1. Migration As a Mechanism 
Of the Geographical Redistribution 
of Russia’s Population

An aggravation of the demographic situation in Russia in the last decade of the 20th century, the discontinuation of the natural increment in its population and the ongoing contraction of its number compels us to revise migration (both internal and external) problems, for under current circumstances hopes for increasing the population of both the country as a whole and its regions can be associated solely with migration.

Development and colonization of the largest state territory worldwide inhabited by the largest in Europe, but still insufficient population always posed a huge problem both for the Russian Empire and the USSR. The contemporary Russia within its current borders has also experienced and still does see the problem, and even witnesses its intensification.

The interaction between population and its territory, as well as their general connection with the economy are mirrored both by the way a local concentration of the population and the pattern of its settlement was structured throughout the country’s territory. The 20th century witnessed a very dynamic local settlement and geographical distribution of the population of the USSR and Russia, with migrations forming the core mechanism generating such dynamics. As concerns the USSR on the whole, those were primarily domestic migrations, which was not Russia’s case. The latter always contributed to a vigorous population exchange with other former USSR republics, and such migrations were internal for her. In the last quarter of the 20th century and more specifically in its last decade such external migration formed a significant source of increase in the Russian population, but the internal (for Russia) migrations always played an extremely important role.

For decades, the two main mutually intersecting types of migration flows were changing – and very sufficiently – the spatial organization of the USSR’s and Russia’s population. Those were inter-regional migrations and rural-urban migration. In some sense, the 1990s drew the line under these two kinds of migration and showed that the transformation capacity of the migrations that can now be considered internal for Russia were about to exhaust, if not fully exhausted.

The exhaustion is qualitative and quantitative.

The qualitative dimension means, given its growing concentration in urban centers, always insufficient and currently shrinking Russia’s population does not allow to increase a nationwide presence of Russian citizens, at least, by means of their ‘spreading over’ in a thin layer throughout the whole territory, while the ‘rural-urban’ flow in turn is naturally fading due to its shallowing pool, that is, the rural population.

Refusal of its former, ‘mobilization’ mechanisms, generates the qualitative exhaustion of possibilities for the transforming, ‘guided’ internal migration flows.

An intense settlement of Russia’s Eastern regions and especially the unfavorable Arctic and sub-Arctic regions during nearly the whole 20th century became possible thanks to an indirect (and sometimes direct) violence, through the romanticism of the ‘Young Komsomol League Draft’, conscription for colossal construction sites, maintenance of ‘propiska’ in Lenigrad or Moscow, etc. The ‘human’ conversion of the North, which started in the late 1980s, became a fairly normal phenomenon, despite frustration of a huge army of bureaucrats and vendors engaged in the ‘Northern Supply’. 
But, like the general population outflow from the East to the West, this particular  ‘conversion’ was not driven just by subjective reasons.  The problem did not lie just with the conflict between individuals’ private interests and the state’s political settings and grandiose impracticable projects – the projects themselves proved to be inefficient.

The population’s eagerness to move to the habitable and populated and, at the same time, most dynamic areas is not considerations of the moment or a mere reaction to an economic depression, but a long-term trend, the belated manifestation of the transition from an extensive to an intensive development of space, compression of the populated territory and its more efficient use. This contributes to making the general social possibilities more available for the whole population.

The turn from the rigid ‘mobilization’ mechanisms of the country’s development towards liberal and pro-market ones yet to the greater extent exposed the natural polarization of conditions and prospects of growth in Russia’s East and West and intensified the earlier emerged migration counter-flow towards the most developed and favorable regions.

At the same time – also thanks to the liberal reforms and the parallel political developments – there began to emerge sometimes compulsory (which is a trivial note), but sometimes, on the contrary, freer than before (this is often ignored) external migration flows, particularly an economic migration (both immigration and emigration) of the kind that has already long been noted in the world.

What was, and will be the future correlation between domestic and external migrations, and how can they contribute to solving demographic, economic, geopolitical and other challenges now facing the country? What will be the place of these crucial social processes in the Russian society’s life over the coming years and decades? What kinds of challenges will they give a rise to and what responses will they require?
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