprises.

But this sine qua non cannot be explained only by social norms in 
actors’ heads. It was also shaped by the material features of the heating 
apparatus, which structured actors’ choices in a certain way. From this 
perspective, we may want to reverse the usual approach, to ask not how 
human actors allocate resources and make choices among alternative 
ends, but how nonhuman actors—pipes, control systems, the weather— 
structure the choices of human actors such as managers in gas companies,



enterprise directors, and local administrators . 16 Take, for example, gas 
or coal producers, faced with the choice of shutting off boiler opera
tors— usually enterprises or local governments—who could not pay their 
bills. The material structure of heating systems made a “hard constraint” 
difficult to impose, for a shutoff would not simply imply temporary in
convenience and discomfort. If gas is cut off in the middle of winter when 
the system is still filled with water, pipes will freeze and burst, resulting in 
large-scale destruction. With enough time, one can empty a teploset3 and 
shut the system off without the attendant destruction. But given the cen
tralized and technically integrated character of the system, this remains a 
high-stakes measure—a collective punishment that is administered not to 
individual nonpayers but to all the recipients of heat from a given boiler 
complex. Similar issues shape the interactions between boiler operators 
and the recipients of heat. Since there are no individual controls— and 
since individual radiators are situated on risers that pass through many 
apartments in a vertical series—it is extraordinarily difficult to punish 
individuals for nonpayment. In the 2000s, local governments very oc
casionally took steps to evict residents who fell deeply in debt for com
munal service payments, but this is for obvious reasons a costly option 
and is rarely taken.

The nonhuman “actors” in heating systems also served to stifle initial 
efforts at reengineering the institutional setup of this system. We have 
seen that reforms passed early in the post-Soviet period aimed to pry 
apart the various elements of the Soviet khoziaistvo, and in particular 
to separate industrial enterprises from social welfare functions, which 
would be left to the public sector. Recalling Callon again, this was in part 
a matter of “disentangling” actors and framing their calculative choices. 
A federal directive called for the transfer of apartment blocks and social 
facilities from the “balance” of enterprises to local governments—a pro
cess that unfolded at different rates in different cities. 17 But in many cities 
this disentangling did not entail a clean break in old relationships, and 
not everything was transferred. Housing was usually transferred, as were 
social facilities (kindergartens and clinics). So too were the distribution 
networks for heat—the pipes that run from boilers through every build
ing in a small city. But many koteVnye that were operated by city-forming 
enterprises were not transferred. The reason, simply, was that they served 
both social needs and  the needs of industrial production.

This partial transfer of communal infrastructure served to retie old 
knots that reformers meant to untangle. W ith the transfer of housing— 
and, thus, of financial responsibility for housing—the fiscal burden on lo
cal governments increased dramatically. Heat emerged as by far the larg
est single item on local budgets in small cities; in Rodniki it accounted for 
over 50 percent of local government expenditures in the 1990s, and that



sum did not cover the entire heating bill, since arrears were mounting 
fast. Here was the interesting twist: local governments’ swelling heat bill 
was owed directly to enterprises, which still owned the city’s heat boil
ers. Cash-strapped local governments like that of Rodniki did not have 
resources to pay for this new burden, since the very same enterprises, 
which were the largest taxpayers by far, had no money to pay taxes . 18 

Consequently, in one of the multifarious forms of nonmonetary exchange 
that characterized the Russian economy in the late 1990s, local govern
ments and city-forming enterprises swapped tax debts for heat. In small 
cities, such transactions could account for the majority of the expenditure 
and  revenue sides of local budgets (see figure 8 .1  p. 2 1 0 ).

This, then, was the legacy of a form of social modernity in which infra
structure “bundled” the relationships between people, local government, 
and industrial enterprises: hot water and steam cycled through material 
networks, leaving behind a trail of debts that actors had to negotiate, and 
that bound them together through legal and financial obligations, social 
norms and, of course, intransigent material linkages. City-forming enter
prises were stuck with an industrial boiler attached to households through 
pipe networks. Local governments, regional governments, and the quasi
public gas monopoly were stuck with a given distribution of people and 
cities that were plugged into this network of pipes, plugged into an exist
ing apparatus of boilers, and plugged into a massive reserve of gas that, 
at the end of the day, the state controlled. Modifying a term proposed by 
Michael Storper (1995), the post-Soviet small city might be thought of 
as a sticky “nexus” of material, spatial, and institutional dependencies. 19 

And this sticky nexus is, of course, the city-building khoziaistvo.

N e o l ib e r a l is m  a n d  In f r a s t r u c t u r e

If as was the case, for example, in post-Soviet Georgia, nonpayments had 
led to shutoffs, and shutoffs had led to the destruction of heating systems 
due to freezing or widespread looting (of pipes and radiators for scrap 
metal), heat would not have been an important problem of post-Soviet 
reform .20 Instead, to adapt a phrase from Way (2001), we would have 
had a kind of “marketization by default.” But in Russia heating systems 
were preserved through the hardest years of economic downturn in the 
1990s. As a consequence, when the economic and political crises that 
gripped the country in the 1990s subsided, these systems—still central
ized, still technically integrated, still a huge fiscal burden, and still pro
viding an essential service—became the target of an ever growing mass 
of technical studies, schemas for reform, and government initiatives. The 
remainder of this chapter tries to make sense of these reforms by situating



them in a tradition of thought, an entire accumulation of past experiences 
and problems, and a toolkit of techniques and mechanisms of program
ming that have been assembled over many decades. This story—at least 
as I will tell it—begins with the Ordo-Liberal critique of the econom
ics of natural monopoly, proceeds through a new economics of regula
tion that was developed at the University of Chicago after World War II, 
turns then to a “m inor” tradition of neoliberal thought about regulation 
and infrastructure that took shape in the United States in the 1970s and 
1980s, and lands, finally, back where we started: with the reform of heat 
in post-Soviet Russia.

The (Neoliberal) Critique of (Liberal) Arguments for 
Economic Regulation

Neoliberal thinking about infrastructure has to be understood as a re
sponse to a prior paradigm of economic reasoning about the conditions 
under which a state could intervene in a market economy, particularly in 
constructing, managing, or regulating what were previously called “pub
lic works.” Following Dieter Helm and George Yarrow (1988), three 
rationales for government intervention dominated economic reasoning 
from the early nineteenth century to the first half of the twentieth century 
when the role of states in economic and social life expanded dramatically. 
First, natural monopoly arguments began from the observation that in 
certain sectors of a modern economy—networked infrastructures such as 
telephony and railroads are key examples—maximum technical efficien
cies can be gained only through monopoly production, which allowed for 
scale economies and avoided redundancies. The problem was that equi
librium price for a monopolized sector was higher than for a competitive 
sector, thus yielding a welfare loss that would be borne by rate-payers (the 
public) .21 This welfare loss provided a rationale for either state owner
ship or regulation, in which government controlled entry, exit, and price 
levels. A second argument for state involvement concerned the comple
mentarities of infrastructure investment. Infrastructure services could be 
shown to be productivity-enhancing inputs to most other activities in an 
economy. But because these positive externalities of infrastructure invest
ment could not easily be “captured” by private firms—at least not in the 
short term—infrastructure would tend to be undersupplied by markets, 
thus justifying state provision .22 If the first two rationales were related to 
cases of market failure then the third rationale, concerning what Richard 
Musgrave (1959) called “merit goods,” was related to social provision
ing. For a variety of reasons, the argument ran, a government may want 
to supply infrastructure services—electricity, heat, transportation—at a 
higher rate than that at which the market would supply them. Such ra



tionales were particularly important in justifying governments’ efforts 
to achieve norms of spatial equity and universal provisioning that were 
central to the infrastructural ideal.

These arguments underpinned a vast expansion of regulation in many 
countries in the interwar period and after World War II. This expansion 
encompassed a range of interventions relating specifically to infrastruc
tures: major construction programs designed to promote economic de
velopment; regulatory frameworks for private monopolies; and social 
welfare projects to extend infrastructure services to poorly served popu
lations (in rural areas or slums, for example). It bears noting that in one 
sense these rationales for intervention were based on a distinctively lib
eral political ontology and style of governmental reasoning. They began 
from a presumption against government intervention, and assumed that 
exceptions to this rule required specific argument. Their point was not to 
displace private initiative. Rather, government was to play a compensa
tory role when markets failed to produce efficient outcomes, or to yield 
certain desirable collective goals.

This underlying liberal character of arguments for government inter
vention in various domains, particularly in the construction and m an
agement of public works, helps us understand why, when such forms 
of intervention were becoming dominant in the 1930s and 1940s, they 
enjoyed the support of economists in institutions that we customarily 
associate with raeoliberalism. As Dieter Plehwe (2009b: 22) has shown, 
some members of the Mt. Pelerin Society wrote in favor of government 
infrastructure investment in poor countries.23 And major figures at the 
Chicago School before World War II supported public ownership of net
worked infrastructures in the United States.24

That said, it was precisely against this edifice of liberal argumentation 
that first the ordo-liberals and Austrians in Europe, and subsequently the 
American neoliberals, directed their critique of government intervention. 
The initial target was the theory of natural monopoly, the lynchpin of 
liberal rationales for government intervention from the late nineteenth 
century through the middle of the twentieth century. The dominant wis
dom of the period was that monopoly was the long-term result of free 
market competition—suggesting a fundamental contradiction in the pat
tern of capitalist development. This contradictory tendency provided the 
justification for regulation: public authorities had to save capitalism from 
itself. Key figures among the ordo-liberal and Austrian economists ac
cepted the premise that monopoly was a primary danger to the capitalist 
system, but their diagnosis ran in the opposite direction. As Foucault 
summarizes their position, the ordo-liberals saw monopoly as the result 
not of capitalist development but of the “intervention of public authori
ties in the economy.” And they were skeptical of the need for regulation



since they saw “the economic process” as “the bearer in itself of a regula
tory structure in the form of competition” that would take care of natu
ral monopoly problems if it were allowed to “function fully” (Foucault 
2008: 134-35, 137).25 M any ordo-liberals, thus, categorically rejected 
natural monopoly arguments for regulation, and focused on interven
tions that stressed formal rules of competition.

The broad ordo-liberal suspicion about natural monopoly arguments 
was most prominently taken up in a tradition of economic thought about 
regulation that developed in the decades after World War II by econo
mists at the University of Chicago. This tradition can, as Robert Van 
Horn (2009) has shown, be traced to the early 1950s, as key figures 
such as Aaron Director, Milton Friedman, and George Stigler, adjusting 
their own previously held positions, questioned the broad scope granted 
to regulation in the dominant economics of the period. Although these 
thinkers took up key elements of the ordo-liberal arguments against 
natural monopoly, their emphasis was different. As Foucault observes, 
the ordo-liberals saw monopoly as an archaic phenomenon—a holdover 
from the privileges and protective customs conferred by monarchical 
states; the remnants of a “predatory neo-feudalism” (2008: 134). The 
Chicago economists, by contrast, focused specifically on the institutions 
of modern government. Their position is best understood as a reflexive 
critique of infrastructural modernity.

George Stigler and the Critique of Regulation

Regulation was a likely site for neoliberal reflection on infrastructure in 
the United States due to a peculiarity of American government. In con
trast to many European countries, American government involvement in 
economic and social life focused overwhelmingly on regulation of private 
monopolists (and other private actors), not on public enterprises. Conse
quently, regulation emerged as a crucial topic in the political landscape 
shaped by the New Deal. H arry Trebing (1984: 228) has identified 1962 
as a crucial year for the development of a direct challenge to the New 
Deal consensus on regulation .26 Among other things, that year saw the 
publication of three documents that were, each in their own way, crucial 
to the subsequent critique of regulation. The first was an article in the 
American Economic Review, “The Firm under Regulatory Constraint,” 
by Harvey Averch and Leland Johnson (1962), two RAND Corporation 
economists whose work foreshadowed a powerful intersection between 
the economics of the firm and the new economics of regulation. The 
second was M ilton Friedman’s popular tract, Capitalism and Freedom 
(1962), in which he famously wrote that among the “evils” of public 
monopoly, public regulation, and private monopoly, he preferred the last.



The third was an article in the Journal o f  Law and Economics, entitled 
“W hat Can Regulators Regulate?” by Clair Friedland and George Stigler, 
a key figure in the neoliberal approach to regulation whose work we 
consider in some detail here .27

Like James Buchanan, Stigler is rarely mentioned in critical discus
sions of neoliberalism. But he played a decisive role in both intellectual 
and institutional developments.28 Stigler was—like Buchanan—a stu
dent of Frank Knight at Chicago (one of only a handful). After short 
stints in the National Resource Planning Board and the Statistical Re
search Group at Columbia during World War II, and in a few depart
ments of economics after the war, Stigler returned to Chicago. There, in 
the department of economics and in the business school, he was an at 
times pointedly ideological advocate of the “Chicago” view of things. 
He was also an im portant presence in the Mt. Pelerin Society, both as a 
founding member and as president from 1976 to 1978. Like Buchanan, 
Stigler was a new liberal in a specific and meaningful sense. He was 
explicitly concerned with classic liberal political and economic thought 
(his dissertation was a work of intellectual history), and with the prob
lem of updating classical liberalism in light of recent developments, 
most centrally, the rise of the social state. As he explained in a 1964 
essay, “ [t]he economists have, until recently, been preoccupied with the 
workings of a comparatively unregulated economic system—what is 
loosely described as laissez-faire” (Stigler 1975a: 31). But as the state 
became an im portant allocator of resources—both directly through the 
fiscal mechanism and indirectly through regulation—it was imperative 
to think about government in economic terms: to constitute it as an ob
ject of empirical analysis; to disarticulate the black box of the state and, 
in the distinctively neoliberal move, to break it down into the calculat
ing actors that comprised it.

Stigler worked on a range of topics, including the theory of the firm, 
the economic theory of information, and the history of economic thought. 
But his best-known work was on the economics of regulation, developed 
in a series of articles from the early 1960s through the 1970s. As a later 
commentator in the field put it, the effect of Stigler’s work in this area 
was like a “shotgun blast”— “an explicit, sometimes effective challenge 
to the assumptions and institutions that historians associate with the 
Progressive Era, the New Deal, and the Great Society” (McCraw 1976: 
2 9 7 ) .29 Stigler was, indeed, engaged in an unabashedly political project 
that aimed to take back for the market territory that the prior economics 
of regulation had claimed for the federal government.

Like many figures of the Chicago School, Stigler’s analysis began from 
a critique of the “public interest” theory of intervention. The public 
interest school, on his account, proposed that when markets failed to



maximize general welfare, government should intervene. In Stigler’s view, 
public interest theory rested on a number of unjustified assumptions, 
some avowed, some not: that problems of m arket failure were pervasive, 
that the state could intervene to regulate sectors in which such problems 
pertain, and that the state should intervene—in other words, that inter
vention served the public interest.30 Scrutinizing these assumptions was 
precisely the aim of Friedland and Stigler’s 1962 article on electricity 
regulation. The article addressed a crucial premise of the public interest 
school: that regulation of a natural monopoly sector would lower prices 
by preventing monopolies from taking excess profits. Friedland and Sti
gler tested this relationship by comparing prices before and after regula
tion was imposed on electricity tariffs by individual U.S. states. The nar
row result—that regulation did not lower prices—was important in itself, 
though later critics found Stigler and Friedland’s empirical analysis to be 
flawed and the study’s implications overdrawn .31 But it was the empirical 
questioning of the effects of regulation itself that constituted the article’s 
real novelty and contribution. As Stigler himself wrote a few years later, 
despite the fact that electricity regulation had spread to two-thirds of the 
U.S. states by 1915, nearly fifty years later, when he and Friedland began 
their study, they were “the first investigators ever to do so on even a mod
erately comprehensive scale” (Stigler 1975b: 27).

Stigler’s influence in this area was significant; or, at least, he and Fried- 
land were on the front end of a significant wave. According to Paul Jos- 
kow and N ancy Rose, “ [systematic analysis of the effects of economic 
regulation originated with Stigler and Friedland’s 1962 paper” (1989: 
14 9 5 ) .32 Before the article’s publication there were almost no empiri
cal studies of the effects of regulation. In the ensuing decade hundreds 
were conducted. The verdict in this rapidly growing literature was not 
one-sided. W hat seems important is that it suggested a new approach to 
posing the question of regulation, a new “site of veridiction” in which 
regulation could be assessed. In the liberal economics of public interest 
theory, the “answer” to the question of whether there should be regula
tion was to be found in the market. If a market diverged from some 
measure of efficiency—the Paretian condition was often applied—inter
vention was assumed to be justified. Stigler’s critique began from the ap
parently straightforward proposition that the relevant comparison was 
not between a monopolistic m arket and some “imaginary” Paretian state 
(as Ronald Coase once put it) but between an actually existing market 
and actually existing regulation. The implication was that one had to 
test not only m arket failure but regulatory failure. As Randall Holcombe 
explains, “if Pareto efficiency is used as the benchmark for success, then 
government can fail to allocate resources efficiently in the same way that 
markets can. Thus, one would have to compare market versus govern-



ment production by evaluating the real-world institutions in each case, 
rather than comparing the theoretical efficiency of Pareto optimality with 
the real-world performance of m arkets” (1997: 5).

This point should be underlined, since it does not necessarily accord 
with the usual critical understanding of neoliberalism. Whatever his pol
icy convictions, Stigler’s critique did not begin by rejecting, outright, the 
proposition that the state ought to pursue collectively agreed upon goals 
through intervention .33 It did not propose deregulation based on fanta
sies of perfectly efficient markets. Indeed, it criticized public interest the
ory precisely for assuming that the efficiency of unregulated monopolies 
should be judged against some standard of optimality. Stigler simply in
sisted on studying whether those values being pursued by regulation were 
actually achieved (were tariffs lowered? were social goods delivered?) and 
whether they were being achieved more successfully—more efficiently, 
more equitably—than they would be in an unregulated m arket.34 In a 
1964 essay, Stigler proclaimed “much more faith in the long run benefits 
of the practice of demanding evidence of the effects of various economic 
policies than ... in the beneficial effects of the policies that you or I now 
prefer” (1975b: 37). “This,” he continued, “is my fundamental thesis. We 
do not know how to achieve a given end. We do not know the relation
ship between the public policies we adopt and the effects these policies 
were designed to achieve” (1975b: 24). The role of economic science was 
to find out. At his best moments, Stigler was another good Weberian.

The Microeconomics o f Regulation: Critique and Programming

In the first instance, then, Stigler’s approach to regulation simply insisted 
on examining the actual effects of government intervention. Beyond this 
orientation to empirical tests—one that was, as Overtveldt (2007) has 
pointed out, broadly characteristic of Chicago economics—two exten
sions of Stigler’s work on electricity came to be associated with the Chi
cago position on regulation. The first related to what would later be 
called the political economy of regulation: if many regulations do not 
achieve their intended results, why do they persist? In whose interest is 
failed regulation? For Stigler, public interest theory had no answer to this 
question, since it posited a benevolent, technocratic state. His response 
was a new theory of “regulatory capture,” initially laid out in a 1971 
article called “The Theory of Economic Regulation” (Stigler 1971). In 
it, Stigler argued that regulatory decisions would largely be driven by 
the incentives of policymakers and, thus, by their most mobilized and 
powerful constituencies, the producers in regulated industries. It was 
often not, therefore, the “public” interest that was served by regula
tion but, rather, the interests of large corporations. This thesis suggested



profound pessimism about regulation, and asserted a presumption in 
favor of market power rather than regulatory power.35 The argument 
was hugely influential. As Peltzman writes, within a decade “the benign 
view of regulation as a prom oter of the general interest had been mainly 
abandoned. The ascendant image was of the regulator captured by the 
regulated” (1993: 822).

A second extension of Stigler and Friedland’s work on electricity con
cerned the theory of natural monopoly itself: Were there as many mar
kets with natural monopoly properties as had been assumed? Did natural 
monopolies produce the problems with which they had been associated? 
In the electricity study, Friedland and Stigler had found that, from the 
perspective of consumer prices, outcomes in unregulated industries were 
no worse than those in regulated industries. In seeking to explain this 
finding, they hypothesized that excess pricing was limited because un
regulated electric utilities were “not possessed of any large amount of 
long-run monopoly power.” 36 This argument extended the older ordo
liberal contention that, as Peltzman put it, in “a basically competitive 
economy with substantial long-run resource mobility” natural monopoly 
effects were likely to be limited (1993: 821). Stigler posited that com
petitive markets for narrowly defined product categories provided too 
limited a frame for thinking about natural monopoly. Mechanisms such 
as intermodal competition, competition for monopolized markets, and 
technological change meant that in many monopoly sectors excess profits 
would be wiped out.37

These arguments about regulatory capture and natural monopoly were 
elaborated by other key Chicago figures: Harold Demsetz on competition 
for the market; Richard Posner on the welfare costs of natural monopoly; 
Sam Peltzman on the economic analysis of regulatory politics. This group 
was recognized to form the core of a Chicago approach that occupied an 
important and distinctive position in discussions of regulation .38 If one 
were to identify a distinctly neoliberal school of thought about regula
tion, this would be it. But in the late 1960s and 1970s, when this school 
of thought was consolidating, these neoliberal arguments converged in 
sometimes surprising ways with a broader field of political activists and 
economic or technocratic experts (Canedo 2008). On the political front, 
the Chicago economists were only one voice in a broader movement that 
drove the major episode of deregulation in the United States during the 
1970s. Their attacks on corporate capture of the regulatory process reso
nated with the positions of progressive reformers such as Ralph N ader 
and Edward Kennedy, both of whom played crucial roles in the campaign 
to reform the U.S. regulatory state. Thus, Frederick C. Thayer, a sup
porter of the “public interest” view of regulation, lamented in 1984 that 
“ [t]he ‘capture’ theory turns up in Supreme Court decisions written by



the liberal Justice William Douglas, in the criticisms of the conservative 
economist George Stigler, and in the muckraking of Ralph Nader, and is 
so widely accepted in academe that anyone believing otherwise is thought 
to be ‘hopelessly naïve or disingenuous’” (Thayer 1984: 150).39 The Chi
cago neoliberals contributed, thus, to the deregulation crusade, but as a 
political movement deregulation was not only neoliberal, nor could it be 
located at one given point on the political spectrum.

Of more central importance to our own story is the fact that the style 
of economic reasoning articulated by the Chicago theorists of regulation 
was not tightly bound to a particular ideological agenda, nor was it lim
ited to Chicago economists, who provided only one contribution—albeit 
a critically important one—to a minor tradition of thinking about regula
tion that was taking shape in the late 1960s and early 1970s. One crucial 
gathering point for this minor tradition was the Bell Journal o f Econom
ics and Management Science, later renamed the RAND Journal o f Eco
nomics, first published in 1970.40 In the journal’s first issue the founding 
editor, Paul MacAvoy, wrote that “despite the growing importance of 
the regulated sector, very few articles appear each year on the economic 
theory of the regulated firm or the economic effects of regulation” (1970: 
5). But the Bell journal (along with Chicago’s Journal o f  Law and Eco
nomics) would soon be at the center of an exploding literature. It ran a 
number of foundational articles that articulated the Chicago position on 
regulation; Stigler, Posner, Demsetz, Coase, and Peltzman all published in 
its early issues. But the work published in the journal hardly conformed 
to any Chicago orthodoxy, and the contributors often disagreed with the 
Chicago economists on particulars. But they shared a style of analysis 
and a toolkit of techniques for a new kind of critique and programming 
of regulatory regimes. The distinctive move of this style of analysis was 
to break down the key actors in the regulatory game—the state, regulated 
firms, and the “public” that was both the consumer of services and the 
supposed beneficiary of regulatory intervention—and to analyze them 
as calculative agents whose incentives were structured both by market 
signals and regulatory institutions: incentives for regulated industries to 
produce efficiently (or not); incentives for users to economize their use 
of services (or not); incentives for regulators to act in the public interest 
(or not).

Participants in this discussion of very different ideological stripes also 
shared w ith the Chicago economists a conviction that competitive mar
kets—that is, markets with multiple firms competing to provide the same 
service—provided far too narrow a frame for thinking about the scope of 
natural monopoly. Microeconomic analysis showed, as William Baumol 
said of his theory of “contestable” markets, that the “invisible hand holds 
sway” in many more situations than had been previously assumed, and



through a range of mechanisms other than competitive markets (1982: 
2).41 The contributors to this minor tradition also generated an extraor
dinary range of proposals for a new programming of regulatory systems 
through mechanisms of calculative choice, competition, and price based 
on supply and demand: markets in social “bads”; new approaches to reg
ulatory price setting; voucher schemes; peak load pricing; and metering. 
These were not quite what Callon called “market devices,” since what 
was being crafted by these programmers of regulation was not always a 
market. Rather, the originality of their contribution lay in their proposals 
to deploy “microeconomic devices” in areas where competitive markets 
could not function .42

Much of this will become clearer and more concrete in a moment, as 
we turn to one particular domain—infrastructure reform—in which this 
new style of thinking was applied. Here it bears emphasizing that the new 
economics of regulation did not simply negate the old. It did not simply 
call for deregulation where previously regulation had been accepted. And 
it did not categorically reject arguments about market failure—relating 
to natural monopoly problems, economic complementarities, or merit 
good issues—that had previously been uncritically accepted. It is true 
that this new form of critique and programming emerged in response to 
a prior form of liberal reasoning that posited a very broad scope for in
tervention; and it is true that the new economics of regulation concluded 
that the regulatory state governed too much. But having begun from an 
empirical assessment of regulation’s effects, the neoliberal “tu rn ” is best 
understood as a kind of orthogonal movement that cut across the exist
ing alternatives of regulation and deregulation to understand how each 
could be critically assessed and programmed using microeconomic tools.

T h e  E c o n o m ic s  o f  In f r a s t r u c t u r a l  T r a n s it io n :
R e f l e x iv e  M o d e r n iz a t io n

The economics of regulation—and the deregulation movement in the 
United States— addressed government intervention in many areas, includ
ing in networked services such as telecommunications, transport, and en
ergy. But what we have come to call infrastructure over the second half 
of the twentieth century was carved out as an object of reflection primar
ily in the economics of development (as well as in military contexts) .43 

Although the objects of these two fields overlapped, each problematized 
these objects in different (though interrelated) ways. Discussions of eco
nomic regulation, as we have seen, centered on a tradition of economic 
thought focused on problems of natural monopoly, and in particular on 
problems of inefficient pricing. In economic development, by contrast, a



key justification for state involvement was that infrastructures might be 
underprovided by private markets. Thus they would hold back processes 
of industrialization and modernization. In a liberal-developmentalist view 
that took shape after World War II, government investment in infrastruc
ture was to function not as the backbone of economic planning, as in the 
Soviet case, but as a target of state investment that would, as Rosenstein- 
Rodan put it in a classic essay, “have the maximum catalytic effect” in 
mobilizing the autonomous efforts of citizens and entrepreneurs .44 The 
key question for this liberal developmentalist view concerned the volume 
of infrastructure capital required to stimulate modernization. The neo
liberal approach to the reform of infrastructure involved remapping the 
critical vocabulary of the new economics of regulation onto this adjacent 
domain, whose central problematic shifted from infrastructure modern
ization—that is, investment in infrastructure to stimulate industrializa
tion and urbanization—to the reflexive modernization of already “infra
structural” forms of modern society.

I can only plot a few key points of reference in this story, which begins, 
again, in the United States, but passes quickly into the sphere of interna
tional development. One trigger for revisiting economic thinking about 
infrastructure was what Graham and M arvin call the “ infrastructure 
crisis” of the 1970s. Around the world, breakdowns in infrastructure 
systems—from blackouts to bridge failures to the decay of roads—lent 
urgency to concerns that infrastructures were deteriorating. This crisis 
triggered a multipronged critique of state regulation or ownership of 
infrastructures.

Initially an attempt was made to map the infrastructure crisis back onto 
the existing, dominant critical vocabulary for thinking about infrastruc
ture and development.To illustrate, we can take just one exemplary docu
ment of the American infrastructure crisis: a 1981 publication entitled 
America in Ruins by Pat Choate and Susan Walter.45 The study, commis
sioned by the Council of State Planning Agencies, played a crucial role in 
drawing public attention to the infrastructure crisis. Following its publi
cation, Roger Vaughan observed, “ [a]lmost overnight, the press took [the 
problem of infrastructure] up with a vengeance,” thus demonstrating how 
a “seemingly obscure and certainly dreary topic ... can become a central 
focus of public policy debate” (1984: xvii). A major purpose of the report 
was to document the decrepit conditions of bridges, roads, and energy 
networks. But its authors did not portray the “crisis” as simply a matter of 
deteriorating material structures. Choate and Walter argued that declining 
rates of infrastructure investment were a key culprit in the falling rates 
of productivity growth that preoccupied economists in many countries 
during the 1970s. Citing a 1977 RAND study that reported on the results 
of input-output analyses of the American economy, Choate and Walter



(1981: xi) advanced a structural interpretation of productivity decline: the 
problem was capacity idled by bottlenecks in chains of industrial produc
tion. They proposed to address these bottlenecks through a large-scale 
program of investment in infrastructure. “ [B]y careful planning,” they in
sisted, “government can target benefits to help both people and specific 
industries,” proposing, along these lines, to develop a capital budget for 
the United States that would make it possible to rationally apportion in
frastructure spending (Choate and Walter 1981: 27). Their plan can be 
situated in a long line of attempts—the Soviet central among them—to 
approach economic management as a logistical optimization problem, to 
respond to economic crisis by expanding government control, by placing, 
as Lewin said of the Soviet 1920s, “more hands on more levers.”

Choate and Walter’s call of alarm was followed by congressional hear
ings, a range of academic studies, and reports by think tanks and industry 
groups that triggered a significant debate about infrastructure investment 
during the 1980s in the United States and internationally. One key ques
tion in this debate was whether it was possible to empirically demonstrate 
basic assumptions that underlay Choate and Walter’s argument: that de
clining government infrastructure investment could be linked to an infra
structure “shortage” that was, in turn , slowing productivity growth. The 
discussion was catalyzed by a series of articles, most notably by David 
Alan Aschaurer, an economist at the Chicago Federal Reserve, which indi
cated a very robust relationship between declining economic productivity 
and a shortage of infrastructure investment and capital. Aschaurer’s work 
was answered by a cascade of studies that debated both the results and the 
methods used to pose the question .46 W hat was at stake in this debate was 
not whether, ceterus paribus, infrastructure increased productivity—this 
was certainly true. Rather, the questions were: Could a government role 
in infrastructure investment be justified relative to a private role? And did 
the United States in fact have an infrastructure “shortage” ?

For most observers, the discussion was inconclusive. No consensus was 
reached concerning the correlation between government infrastructure 
investment and productivity, or even about how to empirically test a re
lationship that had been more or less taken for granted for most of the 
twentieth century in developing and rich countries alike .47 But the most 
interesting conclusion to the debate was not whether the findings con
cerning the correlation were positive, negative, or simply difficult to es
tablish. Rather, it was that “ infrastructure shortage” had been the wrong 
question all along. In 1994, the World Bank’s World Development Report, 
referring to discussions of Aschaurer’s work, argued that infrastructure 
policy could not be a “simple numbers game of drawing up inventories 
of infrastructure stocks and plotting needed investments” (World Bank 
1994: 1 ). The economist Edward Grämlich came to a similar conclusion:



“N ot only have previous studies not provided very convincing answers to 
whether there is or has been an infrastructure shortage, but they may not 
have even focused on the right question in the first place” (1994: 189).48 
The point is not that the question of infrastructure shortage or the appro
priate levels of investment disappeared. But different problems—shaped, 
I will show, by the new economics of regulation— dominated discussions 
in the 1990s and much of the 2000s.

We can trace this new problematization of infrastructure through the 
aforementioned 1994 World Development Report, entitled Infrastructure 
for Development, which summarized the current state of thinking and 
laid out a program  for reform. The report began by reasserting a premise 
that had been central to Bank strategy throughout its history: that infra
structures were, “ if not the engine, then the ‘wheels’ of economic activity ” 
(World Bank 1994: 13-14). As such it saw a very broad scope for state in
tervention. But the crucial questions to be addressed had shifted. Though 
some countries still had significant infrastructure “deficits,” coverage had 
“increased significantly in developing countries over the past several de
cades” (World Bank 1994: 13). In countries of the “second” (communist) 
world, massive programs of infrastructure construction were drawing to 
completion; in poorer countries, where the “quantum leap to ubiquity” 
had not taken place, there was, nonetheless, a significant accumulation of 
infrastructure stock.

The “numbers game,” Infrastructure for Development implied, had 
been appropriate for the first wave of infrastructure modernization when 
the central problem was one of assembling an “ infrastructural” form of 
collective life. By contrast, the crucial contemporary problems (as of the 
1980s and early 1990s) were those generated in a form of collective life 
already assembled through infrastructures. The central concern in these 
cases was not the amount of infrastructure but the fact that “the full 
benefits of past investments were not being realized due to inefficiencies 
that resulted in a waste of resources and lost economic opportunities” 
(World Bank 1994: 13). The critique of infrastructural modernization 
that unfolded in Infrastructure for Development followed a pattern that 
was borrowed from the new economics of regulation: first, an assessment 
of current infrastructure policies (Do they meet their self-proclaimed 
goals?); second, a diagnosis of the failures of infrastructure moderniza
tion through a microeconomic analysis; third, a new programming of 
infrastructure through mechanisms of calculative choice, competition, 
and enterprise.

First: the assessment. Infrastructure for Development presented a mass 
of evidence indicating that if the point of government intervention in in
frastructure was to increase economic productivity and to promote equal 
access to infrastructure services as “merit goods,” it was failing on many



counts, particularly in poor countries. The deterioration of infrastructure 
meant that the technical efficiency of some systems (such as power plants) 
was actually declining. Poor countries facing enormous fiscal shortfalls 
thanks to the economic shocks of the 1970s and 1980s were literally 
throwing money away; infrastructures, far from being flywheels of eco
nomic development, were sources of fiscal drain. Even more damning, 
“merit goods” arguments for state involvement in infrastructure were 
often not supported by practical experience. This was particularly true 
in poor countries, where infrastructures such as water and electricity— 
crucial to providing for basic needs—were found to provide high quality 
and low cost (indeed, often heavily subsidized) services to rich or middle- 
class urban populations, while poorer areas were often not connected to 
infrastructure networks and had to rely on higher cost and lower quality 
services delivered by small entrepreneurs on the m arket.49 For much of 
the world, particularly in poor countries, the infrastructural ideal was 
never actual.

Second: the diagnosis. Previously, infrastructure planning and policy 
had focused on project-level, cost-benefit analysis that examined the 
overall economic impact of infrastructure investment, or used substan
tive technical measures to assess existing infrastructure levels—what In 
frastructure for Development called the “numbers game.” In both cases, 
emphasis was placed on the “m acro” relationships among economic ag
gregates (capital investment, output, welfare provisioning). As Francois 
Bourguignon, then the chief economist at the World Bank, observed in 
2006, such approaches had an “underlying planning character” in the 
sense that they were oriented to definite substantive ends and understood 
productivity-enhancing investments in terms of input-output relation
ships. Meanwhile, they ignored “behavioral responses from both ben
eficiaries and bureaucrats,” that is, the choice structures of the calcula
tive actors of which these systems were comprised (Bourguignon 2008: 
282). And these “behavioral” problems— “incentives embodied in the 
institutional arrangements for providing infrastructure services” (World 
Bank 1994: 13)—were precisely what the report found decisive in un
derstanding why infrastructure investments often failed to achieve their 
ends. Extensive research demonstrated that providers had little incentive 
to deliver efficient or high quality service since inputs and outputs were 
“not closely measured, monitored, or managed,” and suppliers did not 
depend “on user satisfaction for rew ard” (World Bank 1994: 33). M an
agers had ambiguous imperatives: they were obliged to protect bloated 
workforces, and were rarely rewarded for more efficient production. 
Meanwhile, pricing structures—such as low levels of cost recovery, flat 
fees, and “cost-plus” pricing—gave recipients of infrastructure services



little incentive to economize their use, and producers little incentive to 
pursue greater efficiencies.

Third: a new programming. We might expect that, given the problems 
with state involvement in infrastructure, World Bank economists would 
propose the market as an alternative mechanism for allocating infrastruc
ture capital. But the story that emerges from Infrastructure for Develop
ment is different. The report concluded that classical arguments for state 
involvement in infrastructure construction and provisioning were over
stated, but not irrelevant. The public sector would continue to have “pri
mary responsibility for infrastructure services in most countries and most 
sectors in the foreseeable future.” The reasons given were classic: due to 
the public good characteristics of some infrastructures and because “gov
ernments have objectives other than profits” that would not be achieved 
by markets, a significant government role in many infrastructure sectors 
was essential (World Bank 1994: 37). On the one hand, then, we have a 
remarkably strong affirmation of a government role in building, manag
ing, and regulating networked infrastructures. On the other hand, the re
port’s authors argued, the special characteristics of infrastructures could 
not “explain or justify the fact that governments and public sector agen
cies have dominated almost all aspects of [infrastructure provisioning] in 
developing countries in recent decades” (World Bank 1994: 24). In this 
light, the report proposed a movement that was fundamentally similar 
to the one observed in the economics of regulation: not a turn from in
tervention to its opposite—nonintervention, privatization, or deregula
tion—but a new microeconomic approach to assessing and programming 
infrastructure.

This microeconomic critique and programming implied, first of all, 
reframing the question of intervention. Previously, the question of inter
vention or nonintervention was posed for an infrastructural sector as a 
whole. Regulations had “bundled” together diverse activities—produc
tion, distribution, social protection—in “monolithic organizations.” In 
response, Infrastructure for Development argued, it was imperative to 
unbundle infrastructure, by which it meant “pry[ing] open monolithic 
infrastructure sectors,” pulling apart their diverse functions in order to 
rationalize each according to its specific characteristics. Services that 
“create externalities or produce essential services to captive users” may 
warrant some regulation, but in an unbundled sector regulation could be 
focused on “market imperfections while permitting wide scope for com
petition in other components of the sector.” Thus, for example, “activities 
in which economies of scale are not im portant” could be separated from 
those in which they are (World Bank 1994: 52). A similar point was made 
about merit goods arguments: “ [w]here a minimum level of consumption 
of a particular service (such as water, heating, or power) can be identified



as a ‘lifeline’ for some users, society may judge that they should not be ex
cluded if they cannot afford to pay” (World Bank 1994: 24). Unbundling, 
thus, involves first of all opening up monolithic sectors in order to pose 
the question of regulation in a more precise and specific fashion.

In some cases this “unbundling” then opens the way for marketizing 
specific functions or opening them to competition—by, for example, in
troducing auctions for market access. In other cases it allows reformers 
to reengineer specific functions through a microeconomic programming: 
instituting “incentive” pricing; commercializing maintenance; creating 
user choice, whether through technical controls (such as valves) or by al
lowing multiple providers to offer a given service; and so on .50 In all these 
respects, the insights recently developed in the economics of regulation 
and in rich countries were crucial. The report’s authors recognized that
“the past decade marks a watershed__ The diffusion of novel ideas such
as sector unbundling, competitive entry, and incentive regulations from 
industrial to developing countries has occurred at a remarkable speed” 
(World Bank 1994: 71). “Recent changes in thinking and technology,” 
they continued, “have revealed increased scope for commercial princi
ples in infrastructure provision. These offer new ways to harness market 
forces even where typical competition [that is, competition among many 
firms providing the same good] would fail” (World Bank 1994: 13). What 
they proposed was not so much the marketization and deregulation of in
frastructure, but a patterning of microeconomic interventions with other 
regulatory forms in what remains a crucial area for a government’s at
tem pt to realize certain substantive ends. It is precisely this kind of cri
tique and programming of infrastructure that, in the 1990s and 2000s, 
was turned to the sticky problems of Russian heating systems.

R e p r o g r a m m in g  t h e  R u s s ia n  H ea t  A p p a r a t u s

We have seen that reform of Russian heating systems— and, more broadly, 
of the “housing and communal sector” (the standard and rather unsat
isfying translation of zhilishchno-kommunaVnoe khoziaistvo51)—was 
among the “second generation” reforms that were perceived to be crucial 
“for sustainable long-term growth once macroeconomic stability [had 
been] achieved” (World Bank 2003: 8 ). By the early 2000s, as a 2003 
World Bank report put it, this was the “largest sector of the Russian econ
omy operating along non-market principles” (World Bank 2003: 6 ). And 
a Russian government report recognized in 2001 that delay in reform of 
the communal sphere posed a “threat to the social and economic devel
opment of the country” (Government of the Russian Federation 2001: 
5). By the early 2000s a slew of technical studies—some addressing the



communal sphere broadly, some heat in particular— had been produced 
by the World Bank, the UNDP, the OECD, and Russian think tanks like 
the Institute for Urban Economics. The Russian government also issued 
a series of reports and reform programs, including a 1997 policy frame
work and, more consequentially, a 2001 program on the Reform and  
Modernization of the Housing and Communal Complex (“Government 
of the Russian Federation” ), which laid out a plan for sectoral transfor
mation for 2 0 0 2 - 2 0 1 0 .

Following the approach in prior chapters, my aim in this final section 
is not to trace the development of reforms or the political battles around 
contentious aspects of heat reform, such as the monetization of subsidies, 
that took shape during the 2000s. Instead, by focusing on various techni
cal studies and reform proposals—most importantly the government’s 
program on Reform and Modernization of the Housing and Communal 
Complex (hereafter, Program ), but also an array of reports and reform 
proposals by foreign and domestic experts—I examine how heating sys
tems were constituted as a conceptual and practical problem. These stud
ies and proposals varied in some important respects, placing emphasis on 
different parts of the reform program. But communal sector reform was 
a major area of cooperation between the Russian government and the 
World Bank in the 2000s .52 Consequently, domestic and foreign reformers 
speak in a common language; they share a common mode of critique, 
and a common repertoire of techniques for intervention that is typical of 
neoliberalism in this domain.

The Problematization o f Infrastructure Crisis—
Unbundling the Khoziaistvo

The various reform programs and technical studies that began to emerge 
in the late 1990s and early 2000s started from a common point: a diag
nosis of problems with the existing heat apparatus. We have seen that re
forms in the early post-Soviet period proposed to shift the costs borne by 
local governments and enterprises to recipients of communal services. But 
as the government’s 2001 Program  noted, the “social and economic situ
ation” during the 1990s—the severe inflationary recession that created 
a dramatic new landscape of social and economic vulnerability—meant 
that users could not bear higher costs. Or, at any rate, local governments 
were unwilling to impose higher tariffs. Communal service enterprises 
had nonetheless to keep delivering essential and expensive services, most 
centrally heat. They were caught in a fiscal vice.53 Heat and other utili
ties were effectively “paid” for through arrears for energy inputs and— 
crucially—through deferred maintenance and repairs. As the government 
Program  observed, the housing and communal sphere thus served to



cushion “the social impacts of price liberalization,” both through cross 
subsides and through the depreciation of its massive base of fixed capital. 
If economic reform was supposed to provide a therapeutic “shock,” then 
the communal sector played the role of a “shock absorber” (2003: 5 ) .54 

Reformers, too, recognized the critical role heat played in preserving the 
substantive economy of Russian cities.

How, then, did reformers diagnose this troubled situation? It is notable 
that the problem was not, initially, understood to be one of financing. 
Government and foreign assessments were of one voice in concluding 
that the ills of the communal sector could not be cured by throwing more 
resources its way.55 Rather, as a 2003 draft of a government heat reform 
program put it, the crisis had to be traced to the fact that “ [t]he transi
tion to free prices” in energy inputs took place “practically without any 
change in the technical base of heat supply” or in the “organizational 
structure” of heat production” that had been inherited from the Soviet 
period .56 Resolution of the crisis, as a UNDP/World Bank report argued, 
required not more financing but “interrelated changes in the technologies 
and in the organizational structures for the supply and demand of heat” 
(2000: 2 1 ). As had been the case in the United States in the 1980s, atten
tion shifted from volumes of financing to the underlying technical, orga
nizational, and normative structure of infrastructures as sociotechnical 
systems. Let us watch, therefore, as these reforms peel back the exigent 
circumstances of the 1990s to examine the prior “governmentality” upon 
which Soviet heating systems were built. We will find that reformers p ro 
vide a most comprehending account of the Soviet heating system and of 
its post-Soviet transformation.

The central fact of the programming of Soviet heating systems, accord
ing to a particularly perceptive study by the UNDP/World Bank Energy 
Sector Management Assistance Program, was that heat was regarded as 
an “elementary need ... that had to be provided in abundance.” The main 
requirement of heat systems, therefore, was that they be “robust and reli
able in the sense that [they] deliver heat to the end-user under all circum
stances.” On a technical level, these assumptions meant that all elements 
of production, distribution, and consumption were regulated through a 
unitary system “that [could] be controlled and maintained easily from the 
heat production plant by keeping the supply pressure and temperature at 
the required levels” (UNDP/World Bank 2000: 17). Productive and social 
welfare functions were linked together in blanket regimes of subsidiza
tion that provided virtually free heat to all residents of cities.

The problem reformers identified with this Soviet system did not con
cern its values. Report after report affirmed, along with the 2001 govern
ment Program , that heat was an essential need whose provision had to be 
guaranteed by the state (the form  of this guarantee is a complicated ques



tion, to which we return). N or did reformers object to the basic fact of 
centralized heat production. It may be surprising that pumping hot water 
or steam through tens of thousands of kilometers of pipes in subfreezing 
temperatures for months on end could be an efficient way to keep apart
ments warm. But as Eric M artinot, a resource economist who conducted 
studies of Russian heating systems in the 1990s, notes, “well-maintained 
district heating systems ... are usually more efficient than autonomous 
heat sources” (1998: 11). For this and other reasons, the UNDP/World 
Bank report concluded that district heating “is not a dinosaur that is 
likely to disappear soon” (2000: 8 ). Instead, reformers traced the prob
lems with Soviet heating systems to a series of microeconomic issues that 
were entirely foreign to the Soviet style of reasoning about social welfare, 
problems related to the incentives of the various actors—communal ser
vice enterprises, local governments, and “users” of services—that make 
up the heating system.

During the Soviet period these incentives had been not so much mis
managed as ignored. Local governments, communal service enterprises, 
and users were embedded in fixed material relationships and a unitary 
regulatory regime. Reforms thus proposed that the monolithic structure 
of the Soviet heating apparatus had to be unbundled. This meant first 
of all that the different organizations involved in the sector should be 
pulled apart, their distinctive functions clarified. Thus, the 2001 govern
ment Program  argued that local governments should not be directly in
volved in economic functions such as heat production or maintenance, 
but should limit their activities to establishing the “rules of the game” 
by setting norms, enforcing contracts, and overseeing the administration 
of social protection measures (Program , 17). Communal service enter
prises, meanwhile, should be oriented exclusively to efficient economic 
production by introducing incentives through competition and pricing 
mechanisms, and by freeing them from the fetters of social welfare obli
gations. The recipients of heat, meanwhile, should be treated not as pas
sive “subjects of need” but as sovereign consumers who would be given 
“control over the volume and quality of housing and communal services” 
(Program , 8 ).

This proposal for unbundling m ay sound like a program for m arketi
zation or for government through the calculative choices of autonomous 
actors. And reformers used precisely the language of markets and compe
tition to describe their proposals. One World Bank report after another 
during the 2 0 0 0 s—mechanically repeating the commonplaces of the 
1990s—proclaimed that communal service reform was the “last sector 
that will require serious reform if Russia is to complete the transition to 
a market economy” (World Bank 2003: 5). Similarly, the government’s 
Program  referred to the introduction of “market mechanisms of func



tioning” and increasing consumer control as the critical elements of its 
reform program (Program, 19). But if we push past these loose generali
ties about markets and choice, efficiency and autonomy, we will find that 
the concrete proposals laid out in these reports are not best understood in 
such terms. “Unbundling,” we have already seen, is not so much a policy 
framework or a definite course of action as a mode of critical questioning 
that asks to what extent sectors with significant natural monopoly or 
merit good properties can be programmed through mechanisms of choice, 
enterprise, and competition. In doing so, it identifies sites for a micro- 
economic programming of the heating system, but simultaneously— 
and this is the crucial point—recognizes the limits of such programming, 
imposed by the material setup of the heating apparatus, and by the social 
welfare imperatives that it must fulfill. In the case of Russian heat sys
tems, these limits are strict indeed. Consequently, proposals for neoliberal 
reform take shape as highly selective and ultimately quite limited deploy
ments of microeconomic devices within the material and normative 
framework of heating systems. Here we examine this unbundling of heat 
systems by examining three crucial areas that are addressed in all reform 
proposals: heat supply, consumption, and the system of subsidization and 
social protection.

Heat Supply

Let us turn first to heat supply—that is, to the production of hot water 
and steam in boilers, the distribution of heat through the teploset\ and the 
maintenance of the heat apparatus. We have seen that during the Soviet 
period heat supply was oriented to meeting norm-defined “needs,” not 
responding to “demand.” In this context, boiler operators, maintenance 
organizations, and natural resource producers were governed through a 
fixed technico-normative regime that defined the outputs they had to pro
duce, the costs associated with these outputs and, therefore, the amount 
of financing they should receive. Since user tariffs were low, this financing 
largely came through subsidies. Beginning in the late 1990s, cost recovery 
from users rose rapidly and the relative share of subsidies declined .57 But 
rising tariffs did not change the structure of supply and demand. Instead, 
they simply rearranged the distribution of costs. Consequently, as reform
ers noted, problems in the organization of heat supply inherited from the 
Soviet period persisted into the first decade of the twenty-first century. 
Communal sphere enterprises were still monopolists with little incentive 
to make their production more efficient. And their management priorities 
were confused by competing demands for economic efficiency and social 
protection. “At the heart of the management problems that have been



typical of [communal service enterprises],” noted a 2003 World Bank 
report, “is the contradiction between the enterprise’s function as a com
mercial entity providing economic services and the use of the enterprise 
as a vehicle for delivery of ill-targeted social protection” (World Bank 
2003: 2 1 ). The result was a familiar litany of problems, including gro
tesque technical inefficiencies and bloated workforces.

The 2001 government Program  proposed that reforms should be ori
ented first of all to introducing “market mechanisms of functioning” into 
the supply of heat (Program, 19). W hat this meant in practice, however, 
was a differentiated assessment of the need and appropriate scope for 
intervention in the specific areas of production, distribution, and mainte
nance. For example, systems of heat distribution—the teploset3 through 
which heat or hot water is delivered—had natural monopoly character
istics, and fell, therefore, “in the purview of regulation [podlezhit reguli- 
rovaniiu]” (Program). No “m arketization” there. Meanwhile, both do
mestic and foreign observers were more optimistic concerning mainte
nance. Although competitive markets with many firms vying to provide 
the same service were unworkable, it was feasible to have “competition 
for the m arket”—or Demsetz competition—through regular competitive 
tenders for maintenance concessions.

Finally, the government Program  proposed that the supply of heat to 
the teploset3—that is, the operation of the massive centralized boilers 
themselves—might be made competitive in some cases. Where multiple 
boilers could deliver heat over a common network, it reasoned, private 
investors might be enticed to compete with existing producers (Program , 
9). But the Program  acknowledged that such competition was feasible 
only in large cities. In small cities, monopoly conditions would likely 
prevail since many were served by a single boiler complex, or by multiple 
boilers that were not linked in a common distribution network (as was 
true in both Belaya Kalitva and Rodniki). And even hopes for competi
tion and private investment in large cities were disappointed. Based on 
the experience of the previous decade, a World Bank report concluded in 
2008 that private capital was unlikely to play a significant role in the sec
tor due to high risk and low potential return. 58 Most observers acknowl
edged that heat production would remain monopolized and regulated, 
and discussions of production shifted to problems of regulatory pricing. 
The same report pointed out that the system of pricing inherited from the 
Soviet era was based on “economically justified” tariffs derived largely by 
calculating producers’ costs. This system—basically a form of “cost-plus” 
pricing, which had been a central target of criticism in the new econom
ics of regulation— had the perverse effect that providers were “ ‘punished’ 
for efficiency gains” because lower costs might translate into lower tariffs



and, thus, lower revenue (World Bank 2008: 25). One proposed alterna
tive was to use tools of incentive regulation to allow producers to capture 
economies in production (Institute for Urban Economics 40).

The tally of marketization thus far: heat production—regulated m o
nopoly (with, perhaps in the future, incentive pricing); maintenance— 
Demsetz competition, but not a competitive market; distribution—regu
lated monopoly.

Consumption: The Constitution of “D em and”

W hat of the “demand” side? W hat programming did reforms propose for 
the consumption of heat? It should be evident that the concept of demand 
was absent from Soviet heating systems. The very notion of a sovereign 
consumer whose preferences defined requisite levels of heat production 
and patterns of distribution was not considered in designing systems that 
were oriented to meeting norm-defined needs. This fact had crucial im
plications for the technical setup of the Soviet heat apparatus. As the 
UNDP/World Bank report noted, because norms defined the amount of 
heat to be delivered to an apartment, “the end-user needed no control 
devices, not even radiator valves, to influence the supply of heat.” Soviet 
heat systems were based, therefore, on “constant water flows through all 
parts of the network,” with controls installed only at the most aggregated 
level (UNDP/World Bank 2000: 17).

Into this system, with its sanguine assumptions about a stable and tech
nocratically defined “need” for heat, reformers introduced entirely new 
questions and problems. Part of the issue was, indeed, one of consumer 
sovereignty—of allowing individual consumers to define how much heat 
they really needed (or were willing to pay for) and, thus, to “directly 
influence the volume and quality of housing and communal services,” as 
the 2001 government Program  put it (8 ). But efficiency issues were also at 
stake. As M artinot observed, in the absence of apartment level controls— 
and in the absence of a mechanism for charging based on use— “ [house
holds face zero marginal costs for their energy consumption and thus 
have no incentive to conserve” or invest in energy-saving improvements 
(1998: 5). The government Program , therefore, underlined the impor
tance of introducing measures that would “stimulate energy saving” by 
users (Program , 8 ).

How could heat systems be reengineered to  transform subjects of need 
into sovereign consumers who suffer the costs and enjoy the benefits of 
the choices that they make? How could a system be created in which 
calculative choice drives production and distribution? The remedy seems 
simple: install meters and control valves in individual apartments; charge 
households on the basis of use; let expressed utilities define the “dem and”



for communal services; let communal service organizations adjust heat 
supply to the resulting variations in demand—allow a self-regulating 
mechanism, thereby, to determine the production and distribution of 
heat. But as these various expert observers were well aware, things are 
not so simple.

An initial problem, as the OECD report explained, had to do with the 
piping of heating systems in apartment blocks. “The typical residential 
building,” it noted, “is plumbed in series via vertical risers.” Consequently, 
it would be impractical to “modulate flow at the level of the individual 
radiator (even if control devices were available), since any attempt to 
limit heat flow through a given radiator would affect the entire vertical 
series”—that is, it would change the tem perature in all apartments directly 
above it. There are technical fixes for this problem. It is expensive but 
possible, for example, to install valves on side flows such that controls 
on one radiator would not affect an entire vertical series. But compli
cations persist. Since “each radiator within a given apartment is served 
by a different vertical series” the usage of each apartment would not 
be recorded on a single meter (OECD/IEA 19 9 5 : 254).59 Again, there 
are potential fixes. One could record usage for multiple meters in each 
apartment and add them up. In this case, a genuine concept of individual 
consumption could be programmed into the system. But this step would 
raise a problem for which Soviet heating systems were not equipped: 
the specter of variable demand. “Once consumers install heat regulat
ing devices on their premises,” the OECD report continued, “the system 
switches to variable flow at the consumer level and the supply side has 
to be adjusted accordingly.” In other words, once users’ diverse prefer
ences are “revealed” through valves and meters, heat must be delivered 
differentially to various points in the distribution network. But in a con
stant flow regime, controls only allow “m acro” adjustments between an 
aggregate “need” and the vicissitudes of outdoor temperature, making 
response to variable demand impossible: “The lag-time of heat delivery 
between send-out and consumption can vary by hours, depending on the 
customer’s location in the system” (OECD/IEA 1995: 253); hours pass 
before centralized adjustments affect the heat delivered to a given apart
ment. Response to variable demand is impossible.

For all these reasons, and notwithstanding tireless exhortations about 
incentivizing users and allowing calculative choices to define the values 
relevant to production and consumption, reformers have more or less 
abandoned the idea that the effective demand of sovereign consumers can 
drive the supply and distribution of heat. M artinot’s early studies recog
nized that individual metering would be impractical, and the World Bank 
concluded that installing valves and metering use in individual apart
ments is “technically difficult and prohibitively expensive” (2003: 19)



W ithout a technical overhaul of entire heating systems involving massive 
capital investment—which is for the moment unanticipated and quite 
unlikely—there is not, and will not be, a sovereign consumer of heat in 
Russia. Consumption will be based on the fixed technical parameters of 
heating systems. And tariffs will be assessed based on norms rather than 
on actual use. The marginal cost of heat use for households will continue 
to be what it has always been: zero.

It bears noting, as a coda to this discussion of demand, that foreign ex
perts have advocated an alternate approach to these problems. Beginning 
in the early 2000s the World Bank supported pilot programs in which me
tering at the building level was combined with a system of “exchanges.” 
These exchanges, located at many points throughout a city, take in water 
that has already been warmed by a centralized boiler and then heat it 
further to temperatures dictated by norms. In this system, which has been 
studied in detail by the Russian sociologists Olga Bychkova and Evge- 
niia Popova (2010), the scale economies of centralized heat are captured, 
while fluctuations in demand for heat at the margins are met by adjust
ments in the exchanges, thus addressing the daunting technical problem 
of variable demand. These mechanisms, which create the technical pos
sibility for a kind of calculative agency at the level of apartm ent blocks, 
require a corresponding social technology—a homeowners association60 

— that could “share out costs to individual apartm ents” and pressure in
dividual owners to make efficiency upgrades in order to lower costs for 
the entire association, thus “getting closer to charging users for actual 
consum ption” (World Bank 2003: 19). Bychkova and Popova found that 
the initial experience with these systems has not been promising.

Subsidization

Let us turn to a final major area addressed by reforms: subsidization and 
social protection. We have seen that the orientation to basic need fulfill
ment in Soviet heating systems was practically realized through subsidies 
that allowed communal service enterprises to deliver heat at low and uni
form costs. These most frequently took the form of cross subsidies such 
as low tariffs on gas or differential tariffs for industrial and residential 
users. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, such “blanket” subsidies— 
so-called because they treated all users the same—were not abolished, 
although they did cover a diminishing portion of the sector’s costs thanks 
to declining government financing and rising input prices. But blanket 
subsidies were supplemented by another system of “categorical” subsi
dies—originally established in the Soviet period but vastly expanded in 
the 1990s—directed to specific groups such as the handicapped, veterans,



and victims of repression . 61 Both foreign and domestic reforms noted a 
variety of problems with this existing system of subsidization. By lower
ing prices it reduced users’ incentives to economize—though this problem 
was irrelevant in the case of heat since users have no control over how 
much heat they use and do not pay more for additional consumption. It 
also contributed to the financial difficulties of the communal sphere, since 
categorical subsidies imposed as unfunded mandates simply added to the 
losses of communal service enterprises. 62

But more fundamentally, reformers articulated a critique of the very 
conception of public value that was embedded in systems of blanket 
subsidies. This critique resonated both with James Buchanan’s proposal 
to understand “public” value in term s of individual costs and benefits, 
and with George Stigler’s insistence that the value produced by the state 
should actually be made an object of economic analysis. Soviet heating 
systems, we have seen, were organized based on the assumption that 
a single public value—a normative heating level—could be defined for 
all citizens and that the state should provide this value to all in abun
dance. Post-Soviet reforms took aim not at this basic value proposi
tion—that heat was a basic need whose provision, as the government 
Program  wrote, should be “guaranteed”—but at the veneer of equality 
and social protection under which it claimed to operate. Reformers ex
amined the actual distributional implications of subsidies by breaking 
up the “public” (in the Russian case, the more relevant concept would 
be “population” [naselenie]63) whose needs were purportedly being met, 
and examining the costs and benefits that subsidies bestowed upon indi
viduals and households differentially situated in an unequal social and 
economic field.

W hat reformers found is that the existing system had uneven and in 
many cases regressive effects. Blanket subsidies, as the World Bank noted, 
“benefit better-off households disproportionately,” in large part be
cause richer households tended to live in larger apartments with higher 
norm-defined levels of consumption. Consequently, they received bigger 
subsidies in absolute terms (World Bank 2003: 12). Meanwhile, as the 
Program  noted, the beneficiaries of categorical subsidies were “not only 
citizens with low income [maloimushchie grazhdane] but also groups of 
citizens with high and middle incomes” (Program , 7). Confirming this 
observation, a 2005 study by Ellen Hamilton, Sudeshna Ghosh Banerjee, 
and Maka Lomaia (2005) showed that the richest two quintiles of house
holds benefited more from subsidies than the poorest two quintiles. 64

In this light, the government Program  proposed to reprogram social 
protection by overhauling the system of subsidization along two axes. 
First, it proposed tha t “all budgetary resources ... dispersed to subsidiza



tion of the sector, will be taken from communal service enterprises and 
given to citizens”— “the actors [sub”ekty\ most interested in [these re
sources’] effective expenditure”—in the form of monetary grants (Pro
gram., 7 ) .65 Second, it proposed to reorient the system of subsidization 
from categorical or blanket subsidies to targeted [adresnye] subsidies. 
The proposed technical mechanism for targeting was a means test that 
took a familiar form. It established a maximum percentage of house
hold income that could be spent on communal services, and compensated 
households for normatively justified expenditures on communal services 
in excess of that amount. As in the definition of “need” incorporated 
into distribution formulas in budget reforms, discussed in the previous 
chapter, the technical definition of “normatively justified” expenditures 
on communal services is critical. The government did not propose to con
sider the amount a given family actually expends on communal services 
but the amount that would be expended on the normative level of com
munal services for an apartment of the normative size for a household 
consisting of a certain number of people. As a consequence, the program 
would reduce subsidies to small households living in large apartments 
(generally the rich), and would increase subsidies to large households 
living in small apartments (often the poor). In establishing normative ex
penditures, the reforms also proposed to take into account the costs of 
communal service provision in a given region, which varied in relation
ship to the local climate, transportation costs, the therm al qualities of the 
housing stock, heating technology, and so on.

After all: “ . . . to each according to his [norm defined] needs” !
The gambit in such reforms o f social protection was that subsidies—al

located initially to citizens, and then by citizens, who thereby “control the 
expenditure of budgetary resources”—would be allocated in a m arket
like way. They would be embedded in mechanisms of supply, demand, 
and price, rather than effectively canceling those mechanisms out. All 
of this is familiar. W hat is less familiar here—not because it is foreign to 
this broader category of technical interventions but because it has been 
largely ignored by critical scholars—is that this approach entails a very 
significant critique of received orientations to public value. It rejects the 
proposition that the core of the infrastructural ideal of low and equal 
prices for all is an acceptable way to think about distributional justice. It 
replaces the maxim of equal services at equal prices with a principle that 
mirrors Buchanan’s much more progressive (in the sense of more redis
tributive) and decidedly neoliberal conception of fiscal equity. The role of 
the state is to equalize the burden that a certain socially necessary good 
imposes on households at different levels of income, residing in different 
kinds of housing, and in different parts of the country.



C o n c l u s io n : P o s s ib l e  F u t u r e s

So what have been the outcomes of reforms thus far? From any perspec
tive, the results have been modest. Over the 2000s, reformers grew in
creasingly pessimistic about the possibility of introducing private capital 
or competition into the supply of heat, and discussion was limited to 
competitive tenders for maintenance concessions. Meanwhile, the Rus
sian researchers Valentin Andrianov and Sergei Sivaev (2003) have found 
that tariff setting continues to function as it did in the Soviet period: 
on a cost-plus basis. On the demand side, the aforementioned experi
ments with building-level heat exchanges have been implemented in only 
a handful of cities; building-level metering is more widespread, though 
most observers agree that the institution of homeowners associations— 
essential to make building-level metering work as a social technology— 
remains weak and ineffective. Otherwise the structure of demand has not 
changed in its fundamentals. Reform of subsidization has been similarly 
halting. Though monetization has been implemented in some regions (in 
most it has not), Anastassia Alexandrova and Raymond Struyk found in 
2007 that “not a single regional government has introduced targeting of 
categorical social assistance to low-income people or households” (2007: 
160). A 2008 World Bank report argued tha t targeting has been difficult 
to implement because “wealthy consumers are trying to hold on to their 
perks”—echoing the claim of Chicago regulation theorists that in many 
cases the persistence of failed regulation is best explained by regulatory 
“capture” by powerful constituencies. Taking all this into account, the 
same World Bank report was able to repeat the conclusion that reformers 
had arrived at several years earlier: that the housing and communal sec
tor was the largest unreformed part of the Russian economy—a vestige of 
socialism that persisted almost two decades after that system’s demise— 
and that its reform was (still!) essential for “completing the transition to 
a market economy” (World Bank 2008: 26).

W hat are we to make of this state of affairs? One approach might 
argue that neoliberal reformers have run up against a variety of local 
resistances—political opposition, material structures—that they could 
only poorly perceive and could not ultimately manage. Certainly there is 
something to this. Observers agree that an “ impressive array of legal and 
regulatory acts” passed by the Russian government has not been matched 
by shifts in regional and local governance (World Bank 2008: 7). It is also 
true that the limitations imposed by the inherited material structure of 
Soviet heating systems have loomed ever larger in estimates of the pos
sible scope of reform. To read the succession of reform documents and 
technical reports on heat over the first two decades of the post-Soviet



period is to trace a gradual process through which ambitions were dialed 
back, and the scope of intervention narrowed. By the late 2000s the pro
gram had been reduced to changes in regulatory pricing, targeting social 
protection, and competition for maintenance; not insignificant changes, 
but a modest program when compared to the sweeping terms in which 
these reforms were previously discussed (indeed, in many cases still are 
discussed) by proponents and detractors alike. Certainly, this is an area 
in which “actually existing neoliberalism” has been shaped by intransi
gent facts on the ground: facts of geography, demographic structure, and 
established routines of provisioning . 66

Certainly, all that is true. But I have tried to tell a different kind of story 
about neoliberalism. It is not a story about how neoliberal reform was 
blocked by the stubborn stuff of post-Soviet Russia. I am not arguing that 
material objects and political realities elude these experts. And I do not 
take the accommodations and compromises that have emerged during the 
course of the 2 0 0 0 s to suggest that we are dealing with a qualified neolib
eralism, a neoliberalism that was initially one thing, a pure and ideal thing, 
hatched in the minds of misguided ideologues, economists, or reformers, 
and that has, in its contact with “reality,” become something else.

I am not saying all these things because I do not see neoliberalism as 
a set of policies that are implemented or not, as a project that is suc
cessfully pursued or not, or as a generalized logic that is realized or not. 
Instead, it seems to me that the accommodations and shifts we find in 
heat reforms—the specific movement we observe in their successive ar
ticulations—can be understood in terms of the form of problem making 
that defines the neoliberal style of reasoning about infrastructures and 
economic regulation. Neoliberal critique and programming in these do
mains, we have seen, developed precisely to address situations in which 
normal mechanisms of competitive markets were unworkable, either due 
to the material characteristics of production, to the structure of certain 
markets, or to the characteristics of “merit goods.” The tools of the new 
economics of regulation were invented precisely as a new form of critical 
visibility through which intransigent things, embedded norms, and pat
terns of social provisioning could be brought into view, down to minute 
technical details, as the product of a prior governmentality that had to be 
rationalized. And this rationalization is designed to take shape precisely 
through the selective and in some cases quite limited deployment of what 
I have proposed to call microeconomic devices. These microeconomic 
devices depend on formal mechanisms of free choice, calculation, and 
enterprise. But their aggregate functioning does not add up to a market, 
in which allocations are driven by mechanisms of supply and demand. 
Rather, we have a complex ensemble of material structures, allocative 
principles, and value-generating mechanisms. To characterize some ele



ments of this ensemble as “m arketlike” or to note that they involve mech
anisms of calculative choice is not so much wrong as it is incomplete; it 
constitutes only a first step in the analysis. We have then to understand 
how, in neoliberal reforms, they are articulated with and accommodated 
to fixed material structures, existing patterns of provisioning, and, cru
cially, norms of social welfare.

In making these observations I want to be clear that my claim is not 
that we can take the reform of post-Soviet heating systems to be paradig
matic of a broader neoliberal project. They do not tell us what neoliber
alism “really” is. Indeed, for reasons I laid out at the very beginning of 
this chapter, the Soviet heating apparatus presents a kind of limit case: an 
extremely inflexible and centralized system that is particularly difficult to 
reform through microeconomic devices. As such, it brings certain prob
lems into relief in an ideal-typic and one-sided way. But this extreme case 
provides a useful counter and foil to another extreme case that has com
pletely dominated the critical imagination of neoliberalism, but that is of 
more limited descriptive and diagnostic value than is generally realized. 
Critical scholars have been transfixed by the image of rapacious multi
nationals swooping in to reap profits from infrastructure privatization in 
poor countries while essential needs go unmet. However well or poorly 
this image portrays what actually happens after privatization, the simple 
fact is that such privatizations have been surprisingly rare, as Antonio 
Estache and M arianne Fay (2007) found in a recent survey of developing 
countries. Most networked infrastructures remain in public hands, and 
their reform has to be analyzed, therefore, using the much more nuanced 
analytical vocabulary that I have been proposing. The situation is no 
clearer in the “neoliberal heartland”—the rich countries of Europe and 
N orth America. Though of course it is possible to find examples of mar- 
ketization of infrastructure and dramatic new patterns of exclusion, they 
do not necessarily present a typical picture. Joseph Kearney and Thomas 
Merrill, in an extensive legal review of U.S. regulatory transformation, 
have noted that “ [c]hanges [in infrastructure governance] are typically 
referred to as ‘deregulation.’ But if ‘deregulation’ means that a system 
of public regulation is abolished and replaced by exclusive reliance on 
market transactions, this is an inaccurate characterization of what is hap
pening” (1998: 1325-26).

A revised understanding of neoliberal reform would also require a re
vised assessment of the processes of transformation that we associate with 
neoliberalism, and the kinds of futures that neoliberal reform implies. In 
Russia, even if reforms were implemented as both foreign and domestic 
reformers imagine them, heat would still be regulated as a natural m o
nopoly; profits would be determined by regulatory decision making; and 
users would still be governed as subjects of need, not as sovereign con



sumers. If reformers managed to push toward full-cost recovery closely 
coupled with a more efficient system of subsidization, pressure on many 
households would increase (as it has throughout the 2 0 0 0 s), thus spur
ring, perhaps, processes of adjustment of populations across Russia’s vast 
territory, as reformers hoped it would (see chapter 6 ). But a strengthened 
redistributive mechanism would limit the impact on the most vulnera
ble households—both poor households and, critically, households in the 
coldest parts of the country, where heating costs are the highest. 67 Thus, if 
the elimination of cross-subsidies would create pressure for “adjustment” 
of populations and industry away from the coldest, highest-cost parts of 
the country, then targeted subsidies would relieve this pressure.

But perhaps a future in which reforms are fully implemented is not 
the one that should be realistically anticipated. After almost total stasis 
during the 1990s, the improved economic conditions of the 2000s made 
reformers optimistic that a push to deeper transformation could proceed. 
As late as 2008 the authors of a World Bank report on a new lending pro
gram for the communal sector (ultimately agreed upon with the Russian 
government in late 2009) were able to write that “sound economic condi
tions” provided a “window of opportunity” (yet another!) for pushing re
form (World Bank 2008: 1 ). But in fact the progress of reform during the 
2000s was quite modest, despite these auspicious circumstances. And the 
economic turmoil of 2008 and 2009 serves as a reminder that such cir
cumstances are, in any case, always tenuous. When another shock comes, 
incomes will fall and arrears will again mount, and the sine qua non of 
heat delivery will, no doubt, assert itself. After all, Russia ultimately does 
have enormous reserves of gas; ultimately it can deliver gas to boilers; 
and ultimately, with rare exceptions, these boilers will deliver heat even 
to residents who cannot pay for it. Reformed or not, the heat apparatus 
will serve as a great shock absorber during economic downturn, weaving 
together the elements of the city-building khoziaistvo as a sticky nexus 
of pipes, hot water, and warm bodies, in what remains, as such, a very 
cold country.



An Ineffective Controversy

When you talk about contemporary neo-liberalism .. .  you 
generally get three types of response. The first is that from 
the economic point of view neo-liberalism is no more than 
the reactivation of old, secondhand economic theories. The 
second is that from the sociological point of view it is just 
a w ay of establishing strictly market relations in society. . . .  
[T]he third response is that from a political point of view, 
neo-liberalism is no more than a cover for a generalized 
administrative intervention by the state which is all the 
more profound for being insidious and hidden beneath the 
appearances of a neo-liberalism. You can see that these three 
types of response ultimately make neoliberalism out to be 
nothing at all, or anyway, nothing but always the same thing, 
and always the same thing but worse. . . .  N ow  what I w ould  
like to show you is precisely that neo liberalism is really 
something else.

— M ichel Foucault, Birth o f  Biopolitics1

The controversy between conservatives and liberals . . .  is so 
ineffective that it is not serving the purposes of controversy.

— George Stigler, “The Unjoined D ebate”2

In  a n  i m p o r t a n t  e s s a y  on the theme of governmental reason, Colin 
Gordon provocatively argued that Michel Foucault’s 1979 lectures iden
tified neoliberalism as “a considerably more original and challenging 
phenomenon than the left’s critical culture has had the courage to ac
knowledge” (1991: 6 ). Gordon’s comment referred, in part, to Foucault’s 
prescient recognition that neoliberalism was profoundly reshaping how 
government was constituted as a conceptual and practical problem in the 
last decades of the twentieth century. But he also pointed to Foucault’s 
deepening dissatisfaction with certain tendencies in the discourse about 
liberalism and neoliberalism .3 Foucault suggested that critics tended to 
overvalue neoliberalism by turning it into a kind of general diagnosis of 
power relations; by finding neoliberalism everywhere they turned it into 
“nothing at all” or, rather, into something so general and abstract that it



either could not be studied empirically, or could be studied only through 
the endless multiplication of local variations on global themes: the in
sidious spread of administrative control; the establishment of “purely 
market relations in society”; or the workings of neoliberal hegemony. 
At the same time, critics undervalued neoliberalism to the extent that 
they analyzed it as a static worldview, the passive reflection of a coherent 
ideology whose essence could be read from the “projections it has been 
led to formulate by its analyses and criticisms”—such as the utopia of a 
self-regulating market.

Thirty years later, Foucault’s reflections feel absolutely contemporary. 
In some ways they may ring truer today than they could have in the late 
1970s, when critical discussions of neoliberalism were only beginning 
to take shape. The explosion of writing on neoliberalism in the 2000s 
has, indeed, been dominated by what Foucault called an “ inflationary” 
critique that sees neoliberalism everywhere and behind everything. But in 
reading much contemporary scholarship on neoliberalism, one is equally 
struck that this ubiquitous thing remains elusive, and one cannot help but 
feel that it is taken to be one thing when in fact, as Foucault suggested, it 
is really something else.

In the course of researching and writing this book, I constantly encoun
tered large and small ways in which assumptions about what neoliberal
ism is simply break down when confronted with particular individuals or 
programs for reform. It is taken for granted, for example, tha t neoliberal
ism holds an unbending belief in the ability of markets to produce opti
mal outcomes; that utopie faith in “harmony and self-regulation,” as Karl 
Polanyi put it in an oft-cited phrase, is the alpha and omega of the lib
eral creed. But the neoliberals I examined rejected economic analysis that 
made reference to an “imaginary” optimum condition as the standard 
against which either markets or the state should be judged; they rejected 
the very concept of a “m aximum” of general welfare. Critics often insist 
that neoliberalism is blind to the substantive reality that it takes up and 
aims to reform. But w hat struck me in examining the work of Buchanan 
and Stigler, and the broader streams of thought of which they were a 
part, is precisely that they invented a new empiricity, a new principle 
of reality, which made it possible to grasp the minute details of bureau
cratic arrangements or material infrastructures in a new and productive 
way. It is repeated with great assurance that neoliberalism is inextricably 
tied to a conservative and corporate agenda. But if we examine areas in 
which specific neoliberals weigh in on matters of policy the story gets 
tangled. George Stigler, in his crusade for deregulation, was aligned with 
Teddy Kennedy and Ralph Nader (Ralph Nader!), with whom he shared 
a conviction that the interests of corporations and other powerful groups,



rather than the public interest, often drove the regulatory agenda. It is 
taken for nothing less than apodictic certainty, finally, that neoliberalism 
is opposed to social protection, that increasing inequality, to recall David 
Harvey’s claim, is structural to the entire neoliberal project. But we have 
seen that James Buchanan offered a powerful defense of redistribution 
that today provides the conceptual and practical orientations for “neo
liberal” reforms around the world.

One can readily imagine the response to these observations: This is 
only the surface, the screen, the ruse. The real neoliberalism should be 
sought out not in the justifications and rationalizations made by neo
liberal thinkers but in broad structural transform ations, in deep shifts 
of class power, in the implementation of neoliberal reforms, and in the 
real processes of transform ation at the local level. N o doubt there is 
something to this, and in this book I certainly have not tried to skirt 
the question of how economic or politico-philosophical reflections are 
translated into concrete proposals for reform; indeed, I have tried to 
trace these connections with some care. The problem, however, is that 
in too many analyses the “real” neoliberalism of which local develop
ments are taken to be manifestations is always receding: found in sug
gestive interpersonal or institutional connections or in structural ef
fects; or, alternatively, gratuitously singled out as the decisive factor in 
complex fields of power and processes of historical change. A critique 
of neoliberalism built on such foundations, can never find its mark, and 
can only ever be ineffective, to recall George Stigler’s nice phrase, for it 
has no addressee.

It might be tempting, in light of the apparent difficulty of pinning 
neoliberalism down, to conclude that the game is not worth the candle. 
We could abandon any discussion of neoliberalism and simply continue 
various pursuits of intellectual history, studies of policy implementation, 
structural analyses, and so on. But this path is not satisfactory. As an ana
lytical term, neoliberalism draws meaningful conceptual interconnections 
among a range of historical experiences and contemporary problems in 
a way that is essential; methodologically speaking, we need it. W hat is 
more, it remains a crucial form through which problems of government 
are thought out today. We also need, therefore, an effective controversy 
about neoliberalism. The question is: W hat is required to get critical in
quiry back on track?

In this book I have pursued three strategies for, as I see it, making a 
critical discussion of neoliberalism more effective, some of which have 
been taken up by other scholars in recent years. The first is simply to 
develop greater critical consciousness about dominant narratives of neo
liberalism—where they come from, and w hat their effects are likely to be.



As I have suggested, and following a related observation of Emma Roth
schild (2 0 0 1 ), the dominant interpretation of neoliberalism was shaped 
by a conservative libertarian historiography that linked classical liberal
ism to neoliberalism to the waves of liberalization and reform that took 
shape in the 1970s to the 1990s. For critical scholars, this interpretation 
roughly fit an emerging narrative about neoliberalism as a pervasive force 
in shaping world affairs during a historical period defined by Thatcher
ism and Reaganism, the debt crises and structural adjustment in Latin 
America and Africa, the Washington Consensus, and the project of “tran
sition” in the postsocialist countries. In this context critical scholars not 
only accepted but advanced the conservative libertarian view of things, 
providing it with broader historical scope and, for those of a certain cast 
of mind, acceptable political credentials.

The problems with this story begin from the fact that, as an alternative 
historiography of classical liberalism pioneered by Rothschild, Stephen 
Holmes, and others has shown, it is simply wrong; we cannot find in the 
history of liberalism—or, for that matter, of neoliberalism—a coherent 
doctrine, coherent politics or, indeed, consistent views on almost any
thing. Instead, we find a diversity of positions articulated in response 
to specific historical circumstances. But this diversity and changeability 
of liberalism—both historical and contemporary—has been obscured 
by standard critical accounts. The antidote is to better understand the 
historical conjunctures in which particular stories about neoliberalism 
seemed to make sense—developing more discerning critical accounts of 
the Washington Consensus, structural adjustment, and so on—in order 
to think beyond them.

The second strategy, related to the first, is to turn greater attention to 
the flexibility of many elements of neoliberal reforms, and to the relation
ships they may have to diverse political projects. Here I have in mind an 
argument similar to the one advanced recently by Dani Rodrik th a t “first 
order economic principles ... do not map into unique policy packages” 
and that their application is “a lot more flexible” than  is generally recog
nized (2007: 15).4 It is true that neoliberalism—at least in its American 
variant—was initially aligned with a trajectory of conservative thought 
and was forged as a critical (though not, I have tried to show, rejection- 
ist) response to the rise of the social state. But however one evaluates 
this response or its politics, this circumstance concerning the birth of 
neoliberal reflection tells us nothing about its current forms. And it seems 
to me debilitating— an unwarranted submission to a logic of origins— 
to simply assume that those politics will be everywhere and always the 
same. Indeed, we might posit that the formality of neoliberal techniques 
of governing have given them a certain mobility and flexibility that al



low them to be deployed in a range of different circumstances, in various 
political projects, and various institutional contexts (Collier 2005; Col
lier and Ong 2005; Ferguson 2010 ) .5 Tracing how that works seems an 
essential contemporary task.

The third and final strategy I have pursued is simply to take more 
seriously the question of what makes a particular tradition “neoliberal”; 
to  ask in what, precisely, its neoliberalism consists. This does not mean 
focusing only on the effects of neoliberal policies, on neoliberalism’s 
characteristic techniques, or on the implementation of neoliberal re
forms. It does not mean being content to read popular writings (Milton 
Friedman’s endlessly scorned and, in a technical sense, not particularly 
“serious” speech acts in Capitalism and Freedom). It does not mean see
ing neoliberal writing as cover for a hegemonic project. Rather, it means 
taking neoliberalism seriously in nothing other than the usual anthropo
logical sense: carefully considering the arguments neoliberals have made 
and trying to understand their coherence by reconstructing the problems 
that animated them and the styles of reasoning that made them possi
ble. Here, too, Foucault’s ethos of inquiry diverges from the balance of 
critical thinking on the topic in a salutary fashion. As G ordon observes, 
Foucault’s accounts of liberal and neoliberal thinkers “are devoid of the 
implicit pejorative sarcasm” that many impute to his earlier work, and 
even “evince a sense of ... intellectual attraction and esteem” (1991: 6 ). 
In a similar way, it did seem to me that the thought and proposals not 
only of Buchanan and Stigler but also of a multitude of lesser-known ex
perts, technocrats, and policymakers—including those who were reason
ing through the mundane details of pipes and budgetary routines from a 
“neoliberal” perspective—were worthy of esteem as serious attempts to 
grapple with serious problems.

Lest this last point be misunderstood, it should be underlined that I 
am not offering an apologia for neoliberalism. If most critical scholar
ship has conceptualized neoliberalism in a manner that is “appraisive” 
(Boas and Gans-Morse 2009)—a judgment, and in this case always a 
negative judgment, is built into the very definition of a term —I am not 
simply proposing to reverse the evaluative valence. Certain aspects of 
neoliberal thinking and writing seem to me quite attractive (for example 
Buchanan’s arguments about redistribution and fiscal justice). But others 
are most unattractive (his increasingly virulent opposition to state inter
vention as such). Similarly, if there is much in the “neoliberal” agenda 
in Russia of the 2000s that seems to me valuable—a potential contribu
tion, dare we say, to a more just society—the post-Soviet experience also 
provides abundant m aterial for criticizing reforms, individual thinkers, 
and economic doctrines that can be meaningfully associated with neo



liberalism. Indeed, no one who spent significant time in the country in 
the last twenty years—particularly outside the centers of political power, 
particularly in small cities like the ones I worked in—could fail to 
see that critical scholarship has, in this sense, gotten many things right. 
But the point is that if all these things are simultaneously true—if neo
liberalism does not have a coherency and constancy across its articu
lation in diverse times and places—it makes no sense to be for it or 
against it in some blanket way. As with the old tiresome debates about 
whether the Soviet Union was “really” socialist— and whether, there
fore, its pathologies were intrinsic to socialism—it is simply unproduc
tive to evaluate the essence of neoliberalism on the basis of any one of 
these experiences. Neoliberalism simply is w hat it becomes, in critical 
reflection and in programs of reform. We can assess it only by studying 
these in their actuality.

Behind these methodological orientations to a more nominalistic ap
proach to neoliberalism lies an argument about w hat we ought to ex
pect from critical discourse about neoliberalism, and about what, indeed, 
makes critical discourse critical. The vast majority of work on neoliber
alism has taken the shape of what Foucault called an “imperative” dis
course (“love this, hate that, this is good, that is bad, be for this, beware 
of th a t” ) that begins from the presumption that the political stakes of 
neoliberalism are clear: we know who the bad guys are (the neoliber
als); we know who the good guys are (those who suffer at the hands of 
neoliberal reforms, or resist these reforms); and we know what the right 
political commitments are (more social welfare, more solidarity, more 
equalization, more justice). In this view, controversies about neoliberal
ism are, in large part, controversies about value: those who care about 
inequality versus those who do not; those who care about the poor versus 
those who do not; and so on.

But such a discourse reaches its limits when the important distinctions 
in a field are not obviously or immediately about conflicting values. If 
both James Buchanan and the critics of neoliberalism are for equity and 
justice, w hat precisely is the problem? How can a controversy around 
such values proceed? A more productive pursuit would be to ask how 
these values are elaborated in practical terms, and how they are at stake 
in particular reforms, institutions, and forms of reasoning about the 
problems of distribution, substantive provisioning, and calculative ratio
nality that have persistently preoccupied governmental reflection in mod
ern states. Such a practice would be close to what M ax Weber (1949: 53) 
called “technical criticism.” Its role is resolutely not to assert values—to 
engage in “imperative discourse”—or to choose among values. Instead, 
it entails a labor of critical clarification of values; a labor of assessing 
the “significance” of a given value-end, as Weber put it, and of clarifying



its meaning in a particular context. The question, from this perspective, 
might not be whether one is for or against equalization or for or against 
social provisioning, but how these values are specified—W hat is “justice” 
in Buchanan’s hands? W hat kind of equality is relevant and what is a 
“right” to certain services for a citizen of a modern social state?—how 
they are at stake in different courses of political action, and what other 
values are sacrificed in pursuing them. Such an approach reverses the 
stance of an imperative discourse. “Critical inquiry,” in this view, is not 
inquiry motivated by a politics, but inquiry in which the terrain of poli
tics is itself at stake and in question.
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‘exact laws,’ then, theoretical economics w ill be called upon to investigate ‘the 
concrete phenomena of the real world as exemplifications of a certain regularity 
in the succession of phenomena, i.e., genetically’” (1999: 3).

35. M ost commentators agree that genetic and teleological described two nec
essary components of planning under any circumstances. Some have simply ig
nored the debate, as did Ehrlich in his classic study. For an account that is closer 
to my ow n view, see Dobb 1948: 324.

36. Scholars continue to disagree about whether NEP could have been adapted 
to the needs of a quickened program of industrial development. See, for example, 
N ove 1992.

37. Quoted in Carr 1958: 505.
38. Cited in  Carr and Davies 1969: 815.
39. Cited in ibid., 793.
40. For a discussion o f  the teleological conception o f  balance, see ibid., 

798 -8 0 1 .
41. “This transformation w ould be brought about through engineering proj

ects involving a system of realistic and inter-connected quantitative targets which  
strictly corresponded to available resources, and were built up by combining, in 
‘successive approximations,’ the draft plans of each industry or economic sector” 
(ibid., 790).

42. Lampland (2010: 389) has recently made a related point: “Under its 
mandate to plan and run the economy, the new socialist regime w ould grant 
itself the authority to intervene in the most minute details of accounting and 
accountability.”

43. On foreign influence on Soviet planning, see Carr 1950: 360-83; Szporluk 
1988.



44. Krzhizhanovskii, Ekonomicheskaia Z h izn \ July 10, 1927, quoted in  Carr 
and Davies 1969. Jowitt 1974 provides a classic analysis of such mobilization 
strategies in Leninist regimes.

45. Pyatakov, cited in Carr and Davies 1969: 7 9 2 -93 .
46 . The treatment o f “society” in totalitarian theory is discussed in Edele

2007 . For Soviet planners, dealing with what they perceived to be crippling 
backwardness, the problem was that “society” was so backwards, or that its 
intrinsic dynamics and laws were so constraining, that it had to be simply abol
ished, overcome, or remade in new  terms. W hat was brought into governmental 
view was “society” not in the liberal sense but in the sense Arendt defined it in 
The Human Condition: “the forms in which the fact of mutual dependence for 
the sake of life and nothing else assumes public significance and where the ac
tivities connected with sheer survival are permitted to appear in public” (1998  
[1958]: 46).

4 7 . For example, Engelstein 1994. For an argument closer to  m y own, though  
not framed primarily in a Foucaultian problematic, see Holquist 2000 .

48. I use the term “totalizing” rather than “totalitarian” to  distinguish my con
cerns from the questions of political regime. I do not mean to suggest, thereby, 
that the term “totalitarian” is inappropriate in describing the Soviet system. A 
similar use of “total planning” is found in Caldeira and Holston 2005.

Chapter Three: City-Building

1. Canguilhem 1989: 247.
2. Meerovich writes that developments in city-building of this period “have 

not been the topic of a deep and multi-sided history as a single complex phenom
enon” (Meerovich 2007).

3. On the prescriptive norm in  discipline, see Foucault 2007 .
4. On urban administration during this period, see Gleason 1976; Hamm  

1976a; Hamm 1976b; Hanchett 1976.
5. For a comparative view of conditions in late-tsarist cities, see Hamm 1976a; 

Blumfield 1993.
6. O n “feminization,” see Husband 1990.
7. O n this depopulation episode, which took place in  many cities see Koenker 

1985.
8. O n the persistence o f itinerant labor into the late 1920s and early 1930s, 

see Kotkin 1993a.
9. On these waves o f administrative reform, see Lappo 1997.
10. Otchet o Rabote Rodnikovskogo Raionnogo Ispolkoma za 1925 -1 9 2 6  

G od , 1926, Rodniki Public Library.
11. According to Bliznakov, pre-Soviet architecture and urbanism lacked a tra

dition of avant-garde experimentation equivalent to that found in the figurai arts 
(Bliznakov 1971).

12. Much but not all o f the substantial literature on  these topics has focused 
on aesthetics and design. Major studies include Kopp 1970; Bliznakov 1971; 
Clark 1993; Hudson 1994; Cooke 1995; Paperny 2002; KhmePnitskii 2007 . For



historiographical reflections on Russian writing about the history of Soviet archi
tecture, see KhmePnitskii 2003 .

13. M ost accounts trace the assault on  the avant-garde to  a 1930 editorial in 
Pravda that warned of the “extremely harmful efforts . . .  to overcome in a single 
leap those barriers on the road to the socialist reconstruction of daily life that 
are rooted, on the one hand, in the economic and cultural backwardness of the 
country, and, on the other hand, in the necessity at the current moment to con
centrate all resources on the rapid industrialization of the country” (O Rabote Po 
Perestroike By ta 1930: 3).

14. Thus, Hudson writes that “ [t]he plan, published in the spring of that year, 
called for the construction of two hundred new industrial towns and some one 
thousand agricultural ones. Given this demand . . .  it is understandable that a 
major debate regarding theoretical concepts, planning schemes, and design de
veloped within the architectural community and in the press at large” (Hudson 
1994: 62). For Kopp these projects presented Soviet urbanists with a problem  
that was to remain “essentially theoretical” for urbanists elsewhere until after 
World War II: that of the “deliberate, planned construction of new cities on virgin 
land” (Kopp 1970: 164).

15. The relevant section of the Communist Academy was, at the time, linked 
to members of OSA (Glazychev 1989).

16. The reference, evidently, w as to  official interventions in  architecture— the 
Pravda editorial on the reconstruction of daily life (see note 13, p. 260) was om i
nously reprinted just above the editors’ comments.

17. “Between the urbanism of Ginzburg and the de-urbanism of Okhitovich  
there are considerably more similarities than differences” (Paperny 2002: 37). See 
also Meerovich 2007 .

18. According to Glazychev (1989), the Central Committee decree on the re
construction of daily life was already written when this conference took place, 
but was unknown to the participants.

19. Khmel’nitskii points out that although Miliutin played a quite prominent 
role in architecture in the late 1920s and early 1930s, he is a mysterious, poorly 
understood, and somewhat paradoxical figure. His concept of the linear city and 
his book Sotsgorod are among the better-known contributions of the architectural 
avant-garde (Khmel’nitskii 2007). But he did not refrain from the more vulgar 
attacks on the avant-garde in the early 1930s (e.g., Miliutin 1932).

20. See, for example, Bater 1980: 26.
21. See also Glazychev 1989.
22. Similarly, Shaw notes that the urban planning simply became a “device to 

support industrialization” (Shaw 1991: 127).
23. See also Starr 1971; Hudson 1994; Kotkin 1995; Hoffmann 2003.
24. For a discussion of M iliutin’s evolution, see Collins and Sprague 1974.
25. For discussion of the relationship between regional planning and city 

plans, see Baranov 1962: 47.
26. See, for example, Kotkin 1993a.
27. This attack on “statistical” methods echoed attacks on the genetic plan

ners, many of whom  employed sophisticated statistical techniques: “In line with



the ‘liquidationist tradition’ [i.e., of the early Bukharin], the official position was 
that the science of statistics, i.e., the discipline studying unorganized mass data 
and random phenomena, was incompatible with the orderly processing and col
lation of information of a centrally planned economy. Thus the very word ‘statis
tics’ was banned” (Treml 1969: 198).

28 . “The population as the source o f wealth, as a productive force, and dis
ciplinary supervision are all of a piece within the thought, project, and political 
practice of the mercantilists” (Foucault 2007: 69).

29 . Quoted in  Colton 1995: 253.
30. This w as the Section for Socialist Settlement and for the Construction of 

Housing and Daily Life (Zhilishchno-Bytovogo StroiteVstva) o f the Institute of 
Economics in the Communist Academy.

31. This is not to say that architects had no role in these other areas. In fact, 
the journals o f the time are filled with designs for clubs and houses of culture and 
even for factories. But they were reduced to purely architectural concerns, and 
were detached from problems of settlement or the revolution in daily life as the 
avant-garde of the 1920s had conceived it.

32. For a discussion, see Buchli 1999.
33. As David Hoffm an (2003) has pointed out, this w as hardly a consen

sus position at any point. But the invocation of these extreme positions in the 
charged atmosphere of 1931 allowed M iliutin to pivot from the utopie prob
lem of creating new  kinds of people and new  social relations to “processes of 
daily life.”

34. Hoffman has analyzed a broader reinvestment in the institution of the 
family in the 1930s: “ [n]ot only did [the Soviet government] see strong families as 
a means to maximize the birth rate, but they had come to believe the family could 
instill Soviet values and discipline in children, and thereby serve as an instrument 
of the state” (Hoffmann 2003: 106).

35. For another recent discussion of khoziaistvo and its companion term kho- 
ziain , see Rogers 2006 .

36. Oxford English Dictionary, online edition (dictionary.oed.com), accessed 
February 21, 2010 .

37. According to  Glazychev, the work on  “com plexes” during the 1920s was 
among the relatively few innovations of urban planning of that period (Glazy
chev 1989).

Chapter Four: City-Building in Belaya Kalitva

1. On the development of planning institutes in the early 1930s, see Iiun’skii 
Plenum TsK VKP(b) Ob Organizatsii Gorodskogo Khoziaistva 1931: 2. On plan
ning efforts in large cities during this period, see Ruble 1993; Colton 1995; Kot
kin 1995.

2. This growth w as accounted for by large-scale reclassification of cities and 
by rural-urban migration (Bater 1980: 60).



3. For exam ple, average housing per person in cities dropped in the period 
1928 to 1952 from six to five square meters per person (Cattell 1976). See also 
Bater 1980 and Kotkin 1995.

4. In 1953, Parkins (1953: 98) reported that most city plans were produced 
by either Giprogor or another institute called Gorstroiproekt (see also Baranov 
1962). By the 1970s, regional project institutes were proliferating and completing 
their ow n plans (see Shaw 1983; Shaw 1991; French 1995).

5. Zavety Il’icha, July 30, 1988.
6. Details o f Belaya Kalitva’s development prior to the 1960s are taken from  

the Skhema Rasseleniia Beloi Kalitvy (Leningrad, Rosglavinstroiproekt), and 
from issues o f the local newspapers, Metallurg and Zavety Il’icha.

7. On this nested hierarchy of plans see Baranov 1962: 45 -48 ; Shaw 1991: 
396.

8. Skhema Rasselenia Beloi Kalitvy, Leningrad, Rosglavinstroiproekt, 1963.
9. On the shortage of regional planning institutes in  the 1960s, see Baranov 

1962.
10. On the inventory as a technique in  the very different context o f catastro

phe modeling, see Collier 2008 .
11. Literally “period of account”— the period for which planning calculations 

are made.
12. “City-forming production” might include universities or even leisure facili

ties, assuming that they had “extra-local” significance.
13. On city-forming personnel, see Berkhman, et al. 1977.
14. “Predpriiatiia i organizatsii bytovogo obsluzhivaniia naseleniia” (Klopo- 

tov 1969).
15. See also DiM aio 1974: 63. The problem of diffused executive authority for 

the implementation of plans was the topic of repeated administrative reforms. See 
Baranov 1962: 238 -4 1 ; Cattell 1976.

16. Zavety Il’icha, July 13, 1987.
17. Metallurg, August 1 6 ,1 9 9 6 .
18. Enterprises and local Soviets provided materials for such construction, and 

instructions for a limited number o f standard designs were disseminated widely. 
See Blumenfeld 1942: 28; Sosnovy 1954.

19. Zavety Il’icha, July 1, 1988.
20. In 1940 only 4 .6  percent o f the urban population had gas hookups (Sos

novy 1954: 141).
21. Kotkin has noted that housing was a crucial medium through which “the 

relationship between individuals and the state was negotiated” (1993b: 174).
22. 1984 update to  the Belaya Kalitva General Plan. Also see Bater 1986 on  

the urban “obraz zhizni
23. Things were different in larger cities, where plans might focus on residen

tial microregions that did not include industrial enterprises (Ruble 1990: 248).
24. Zavety Il’icha, July 31, 1987. A related point about Soviet city construc

tion as a locus of shared historical experience has recently been made in Khar- 
khordin and Alapuro 2010 .

25. For a discussion of khoziain , see Rogers 2006 .



Chapter Five: Consolidation, Stagnation, Breakup

1. On this shift, see Shaw 1983: 393. For a classic statement of the “bureau
cratic impersonalism” thesis, see Hough 1969. N otable examples of the revision 
that focus on local government include Taubman 1973 and Bater 1980.

2. Thus, for example, Bater wrote that “The Soviet city . . .  has been developed 
according to normative planning criteria. Because this is so, we have an oppor
tunity to assess how successful the planning process has been in terms of norm 
fulfillment” (1986: 96).

3. Rodniki General’nyi Plan, Lengiprogor, Leningrad, 1987.
4. “Once we add in  variables capturing the differences in  level of economic 

development and population among regions, the political attributes of a republic 
still show no correlation with success in the battle for funds” (Bahry 1987: 123).

5. See, for example, French 1995: 72 -7 3 .
6. The reasons for this slow growth were various: coal mines around the 

city continued to operate; in-migration from the countryside decelerated; and 
construction was slow at the “new ” city-forming enterprise, which was to draw 
population to the city’s central district.

7. Virtually all the “big” cities founded during the Soviet period were created 
during the early five-year plans. Virtually all the cities founded after World War
II were small cities.

8.
Table 5.1
Size Structure of Russian Cities (Statisticheskii Ezhegodnik Rossii, Goskomstat,
M oscow, 1999).

1926 1939 1959 1970 1979 1991

0 -99 ,0 0 0 7,481 12,639 20 ,480 23,451 24,563 27 ,510
(% o f  urban population) (54%) (41%) (39%) (34%) (30%) (29%)

100 ,000 -499 ,000 2 ,807 10,080 15,459 23 ,316 26,791 28 ,900
(20%) (33%) (30%) (33%) (32%) (30%)

Urban residents 13,928 31,012 52,164 69,998 82,948 96,010

9. The question o f  whether the Soviet Union had an equivalent to the U.S. ag
glomeration has been discussed in the literature on Soviet urban geography. At 
the most, there were industrial agglomerations, meaning urban settlements w ith  
interlinked industrial processes. What did not exist (with a few exceptions) were 
urban agglomerations of the U.S. type in w hich populations spread over many 
municipalities were integrated into comm on labor pools. The Soviet small city 
was, in this sense, entirely different from the American suburb. It was dependent 
on industrial production and integrated into the national economy, but relatively 
autonom ous as a unit o f need fulfillment— that is, as a khoziaistvo. Lappo, who 
makes a similar argument about the Soviet “agglomeration,” points out that for



this reason even many medium-sized Russian cities may be best seen as big “small 
cities” (Lappo 2001).

10. The decline of U.S. textile towns began at the very beginning of the tw en
tieth century.

11. Data from Freeze 2002: 458.
12. Quoted in Kaser 1964: 145.
13. “In short the steel plant was not really a business; rather, it was an indus

trial welfare agency” (Kotkin 1991: 17-18).
14. Though it did so at increasing cost, as in  the massive resettlement to  the far 

north connected to oil and gas development in northwest Siberia (Collier 2001).
15. “ [A]bout 5 percent of the Soviet population moved annually with less than 

half of those moves between republics or economic regions. The 5 percent figure 
places mobility in the Soviet Union well below that of developed countries. [T]he 
Soviet figure is strikingly low w hen compared to the 17.5 percent of workers in 
the US and the 9.6 percent in Great Britain who changed place of residence dur
ing an average year” (Mitchneck and Plane 1995: 272).

16. Belaya Kalitva, where the “new ” enterprise w as a machine-building enter
prise, was an exception.

17. Korrektivovkip o Skheme Raionnoi Planirovki Ivanovskoi Oblasti, Goskom  
po Grazhdanstroiu, TsNIIP GradostroitePstvo, M oscow, 1976.

18. Interview, General Director, RUP, December 1 7 ,1 9 9 9 . RUP is an acronym  
for the meaningless name Rodnikovskoe Upravlenie Predpriiatii (Rodniki Ad
ministration of Enterprises).

19. Rodnikovskii Rabochii, October 31, 1991.
20. In other cities o f Rostov oblast’ these “second” enterprises became impor

tant industrial concerns. Of particular importance were textile enterprises in coal 
cities, w hich flourished after the 1998 devaluation and supported many cities in 
w hich the coal industry simply vanished.

21. For this reason, textile enterprises were unable to pursue one of the major 
defensive strategies of the 1990s: reestablishing old supply chains within Russia. 
For a discussion, see Clarke 2004 .

22. Rodnikovskii Rabochii, September 12, 1991, March 31, 1992, April 18,
1992.

2 3. Interview, Januar y 26, 2000.
24. On the aluminum sector in post-Soviet Russia, see Sokolov and IagoPnitser 

1997.
25. M any observers argued that production declines were overstated by enter

prises as a means to avoid taxes, and that, given overstatement of Soviet produc
tion, the drop-off was less than official statistics indicated (Schleifer and Treisman
2004).

26. Perekrestok, December 10, 1992.
27. Ibid.
28. On the transfer o f social assets, see Healey, et al. 1999.
29. Rodnikovskii Rabochii, February 6, 1999.
30. Ibid.
31. This shift in the relationship between enterprise management and the 

social sphere was by no means universal: “In several enterprises the remaining



‘unproductive’ social and welfare facilities have been handed over to  the m u
nicipality, or spun off into separate enterprises. However, in almost every case 
the traditional social and welfare benefits and social guarantees, much reduced 
during the 1990s, have been retained and in some cases even enhanced” (Clarke 
2 0 0 4 :4 1 3 ).

32. Tat’iana Govorenkova (1989) wrote an article by this name raising many 
of the issues discussed here.

33. “Politika ‘vygody’ diktuet khoziaev.” Perekrestok. February 25, 2000 . 
Through machinations involving a local branch of a regional bank, BKMPO 
managed to exem pt itself from local payroll taxes.

34. Interview, Economic Director, BKMPO, June 1999.
35. Constitution o f  the Russian Federation, article 130.
36. Russian Federation, Law on Local Self-Government, article 1.1.
3 7 . Russian Federation, Law on Local Self-Government, article 2.
38. Although some o f these functions were officially assigned to local govern

ments during the Soviet period, they had little autonomy in carrying them out, 
particularly in small cities (Taubman 1973).

39. The question of citizen mobilization around urban issues has been poi
gnantly taken up in the context o f early twenty-first century Russia in Kharkhor- 
din 2010 .

Part II: N eoliberalism and Social M odernity

1. For a discussion of these prior plans, see Aslund 2000.
2. The prior 500-day plan, formulated by Russian economists, “had made no 

presumption that [western] aid was either necessary or sufficient for transforming 
the Soviet Union into a free and prosperous nation” (Dorn 1991: 187).

3. On this assumption that postsocialist transformation could be hung on the 
shoulders of “neoliberalism,” see Kogut and Spicer 2004; Ganev 2005 .

4. Polanyi 2001 . Examples of work on post-Soviet transformation in  Russia 
that have powerfully drawn on the Polanyian framework, include Burawoy and 
Verdery 1999b; W oodruff 1999; Reddaway and Glinski 2001 .

5. Along with the analyses in the following chapters, see Collier and Way 1999.
6. Some authors suggest that structural adjustment continues to  be pursued 

under Putin (Reddaway and Glinski 2001). M y point is not that it has been aban
doned, but that it has changed.

7. This critique has been advanced in Kogut and Spicer 2004 and Ganev 2005 .
8. Thus, Plehwe (2009a) has recently argued that many aspects of the Wash

ington Consensus can be traced back to the neoliberalism of the Mt. Pelerin So
ciety. H is point, it seems, is that contrary to W illiamson’s claims, the Washington 
Consensus is thereby “really” neoliberal.. My analysis, by contrast, understands 
the Washington Consensus as a historically situated ensemble of practices, styles 
of reasoning, institutional developments, and economic processes. The stakes of 
my analysis are thus not to tie any particular historical experience to a “real” 
neoliberalism, but to make the forms of neoliberalism as a kind of critique and 
programming available for inquiry.



Chapter Six: Adjustment Problems

1. The assumption that structural adjustment defines the essence of neoliber
alism is made by both critical scholars (Toye 1987; Mosley, et al. 1991; Rapley 
1996; Wedel 1998; Harvey 2005; Klein 2007) and by authors more sympathetic 
to neoliberalism (Dorn 1991; Yergin and Stanislaw 1998).

2 . Although the term “structural adjustment” is thus not new, a JStor search 
indicates that use of the term exploded in the 1980s.

3. Kapur et al. note that this meaning w as in  wide informal use at the World 
Bank in the 1970s (Kapur, et al. 1997: f f l 05, 509).

4. On the socialist calculation debates, see Bockman and Eyal 2002 . On devel
opment discussions at the Mt. Pelerin Society, see Plehwe 2009b . On development 
thinking in Chicago economics, see Strassman 1976 and Overtveldt 2007 .

5. On this literature see Rapley 1996 and Toye 1987.
6. Some authors dispute this point, arguing that the strong ideological turn to 

a “counterrevolutionary” position took place before the shift to adjustment lend
ing (e.g., Mosley, et al. 1991). But other interpreters have emphasized the con
tingent and pragmatic character of structural adjustment when it first emerged. 
Thus Rapley argues “One could liken the early experiments with adjustment to  
the early experiments w ith  ISI. Both w ere responses to circumstances that were 
not necessarily thought to be long term, and neither was necessarily linked to an 
overarching and radically new vision of what development should entail” (Rapley 
1996: 63). A similar argument is made in the authoritative study by Kapur, et al. 
1997: 511.

7 . See in particular Kapur et al. 1997 and Boughton 2001.
8. At the same time, the increasing volume o f  private finance capital meant 

that the IMF was no longer required to provide short-term credit to grease the 
wheels of global trade.

9. The first was the IMF Trust Fund, formed in 1976, followed in 1979 by a 
similar fund at the Bank. The sale of the IMF’s gold stocks— no longer needed 
following the abandonment of the gold standard— was used to capitalize the first 
concessional lending facility (Boughton 2001: 19).

10. Stern later recalled that “W hen w e started .. .  w e were quite naïve about 
just how profoundly distorted the development strategies of many of the devel
oping countries were. . . .  The problem had been neglected not only in our ow n  
analysis but also in much of the economic literature of the tim e” (Stern 1991: 1).

11. “The precipitous decline in production ... was one o f  the most underes
timated consequences of the crisis associated with orthodox stabilization pro
grams” (Kapur, et al. 1997: 611).

12. This shift in emphasis was found at both the World Bank and the IMF 
(World Bank 1988a: 23; Boughton 2001: 44).

13. This new emphasis on domestic governance has been regarded critically by 
careful observers of the IFIs. Thus, Kapur et al. observe that “ [djuring this period 
the [World Bank’s] eloquence on policy failures by developing countries . . .  was 
remarkable. However, the simultaneous prudence demonstrated by the institution  
with regard to the international causes of the debt problem appears in retrospect 
to be equally remarkable” (Kapur, et al. 1997: 622).



14. From this new perspective, the initial response of some developing coun
tries to the debt crisis seemed profoundly contradictory.

Some developing countries postponed domestic policy reforms, or intro
duced them only slowly, and relied instead on increased external borrow
ing. In others, government sought to offset constraints imposed by exter
nal factors or uncertainty on the part of private investors through 
increased deficit financing to expand public sector investment programs. 
But as economic activity slowed down, and external capital flows . . .  be
came less buoyant, the costs of such partial adjustments became increas
ingly severe. This was reflected in growing expenditures on subsidies and 
in unsustainable budget deficits. To limit inflation and control the balance 
of payments deficit, some of the countries then resorted to price controls 
and import restrictions, which led to a misallocation of resources and to 
an incentive system biased against exporters (Stern 1983: 88).

O n the genealogy o f “vulnerability,” see Collier 2008  and Collier and Lakoff
2008 .

15. See also Boughton 2001: 24.
16. This question w as considered particularly crucial as economic liberaliza

tion shifted from authoritarian to democratic countries.
17. On these connections in Chile, see Valdés 1995; in Eastern Europe, see 

Bockman and Eyal 2002 .
18. For example, Oberstfeld 1994. In this light, the position of key Chicago 

figures— particularly M ilton Friedman— who were skeptical of governments’ 
ability to manage econom ic crises (including currency crises) should be contrasted 
with the position held by key architects of structural adjustment— particularly 
Cambridge-area economists including Lawrence Summers, Stanley Fischer, Ken
neth Rogoff, and Jeffrey Sachs— who advocated massive government interven
tion. The Cambridge-centrism of economic thinking about postsocialist transi
tion has been noted (Murrell 1995; Kogut and Spicer 2004) but I am not aware 
of an analysis that has examined the division between “C hicago” and “Cam
bridge” as a fundamental fissure that divides two groups usually considered 
“neoliberal.”

19. See, e.g., Yergin and Stanislaw 1998; Harvey 2005; Klein 2007 .
20. Here I adapt the phrase “development apparatus” from Ferguson 1994.
21. An extensive literature examined the applicability of structural adjustment 

to the Soviet cases (e.g., Corbo 1991).
22 . For example, Russian reformers pushed a more rapid pace of liberalization 

and privatization than had been proposed by the IFIs (Kogut and Spicer 2005; 
Bockman and Eyal 2002).

23 . For contrasting perspectives on  the role of external consultants, see Wedel 
1998 and Boycko et al. 1995.

24. On this early alignment o f political forces, see Reddaway and Glinski 
2001 .

2 5 . The “all-powerful” claim is found in Bockman and Eyal 2002 .
26. According to Sachs, international aid organizations delivered only $3 bil

lion o f an announced $19 billion of support in 1992 -1993 .



27. Nonetheless, to call Sachs a market Bolshevik (e.g., Reddaway and Glinski 
2001) is to fail to make distinctions among things that are obviously different.

28 . Koeberle advances an argument about structural adjustment that is consis
tent with my basic claim in this chapter: “Criticisms of conditionality often claim 
that a standard blueprint— presumably based on the W ashington consensus— is 
used in all borrowing countries regardless of their circumstances. A lthough the 
Bank’s current operational policy contains prescriptive passages, this interpreta
tion ignores the profound changes in World Bank policy-based lending over the 
past two decades” (Koeberle 2005: 62).

29 . In examining TMTV  here, I do n o t advance any specific claim concerning 
its influence— although many elements of the reform program it presented were 
central to government policy by the early 2000s. It is significant because it shows 
how  the problem of structural adjustment was modified as it moved beyond the 
basic tasks of stabilization and liberalization.

30. For a similar review of developments during this period, see Odling-Smee 
2004 .

31. Italics in  the original.
32. “M onetization” meant reducing the deficit by creating money.
33. John D awson notes that flow of funds analyses should be contrasted to 

formal models in academic economics that combine “more and more theory with  
less and less fact” (Dawson 1996: 5).

34. O n “work without wages,” see Desai and Idson 2001 . For analyses o f  
barter in  industry as a mechanism of preservation, see W oodruff 1999 and N es- 
vetailova 2004 .

35. Comparative studies have also demonstrated that Soviet enterprises were 
not particularly “huge,” at least not by the standards of late twentieth century or 
early twenty-first-century capitalism. Soviet gigantism lives on, largely as a myth.

36. Thus, a series of studies examined the “cost of the cold” (e.g., Mikhailova
2005).

37. The contrast with Russia’s desperate circumstances o f a decade ago is
striking, but perhaps the most consequential change has hardly been n o
ticed: [policy] choices are no longer being made in response to the de
mands and reproaches o f other governments and international financial 
organizations. Disagreements on such matters often dominated Russia’s 
relations with major Western countries in the 1990s. Today they no lon
ger burden these relationships— they are, for the most part, no longer 
even discussed. To its ow n and others’ relief, Russia makes these deci
sions— often wisely, sometimes not— on its ow n (Council on Foreign Re
lations 2006: 11).

Chapter Seven: Budgets and Biopolitics

1. Weber 1978: 11.
2. Departments in the Rostov regional government are, atypically, called 

ministries.



3. Russia has a single tax collecting authority that shares revenues among lo 
cal, regional, and federal levels of government according to w hat are called “tax  
assignments.”

4. Her reference is to the system of tax assignments (see prior note).
5. Interview, head of budget office, Belaya Kalitva, June 14, 1999.
6. For a comprehensive review of both developments, see Webber and Wil- 

davsky 1986.
7. In principle local budget offices were subject to  “dual’ control by local so

viets and the Ministry of Finance. In fact, the Ministry of Finance played a dom i
nating role in planning local revenues and expenditures. For overviews of the 
Soviet budgetary system, see Taubman 1973; Lewis 1976, 1983; Bahry 1987; 
Way 2001 .

8. Lewis observes that this system worked with two distinct conceptions of 
revenue. “The total revenue [revenue^ appears generally independent o f  actual 
revenue sources [local tax collection— revenuej, with adjustments made to keep 
revenues within the established norms” (1976: 10, italics in original).

9. In the Soviet period, modification of assignments rather than interbudgetary 
transfers was the predominant mechanism for adjusting the resources available to 
local governments (Bahry 1987).

10. See discussion, chapter 5.
11. Information provided by Rostov Oblast’ Ministry of Finance, 1998.
12. In principle, regional governments could also adjust sharing rates, making 

the significance of data about absolute transfers hard to assess. Analyses of total 
net transfers taking all these factors into account have been conducted by Lavrov 
and Makushkin 2000 .

13. “Expenditure shifting” from military and industrial subsidies to  social pro
tection w as a key tenet of the Washington Consensus (Williamson 1990).

14. Interview, head of budget office, City of Donetsk, Rostov ob last\ M ay 25, 
1999.

15. According to  budgetary officials in  each city, of locally collected revenues, 
only 33 percent and 41 percent in Rodniki and Belaya Kalitva, respectively, was 
collected in cash.

16. Although it has a different status as an “off-budget” item of expenditure—  
and, thus, is not organized through the Ministry of Finance— a similar logic could 
be found in the system of pension payments. Here, too, a small percentage of 
local “requirements” (referring to the volume of monthly pension liabilities in 
a given locality) were raised from local taxes. Here, too, regional pension of
fices acted to “fill the gap” between local resources and requirements. Transfers 
accounted for 80 percent of pension expenditures in both Rodniki and Belaya 
Kalitva (Collier 2001: 206).

17. The literature on  this topic distinguishes between offsets— settlements o f  
mutual debts— and barter, referring to  a “natural” exchange requiring a mutual 
coincidence o f wants (see Desai and Idson 2001).

18. For a review o f Buchanan’s oeuvre, see Borcherding 20 0 2  and, in  a more 
critical vein, Amadae 2003 .

19. On this distinction, see M irowski 1984.



20. “A common denominator is necessary as a starting point in order that any 
one ‘configuration of the economic system’ may be regarded as better or worse 
than any other, or indifferent” (Buchanan 1949: 4 9 6 -97 ).

21 . Arthur Cecil Pigou was a British neoclassical economist and major figure 
in public economics. Frank Knight, Buchanan’s graduate advisor at Chicago, at
tacked Pigou for his assumptions about a benevolent unitary state, thus anticipat
ing Buchanan’s arguments.

22. Pigou’s reformulation o f the equilibrium condition as an ideal for govern
ment allocation of resources should be compared to Oscar Lange’s work on the 
optimization of a planned economy. On the other side, Buchanan’s rejection of 
the equilibrium construct as an approach to thinking about public value was con
sistent with a critique running from  Ludwig von Mises to M ilton Friedman. In 
this sense Buchanan’s critique o f Pigou reprised a neoliberal argument that could 
be traced from the socialist calculation debates.

23. Pigou wrote that “[i]f a community were literally a unitary being, with the 
government as its brain, expenditures and taxes could be pushed up to the point 
where marginal benefits and costs are equal” (quoted in Musgrave 1969: 797).

24. For a similar assessment of the evolution of the economics of public fi
nance, see Musgrave (ibid.).

25 . Various approaches to  accounting for the “benefit” side of the fiscal bal
ance have been articulated.

26. Foucault (2008) documented the Weberian influence on the German ordo- 
liberals, and Overtveldt (2007) has documented the profound Weberian influence 
on Frank Knight and the pre-World War II Chicago School.

27 . On “methodological-ontological individualism,” see Buchanan 1975. It 
should be underlined that for Buchanan this individualism entailed no psycho
logical or anthropological assumptions about whether individuals were “really” 
rationally self-interested (Buchanan and Tullock 1962: 1).

28 . Other contemporary commentaries on these developments and their im 
plications for federalism include Carey 1938 and Benson 1941. George Stigler 
(1965 [1957]) also wrote on questions of federalism and the social state.

29. As Boadway points out, in this individualist perspective “social welfare 
maximization may entail that like persons in different regions are treated dif
ferently” precisely because they have divergent preferences (Boadway 2003: 4).

30. For a detailed exposition of the claim that “fiscal equity” also implies sig
nificant interpersonal equalization, see Oates 1968: 47.

31. Boadway is a Canadian economist w ho has been involved in discussions 
of Canadian federalism and in broad discussions of fiscal federal theory. Anwar 
Shah has worked on Canadian fiscal federal issues but also written extensively 
for the World Bank on equalizing transfers. Martinez-Vazquez is a researcher at 
the Georgia State University (U.S.) Fiscal Research Center. Kurlyandskaya is the 
head of the Russian Center for Fiscal Policy and a leading Russian expert on fis
cal federalism.

32. On the U.S. federalism crisis, see Porter and Porter 1974. On the Canadian 
experience, see Shah 1994.

33. Recent reviews of the field include Oates 1999 and Boadway 2003 . Oates 
(1968) notes that in contrast to discussions of political federalism— which refer



to  a narrow range of cases— fiscal federalism refers to  any system in  which there 
is some distribution of resources, choices, and responsibilities among levels of 
government.

34. See also World Bank 1988b: 154, 157.
35. Enterprises, too, could be analyzed as they m ake locational decisions 

based on the “fiscal package” that suits them.
36. The Samuelson-Musgrave position diverged from Pigou in crucial respects. 

Samuelson and Musgrave both accepted the proposition that it was individual 
preferences rather than some function of collective welfare that should— in prin
ciple— be maximized. Samuelson noted that he did not assume any “mystical col
lective mind that enjoys collective consumption goods” (1954: 387). Meanwhile, 
Musgrave wrote that “the community is not a unitary being, and benefits must 
be valued .. .  in terms of the preferences of consumers” (1969: 797). The problem 
lay in defining some mechanism for efficiently “revealing” individual preferences. 
What Tiebout and others noticed is that despite the “individualist” bases of his 
assumptions, Samuelson ended up quite close to Pigou, but for practical rather 
than conceptual reasons. As Samuelson wrote, “ [g]iven sufficient knowledge the 
optimal decisions can always be found by scanning over all the attainable states of 
the world and selecting the one which according to the postulated ethical welfare 
function is best. The solution ‘exists’; the problem is how to ‘find’ it.” Musgrave 
tried to meet this challenge by developing sophisticated techniques of cost-benefit 
analysis that did, indeed, assume a general welfare function. The great parsimony 
of Buchanan’s approach, by contrast, is derived from the fact that it takes the ben
efit side into account without having to determine individual utilities.

3 7. They were “autonom ous” in the sense that their actions are not dictated by 
a central government, not in the sense that they are outside the state.

38. On the shift in economic thinking about public finance toward the posi
tion articulated, in different ways, by Buchanan and Tiebout, see Quigly and 
Rubinfeld 1986.

39. On the scalar distribution o f functions in  fiscal federal theory, see Oates 
1999: 1120. Oates observes that some foreign advisors to the postsocialist coun
tries took up fiscal federalism as simply a prescription for decentralization, but 
that this advice fundamentally misinterpreted the lessons of fiscal federal theory.

40. As liberal economists have recognized since the British Poor Laws, local 
redistribution creates a host o f distortions.

41. In the area of equalization transfers, som e important developments can be 
traced to the early 1990s (e.g., Shah 1994). Nonetheless, in 2004  Boadway ob
served that the economics literature on equalization was “surprisingly dormant” 
(2004: 11). A significant amount of work on grants is found in subsequent years 
(e.g., the chapters in Martinez-Vazquez and Searle 2007b).

42. The report noted that research into the effect of a larger or smaller state 
had been inconclusive and that emphasis should be placed on directing state ac
tivity to those areas where it could provide goods more efficiently and equitably 
than the market rather than on questions concerning the size of the state per se 
(World Bank 1988b: 51).

43. In this and other respects these countries faced circumstances similar to 
those Buchanan observed much earlier in the United States. Central government



budgets in developing countries grew from around 5 percent o f GDP at the end 
of the colonial period to well over 20 percent of GDP by the 1970s; subnational 
governments made the public sector share even larger (ibid.).

44. For subsequent formulations o f fiscal equity that echo Buchanan, see Le 
Grand 1975: 532 and Bird and Vaillancourt 2007: 260 . Recent reviews of this 
literature recognize Buchanan’s early papers as seminal in the field (Shah 1994; 
Boadway 2003; Bird and Vaillancourt 2007).

45. C allon’s analytics o f framing is indistinguishable from M ax Weber’s defi
n ition  of the substantive prerequisites o f formal rationalization (Weber 1978). 
In his discussion o f the capitalist enterprise, Weber noted three requirements 
for formal rationalization: first, the clear definition o f distinct decision-m aking  
units; second, the formal freedom of these units; third, a system of valuation  
that clearly defines the benefits, costs, and opportunity costs of choices made 
by these units. Similar form ulations are conventional in econom ics as well, 
for example the quote from Samuelson in note 36, p. 271 .

46. According to Kurlyandskaya and Golovanova (2006: 21 6 -1 7 ) the system 
of intergovernmental transfers was among the first areas to undergo significant 
changes.

47. See Ministry of Finance 1999, 2000a, 2000b. Observers of Russian fiscal 
reforms saw this process as critical in reformulating regional fiscal federal rela
tions (Martinez-Vazquez, et al. 2006: 150). All o f these documents were techni
cally “recommendations” because, under the constitution, it was the prerogative 
of regional governments to dictate the structure of interbudgetary relationships 
at the local level.

48. This was particularly problematic given the Russian system of tax sharing 
(see note 3, p. 269), since a “permissive” attitude to tax collection at the local 
level reduces regional and federal tax collection as well.

49. The fiscal federalism literature refers to “cost/benefit spillovers” (Shah 
1996), a concept that is closely related to Callon’s “overflowing” (Callon 1998a).

50. A third principle mentioned in  Recommendations is the principle of “m ax
imal effectiveness,” w hich relates to the econom ies or diseconomies of centralized 
provision (Zapiska, 54).

51. Italics original. Zapiska , 12.
52. Precisely this apparent correspondence between political autonom y and 

economic rationality made decentralized government an attractive solution to the 
problems of the social state for Buchanan, Stigler, and other neoliberals.

53. This principle is repeated in a variety of formulations. Although I cannot 
justify the point here, I would argue that all ultimately amount to roughly the 
same thing.

54. O bespechennosf usually refers to material provisioning or the “secu
rity” o f that provisioning. Thus, its meaning is usually substantive. Here it 
is formal, referring to the ratio between available resources and expenditure 
requirements.

55. A more complete discussion would address the “representative system of 
taxation” proposed in the report, parallel to the representative system of expen
ditures examined in the text.



56. As Freinkman et al. put it, “The formulae are very advanced and com pli
cate because they intend to consider many aspects of the ‘need’ of regions” (2009:
5, n .  2 ) .

57 . Anwar Shah (1994) proposed this device as a correlate to  an existing rep
resentative system of taxation.

58. “ Uslovnyi” might be more directly translated as “hypothetical” or “nor
malized.” In this context, however, “standardized” better communicates the sense 
of the term. This is a different Russian word than the one used in the subsequent 
phrase— “standartnyi” (Zapiska , 90).

59. In fact, a ll of these equations are calculated in  per capita terms. I leave this 
factor out for the sake of simplicity.

60. Thus, for 2000 they are found in Metodika Raspredeleniia Sredstv Fonda 
Finansovoi Podderzhki Sub”ektov Rossiiskoi Federatsii na 2000 g.

61. In the medium term, notes Recommendations, this approach would “make 
it possible to equalize the access that populations of different municipalities have 
to basic budgetary services [k bazovym biudzhetnym uslugam ]” (Vremennye 
Rekomendatsii, 13).

62. The less equalizing variant may not meet Buchanan’s standard o f  fiscal 
equity if it does not transfer sufficient funds such that all local governments could 
pay for equal levels o f services at equal rates of taxation.

63. On this point my argument should be contrasted w ith  Amadae (2003), 
who claims that for Buchanan formal equations somehow dictated the proper 
orientations and policy choices of government. In the case under consideration  
here, precisely the opposite is true. Buchanan proposed formula-based distribu
tion precisely as a mechanism to pursue equalization w ithout making political 
decisions that he considered to be the proper function of democratically elected 
government— preferably local government.

64. They continue: “While implementation varies by region, generally it merely 
‘repackages’ the Soviet gap-filling approach” (Martinez-Vazquez, et al. 2006: 
147).

65. The tension between this development and the assumptions of fiscal fed
eral theory has been emphasized in Freinkman et al. 2009 .

66. For recent analyses of the level of equalization that results from both 
federal-regional and regional-local interbudgetary systems in Russia, see Martinez- 
Vazquez and Timofeev 2008 and De Silva et al. 2009 .

Chapter Eight: The Intransigence of Things

1. UNDP/World Bank 2000: 17.
2. World Bank 2003: 5.
3. Interview, January 16, 2000 .
4. The teploset9 in  Belaya Kalitva has over 110 kilometers o f heat pipes. Stati- 

sticheskii Sbornik. Kommunal9noe Khoziaistvo Rostovskoi Oblasti za 1 9 9 4 -  
1997  gody  (Rostov-on-Don: Goskomstat Rossii, Rostovskii Oblastnoi Komitet 
Gosudarstvennoi Statistiki, 1998).



5. The major exception is the Far East, where heat boilers mostly run on coal.
6. On the this episode, see Wines 2001; Humphrey 2003 .
7. See also Bowker and Star 1999.
8. On the social welfare aims of GOELRO, see Coopersmith 1992.
9. Narodnoe Khoziaistvo SSSR, M oscow, 1987.
10. In English they are called Combined Heat-Power or CHP units.
11. Pumps were used to maintain pressure, but in general they were not de

signed to serve as control points.
12. A similar point has been made by Bychkova 2010 .
13. See also Brenner 2004 .
14. Debts did accumulate, but not nearly at the rate they would have had tar

iffs approached those that Gazprom could have fetched on the European market.
15. This number includes direct subsidies, cross-subsidies, and accumulated 

debts.
16. Here, of course, I draw on the perspective of Actor-Network Theory.
17. On the transfer of “social assets,” see Kabalina and Sidorina 1999, Leksin 

and Shvetsov 1999.
18. With the transfer of housing, the balance of this mutual obligation swung 

decisively in favor of enterprises in many small cities, resulting in mounting debts 
of local governments to enterprises. Thus, in Rodniki, where housing was trans
ferred in m id-1998, we see the following picture:

Table 8.2.
Heat Payments in  Rodniki, 1 9 9 8 ,1 9 9 9

1998  
(1/2 yr.) 1999 Total

Heat purchased by the city from 
Rodtekst (kcal)

34,566 109,791 144,357

Heat purchased by the city from 
Rodtekst (rubles)

6 ,058,226 20 ,303 ,565 26,361 ,791

Payments by local government to  
Rodtekst (rubles)

11,552,856 11,552,856

Debts o f local government to  
Rodtekst (rubles)

6 ,058,226 8,750,709 14,808,935

A similar situation w as found in  Belaya Kalitva (Belo-Kalitvinskii Metallurgy 
February 18, 2000) and elsewhere, as the Russian sociologist O l’ga Fadeeva (per
sonal communication) confirmed to me. See also Shtop 1997.

19. Storper referred to the “nexus of untraded interdependencies” that bind 
high-tech firms together in high-cost areas of the world economy. Though the 
context could not be more different, the concept of untraded interdependencies 
seems valuable in describing the Russian case.

20 . On Georgia, see Collier and Way 2004 .



21. Other problems with pricing under natural m onopoly include discrimina
tory or predatory pricing (see Berg and Tschirhart 1988: 2).

2 2 . This argument can be traced to  Adam Smith, w ho referred to  the problems 
of “great public works, which, though they may be in the highest degree advan
tageous to a great society,” would be unlikely to be provided privately (cited in 
Bychkova 2010: 80).

23 . See also Strassman 1976.
24. Thus, in  his A Positive Program for Laissez Faire (1949), Henry Simons 

expressed deep concern w ith natural m onopoly problems, and argued in favor of 
public ownership in some cases. Simons was seen as conservative at the time, but 
did not look so in light of later developments.

25. Foucault’s discussion refers to Wilhelm Ropke, Alexander Rustow, Walter 
Eucken, and Ludwig von Mises, among others.

26. Trebing was a W isconsin institutionalist, a key exponent o f the “public 
interest” approach to regulation, and a persistent critic of the Chicago position  
on regulation. For his account of the Chicago School position on regulation, see 
Trebing 1976.

27. Accounts o f Stigler’s life and work include Stigler 1988; Peltzman 1993; 
Overtveldt 2 0 0 7 . Other major Chicago figures made important contributions to 
the theory of regulation, including Frank Knight, Ronald Coase, Richard Posner, 
and Gary Becker, but it is most closely associated with Stigler.

28 . Overtveldt suggests that Stigler was on a par with Friedman in contrib
uting “to the w ay in which economics at the University of Chicago developed 
between the early 1950s and the late 1970s” (Overtveldt 2007: 27).

29 . McCraw w as critical o f the Chicago position, making his assessment of 
Stigler’s importance all the more significant.

30. These assumptions of the public interest school are laid out in Peltzman
1993.

31. On the problems with Stigler and Friedland’s study, see ibid. and McCraw  
1976.

32. A similar observation has been made in  subsequent surveys of literature 
(e.g., W inston 1985).

33. According to  Peltzman Stigler privately held an extreme antipathy to 
regulation during the 1960s but his views were later moderated (Peltzman 
1993).

34. Here, again, Stigler’s position w as close to  Coase, w ho wrote that “gov
ernment actions (such as government operation, regulation or taxation, includ
ing subsidies)” may indeed “produce a better result than relying on negotiations 
between individuals on the market. Whether this would be so could be discovered 
not by studying imaginary governments but what real governments actually d o ” 
(quoted in Overtveldt 2007: 208).

35. See, for example, Newbery 1999: 398.
36. Quoted in  McCraw 1976: 300.
37. “Intermodal com petition” refers to  different ways of producing the 

same good, such as transportation services provided by rail or truck. “C om 
petition for the m arket” refers to situations in w hich  m onopolistic positions



are routinely put up for competitive bidding. Technological change was sig
nificant because it meant that in many infrastructure sectors (telecomm uni
cations is an obvious example) new technologies undermine the position of 
m onopolists.

38. See H orowitz 1989 for a critical review.
39. He is quoting James O. W ilson. In light of these observations one would  

have to question the frequent assumption that the infrastructure deregulation 
agenda was largely pro-corporate. In fact, deregulation was often championed by 
anti-corporate crusaders, and many corporations (indeed, entire industries) were 
hurt by deregulation. On the peculiar alignment of political forces favoring the 
deregulation movement in its early years, see Canedo 2008 .

40. It was one of those loci of American postwar intellectual developments 
in which one could find academic economists and experts from private research 
groups such as the Bell Labs and the RAND Corporation.

41. The theory said that “contestability”— including competition for the mar
ket rather than in the market— rather than “com petition” was the proper metric 
for thinking about the need for regulation.

42. Some critics suggest that Chicago economists o f regulation were never 
deeply interested in improving regulation; they were primarily concerned with  
reducing it. Though this may have been true, one can find an enormous range of 
suggestions for new regulatory schemas in Chicago writing, and it is necessary to 
appreciate how Chicago thinkers cleared the conceptual grounds for a m icroeco
nomic programming of regulation.

43. In discussions of economic development, the word “infrastructure” seems 
to have become widespread only toward the end of the 1950s. By the 1960s it is 
ubiquitous. On some of the military contexts in w hich the term developed, see 
Collier and Lakoff 2008 .

4 4 . “ [T]he purpose of an international program of aid to  underdeveloped 
countries is to accelerate their economic development up to a point where a sat
isfactory rate of growth can be achieved on a self-sustaining basis. . . .  Thus the 
general aim of aid .. .  is to provide in each underdeveloped country a positive in
centive for maximum national effort to increase its rate of growth” (Rosenstein- 
Rodan 1961: 107).

45. Choate w as a prominent government economist who gained notoriety as 
the running mate o f R oss Perot in the 1996 American Presidential elections

46. On different methods for assessing this relationship, see Grämlich 1994.
47. Grämlich 1994. The World Bank concluded a review of the literature as 

follows: “ [WJhether infrastructure investment causes growth or growth causes 
infrastructure investment is not fully established. Moreover, there may be other 
factors driving the growth of both GDP and infrastructure that are not fully ac
counted for” (World Bank 1994: 14 -15).

48. See also W inston and Bosworth 1992: 291.
49. “The poor often consume fewer infrastructure services and pay higher 

prices than do the non poor. For example, households obtaining water from ven
dors pay much more than those households connected to water systems” (World 
Bank 1994: 5 -6 ).



50. For a more comprehensive analytics of “unbundling”— largely borrowed 
from the same World Bank report— see Graham and Marvin 2002 .

51. A s should b e evident from prior discussions (for example in  chapter 3 ), the 
problem is that “sector” does not capture the meaning of khoziaistvo.

52. One result of this cooperation is that World Bank and government propos
als on reform during this period substantially converge, and World Bank com 
ments on the government’s program are strongly positive. For recent summaries 
of the reforms see Alexandrova and Struyk 2007; World Bank 2008; Bychkova 
and Popova 2010 .

53. O f course the quality (and, in  some cases, the quantity) of services declined 
precipitously. But as I have already argued, in cases like heat the overwhelming 
fact is that o f preservation in the face of fiscal crisis.

54. According to a study of the Institute of Urban Economics, heating systems 
are among the best maintained urban infrastructures, but the percentage of mate
rial stock in a deteriorated condition was still estimated to be over 50 percent in 
the m id-2000s (Institute for Urban Economics n.d.: 5).

55. See for example Kontseptsiia Reformy Zhilishchno-Kommunal’nogo Kho- 
ziaistva v Rossiiskoi Federatsii. Approved by Presidential Decree, April 28, 1997.

56. Federal’noe Sobranie Rossiiskoi Federatsii. Foiasnitel’nye Zapiski k Kont- 
sept sit Federal9 no go  Zakona “O Teplosnabzhenii,” p. 1.

57. Studies have shown that, aside from a pause in 1998 that corresponded 
to the financial crisis, tariffs for communal services as a whole have risen in step 
w ith— though at a rate below— the federal standard for cost recovery, reaching 
80 percent of officially determined costs. Cost recovery levels for heat have been 
significantly lower than those for the sector as a w hole. See, for example, Institute 
for Urban Economics n.d.: 12.

58. “ [R]apid increases in  private investment are unlikely partially due to  high 
investment risk, low profit potential, the lack of a solid legal and regulatory 
framework, and widespread political interference” (World Bank 2008: 3, 24).

59. In some new buildings, meters and valves are installed for individual 
apartments.

60. On homeowners associations, see also Vihavainen 2010 .
61. For a discussion of these subsidies, see Alexandrova and Struyk 2007; 

Wengle and Rasell 2008 .
62. Communal service providers were forced to accept discounted payments 

from users, but did not receive compensation.
63. M y observation is that Russian officials always speak of the “population” 

(naselenie), which is generally understood as a subject of need. The concept of 
“public” in the complex sense of western political theory is basically missing from 
such discussions. For an excellent and multisided analysis of this issue, see the 
contributions to Kharkhordin 2010 .

64 . See also Institut Ekonomiki Goroda 2008; World Bank 2008: 22 .
65. For a thoughtful analysis o f monetary grants in  the very different South 

African context, see Ferguson 2010 .
66. On “actually existing neoliberalism,” see Brenner and Theodore 2002 .
67. On proposals for targeting, see Institut Ekonomiki Goroda 2008: 10.



Epilogue: A n  Ineffective Controversy

1. Foucault 2008: 130.
2. Reprinted in  Stigler 1975a: 13.
3. During the period in  which Foucault was working on  liberalism and neolib

eralism, his dissatisfaction with left politics was growing (Eribon 1991).
4. Rodrick was referring to neoclassical economics, which many critical schol

ars— mysteriously— conflate with neoliberalism. The economics of Stigler and 
Buchanan is better understood as a reaction against a dominant neoclassicism.

5. On the flexibility and mobility of such “formal ” mechanisms, see Collier 
and Ong 2005 .
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