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In memory of my great-grandfather

Michael Korolewicz
(1889–1969)

who had been a teacher in tsarist Poland and in America
built a chrome, silver, and gold plating business. He used
to take me to the park, beginning when I was in a stroller,

and talk history.





Preface

My first encounter with the Soviet bloc took place one
summer in 1983. As a graduate student of Habsburg his-
tory, I made my way to Prague from northern California to
advance my language skills in pursuit of a bygone empire.
On the day of my arrival in the capital of Bohemia, I dis-
covered a mass ‘socialist peace rally’. Surprised to hear a
familiar voice booming over the loudspeakers, I pushed
my way through the crowd to the front, and sure enough it
was him: the then socialist mayor of Berkeley.

Socialism in the bloc turned out to be nothing like what
I, as an American, had been led to believe. Rather than an
ironclad dictatorship in a world completely unto itself,
or an unremarkable system gradually converging with that
of the West, it proved to be very different from the West yet
increasingly penetrated by the West, and its highly rigid
structures had to be constantly circumvented to make
them function. It was full of incessant complaining but
also thoroughgoing conformism, and had a relatively
impoverished material culture but a richly engaging
sociability. I made up my mind that, upon returning to
the University of California, I would begin the study of
Russian, and switch empires.

These were the days of Polish Solidarity and its under-
ground ‘flying universities’, which were hailed as ‘civil
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society’ triumphant, but one of my professors, a noted
Frenchman, spent considerable effort urging me to use
caution with the notion of ‘civil society’, which he called
‘the new ideology of the intellectual class’. Another pro-
fessor, in French history, told me that civil society could
not exist without private property. Two very fine professors
of Russian history helped me get up to speed on a country
I hardly knew. When perestroika suddenly broke in the
Soviet Union, which of course did not have institutional-
ized private property, I was saved from what American
intellectuals made their principal (mis)interpretation of
Soviet, and then Russian, developments, and instead puz-
zled over the nature of the state and institutions, as well as
Soviet categories of thought.

My first trip to the Soviet Union took place in the sum-
mer of 1984, the reign of Chernenko, for a Russian lan-
guage programme in Leningrad, with side trips to Ukraine
and to the site of the Big Three meeting during the Sec-
ond World War to decide the fate of Europe—Yalta, where
I got sick and threw up. In the years following that initial
foray, I have been able to undertake very extensive travels,
sometimes living for extended periods in the Soviet and
the post-Soviet world, doing research in or familiarizing
myself with every Soviet republic, except for Turkmeni-
stan, and most countries in Eastern Europe, before and
after 1989–91, as well as China and Japan. Mainly, I
spent the years of Soviet and then Russian ‘reform’
researching and writing a two-volume, French-style ‘total
history’ of the past and present of a Soviet steel town.
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From that rust-belt vantage point, it could not have been
any more obvious that reform was collapse, and that the
collapse would not be overcome for quite some time to
come.

Convinced well before 1991 that the ‘conservatives’
were right, that Soviet socialism and the Union were being
(inadvertently) destroyed by Gorbachev’s perestroika, I
had sought an audience and got it with the number two
man in the Soviet hierarchy, Yegor Ligachev, in his office
at Party HQ on Old Square. To be inside the Central
Committee complex, whose history and intrigues I knew
from reading, had a surreal quality. Beyond attaining
the forbidden, I wanted to figure out why neither
Ligachev nor anyone else at the top had tried to remove
Gorbachev and undo the reforms. This exchange turned
out to be one of several long meetings we ended up
having, the rest taking place in the exclusive dacha com-
pound of the top Soviet leadership, others of whom I also
met. Here, too, was collapse.

I shall never forget later escorting Ligachev around New
York, demonstrating and explaining the vast universe of
private small businesses and immigrant-run eateries for
hours on end, only to have him ask over and over again
who in the government was responsible for feeding the
huge urban population. The world was as lucky in the
pathetic, principled Ligachev as it was in the masterly,
principled Gorbachev. Evicted, their place was taken by
morally less promising people, who fought violently over
the massive spoils of Communist-era offices, state dachas,
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apartment complexes, and vacation resorts. Making the
rounds, I began to see that the best way to understand
Russian politics was mostly to ignore the grand ‘reform’
programmes, which would soon be added to their pre-
decessors already choking the archives, and instead closely
to track prime real estate.

Before 1991, I had made a point of inspecting the
premises of the once almighty State Planning Commission
(Gosplan) and State Supply Commission (Gossnab),
which together had planned an economy over one-sixth of
the earth. After 1991, I would go back, to see the new (and
old), or reshuffled, inhabitants. In the chaos of pere-
stroika, I also gained easy access to party headquarters in
the republic capitals and many provinces; after these edi-
fices had been renamed, I went back to find many of the
people I had known, usually with higher positions, though
not a few had moved laterally, and the provincials had
often been elevated to the capital. And so it emerged that,
just as social constituencies, whether in the rust belt or
state bureaucracy, provided the keys to understanding the
inherent limits to any proposed political programme, pat-
terns of sociability afforded the keys to grasping the
dynamics of power.

Friends I had made while an exchange student at
Moscow State University in the 1980s were, by the 1990s,
in the Russian government or Kremlin, and the chance to
share in their life trajectories and perspectives has been
extremely illuminating. Lower down the social hierarchy,
in 2000–1, I was equally privileged to carry out an eight-
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month investigation of an ambitious volunteer initiative
called the Civic Education Project. In fifteen countries,
from Hungary to Kazakhstan, Estonia to Azerbaijan, my
task, as a consultant for the Open Society Institute,
entailed interviewing scores of university administrators,
hundreds of academics, and thousands of students. It was,
with a few exceptions, a grim inventory of a world, ten years
after the Soviet collapse, still undergoing deep political
and economic involution. But everywhere the university
students proved to be a remarkable lot, multi-talented and
auspiciously responsive to educational opportunities.

Some of the material in this book first appeared in the
New Republic, and I am extremely grateful to Leon
Wieseltier for that opportunity. For similar reasons I
would also like to thank the East European Constitutional
Review and its editor, Stephen Holmes. Catherine Clarke
of Oxford University Press commissioned the book and
with Catherine Humphries and Hilary Walford guided it
to completion. Tyler Felgenhauer compiled the index.
Leonard Benardo, Laura Engelstein, Geoffrey Hosking,
Sara Mosle, Philip Nord, Steven Solnick, Amir Weiner, and
William Wohlforth offered incisive commentary on drafts
of the text. Special thanks also to Princeton University’s
Liechtenstein Institute on Self-Determination, directed by
Wolfgang Danspeckgruber, and to the National Council
for East European and Eurasian Research in Washington,
DC, for support of research and writing. I love my wife,
Soyoung Lee, so much I can barely say.
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Introduction

Reviewing the history of international relations in
the modern era, which might be considered to
extend from the middle of the seventeenth century
to the present, I find it hard to think of any event
more strange and startling, and at first glance more
inexplicable, than the sudden and total disinte-
gration and disappearance from the international
scene . . . of the great power known successively as
the Russian Empire and then the Soviet Union.

(George F. Kennan, 1995)

The problems that the Soviet leaders have to solve
simply have no solutions . . . However, the Soviet
leaders are not going to commit political suicide.

(Vladimir Bukovsky, 1989)

Virtually everyone seems to think the Soviet Union was
collapsing before 1985. They are wrong. Most people
also think the Soviet collapse ended in 1991. Wrong
again. These points become readily apparent when one
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examines the period 1970–2000 as an integrated whole,
tracing the arc of Soviet economic and political institu-
tions before and after 1991, and when one combines a
view from deep inside the system with a sober sense of the
precise role of the wider context. Forget about the domin-
ant tropes of ‘neo-liberal reforms’ and ‘Western aid’ for
describing post-Soviet Russia, let alone ‘emerging civil
society’ for characterizing the late Soviet period. What
happened in the Soviet Union, and continued in Russia,
was the sudden onset, and then inescapable prolong-
ation, of the death agony of an entire world comprising
non-market economics and anti-liberal institutions.

The monumental second world collapse, in the face of a
more powerful first world wielding the market and liberal
institutions, was triggered not by military pressure but by
Communist ideology. The KGB and to a lesser extent the
CIA secretly reported that, beginning in the 1970s, the
Soviet Union was overcome by malaise. But even though
Soviet socialism had clearly lost the competition with the
West, it was lethargically stable, and could have continued
muddling on for quite some time. Or, it might have tried a
Realpolitik retrenchment, cutting back on superpower
ambitions, legalizing and then institutionalizing market
economics to revive its fortunes, and holding tightly to
central power by using political repression. Instead, the
Soviet Union embarked on a quest to realize the dream of
‘socialism with a human face’.

This humanist vision of reform emerged in the post-
Stalin years, under Nikita Khrushchev, and it stamped an
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entire generation—a generation, led by Mikhail Gor-
bachev, that lamented the crushing of the 1968 Prague
Spring, and that came to power in Moscow in 1985. They
believed the planned economy could be reformed essen-
tially without introducing full private property or market
prices. They believed relaxing censorship would increase
the population’s allegiance to socialism. They believed the
Communist Party could be democratized. They were mis-
taken. Perestroika, unintentionally, destroyed the
planned economy, the allegiance to Soviet socialism, and,
in the end, the party, too. And the blow to the party
unhinged the Union, which the party alone had held
together.

That the man at the pinnacle of power in Moscow—a
committed, true-believing Communist Party General
Secretary—was engaged in a virtuoso, yet inadvertent
liquidation of the Soviet system, made for high drama,
which few appreciated for what it was. When crowds sud-
denly cracked the Berlin Wall in late 1989, and when
Eastern Europe was allowed to break from the Soviet grip,
dumbfounded analysts suddenly began to wonder if the
rest of the Kremlin’s empire, the Union republics, might
also separate. That made the years 1990–1 a time of
especially high drama, because, although it had been
destabilized by romantic idealism, the Soviet system still
commanded a larger and more powerful military and
repressive apparatus than any state in history. It had more
than enough nuclear weapons to destroy or blackmail the
world, and a vast storehouse of chemical and biological
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weapons, with all requisite delivery systems. The Soviet
Union also had more than five million soldiers, deployed
from Budapest to Vladivostok, and hundreds of thousands
more troops in KGB and interior ministry battalions. It
experienced almost no major mutinies in any of these
forces. And yet, they were never fully used—not to save a
collapsing empire, nor even to wreak havoc out of spite.

Of course, the Soviet break-up was accompanied by
more than half a dozen civil wars—in Chechnya, Kara-
bakh, Ingushetia, Ossetia, Abkhazia, Adjaria (all in the
Causcasus), Moldova (another mal-intentioned Stalin con-
trivance), and Tajikistan (bordering Afghanistan). These
conflicts resulted in many thousands of deaths, several mil-
lion refugees, and a number of internationally
unrecognized statelets that de facto subdivided the fifteen
successor states. Even Ukraine, which avoided a civil war,
had in its far west a tiny self-declared ‘republic’ of Sub-
Carpathian Rus. But bear in mind that Ukraine’s Russian
population, at more than eleven million (20 per cent),
constituted the largest ethnic minority in Europe. Kaza-
khstan had another five million Russians (about 33 per
cent of its population). Overall, with seventy-one million
former Soviet inhabitants (one of every four) suddenly liv-
ing outside their nominal national homeland, if they had a
national homeland at all, and with the horrid example of
much smaller Yugoslavia’s catastrophic break-up right
next door, one shudders to think of the manipulative wars,
indeed the nuclear, chemical, or biological Armageddon,
that could have accompanied the Soviet collapse.
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Who had anticipated that the Soviet Union would
meekly dissolve itself ? Those few analysts who did perceive
the depth of Soviet problems, and the structural impedi-
ments to solving them, never imagined that such a police
state would just let go, quietly. Of the twenty million
members of the former USSR Communist Party, perhaps
two to three million made up the higher elite—a for-
midable bastion of power that encompassed the party
apparatus, state bureaucracy, military, and KGB. Even if
suspicions abounded that many of these officials had
become cynical about the official ideology, analysts
remained convinced that collectively they would never
permit the overthrow of the system, if only to protect their
own interests. Thus, notwithstanding the profusion of
autopsies on the Soviet collapse, a major riddle persists:
beyond Gorbachev, why did the immense Soviet elite,
armed to the teeth with loyal internal forces and weapons,
fail to defend either socialism or the Union with all its
might?

This riddle becomes even more challenging when we
note that once the dangers of dissolution had become evi-
dent to the whole world, elements of the most privileged
groups in the USSR gave the shaken edifice a final shove
over the edge. Could the elite of a great power really have
permitted and then facilitated its country’s dissolution
without having suffered foreign occupation, insubordin-
ation among its massive military and police, or even sus-
tained civil disobedience? Indeed it could. One of my
main tasks in this short volume is to elucidate how and why
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the Soviet elite destroyed its own system, keeping in mind
that the greatest surprise of the Soviet collapse was not
that it happened—though that was shocking enough—but
the absence of an all-consuming conflagration.

Now that it is gone, the Soviet Union has revealed
itself—for those who still did not know—to have been
much more than a dictatorship and military behemoth. It
was also a comprehensive experiment in non-capitalist
modernity or socialism, and an improbable revival and
transformation of the tsarist empire into a quasi-
federation of states. The largest of those internal non-
capitalist Soviet states was the Russian republic. A product
of the Soviet Union, Russia inherited everything that had
caused the Soviet collapse, as well as the collapse itself. In
the 1990s, the collapse was still called ‘reform’ (albeit
‘radical’), but the public battles for and against reform
were accompanied by both continuation of the collapse
and tectonic processes of institutional recombination.
Herein lies another of the main tasks of this book: eluci-
dating the importance for Russia of the Soviet inheritance.

Beyond the myriad surviving agencies and ministries—
such as the State Procuracy and the KGB—one could see
in newly founded institutions remnants of the Soviet era,
from the Central Committee apparat (Presidential
Administration) to the State Planning Commission (Econ-
omics Ministry). Indeed, all Soviet-era office buildings
were still standing, and in some cases they were enlarged,
to accommodate both former and additional cadres. The
‘new’ people were not, of course, from Mars, but from
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elite Soviet schools and the Communist Youth League,
members of the second and third echelons who rose more
quickly in the chaos of dissolution, and who combined a
mixture of new and old. In addition, the entire non-
market Soviet economy, ten time zones of antiquated
heavy industry and decaying infrastructure, was also still in
place, providing the bedrock of communities as well as of
social constituencies. These were the political and eco-
nomic structures that had caused the Soviet Union to fall
further and further behind the West starting in the 1970s,
and they served as the building blocks of the new Russia,
which fell even further behind.

The idea that the collapse suddenly ended in December
1991, and that a handful of new ‘democrats’ or ‘radical
reformers’ had come to power, was silly. Yet, to most ana-
lysts, it proved irresistible, whether they cheered or jeered
Russia’s ‘transition’. What seemed to matter was not the
make-up of society and the economy, or the working of
state institutions, but only solemn pronouncements of
intent and streams of presidential decrees, most of which
went unimplemented. In the United States during the
same decade, commentators properly scoffed at President
Bill Clinton’s plan to overhaul the US health-care system.
Remake one-seventh of the US economy, against a vast
array of entrenched, powerful interest groups! Yet many of
these same people assumed that Russia’s ability to trans-
form its entire economy and social structure—seven-sevenths—
was merely a matter of ‘will power’ on the part of ‘reform-
ers’ or even of a single man. Technocratic ‘reform’ in some
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other country is the opiate of experts and pundits. Give any
country some 15,000 rust-belt factories, perhaps two-
thirds of them non-viable in market conditions, as well as
several million brigands empowered to act in the name of
state, and see how quickly such a place achieves the ‘tran-
sition’ to paradise.

Predictably, expectations of an immediate, total trans-
formation gave way to profound disillusionment, and an
equally off-the-mark, and similarly widely shared view that
Russia was a unique, reformer-induced disaster. As of
2001, amid the ongoing and immense Soviet collapse,
Russia was indeed a mess. But it was also a stable mess,
and, although written off, it was finally groping towards
the very institutional reforms that people erroneously
thought were taking place during the 1990s.

Too often Russia has been judged far more harshly than,
or without reference to, the rest of the former Soviet
Union, despite the fact that on most political and eco-
nomic indicators Russia compared favourably with every
former Soviet republic except tiny Estonia. And, stuck as it
was in a multigenerational slog to institutionalize a market
economy, and maybe also something resembling a Rus-
sian version of a liberal polity, it had already mastered
many of the distinguishing attributes of another very large
country that used to be its main rival: gross income dis-
parities, contempt for the public interest, mass corporate
tax evasion, pervasive recourse to political power in the
market place, hyper-commercialized media, money-
besotted elections, and demagogy.
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The following overview of the last two decades of the
Soviet Union and the first decade of post-Soviet Russia
is organized partly chronologically, and partly analytically.
It does not focus on supposed cultural proclivities or
deficiencies, imagined nationalism, evil oligarchs, or
Western advice, whose significance (good and bad) has
been grossly inflated. Rather, the analysis focuses on elites,
and proceeds in terms of structural considerations: a
Communist Party generation, led by Mikhail Gorbachev,
profoundly shaped by socialist idealism, which emerged to
the fore when the previous leadership finally died off; the
world view and hopes of 285 million people living within
the socialist ideological space; the planned economy and
its cost-unconscious, oppressively heavy-industrial physical
plant; and, especially, the institutional dynamics of the
Soviet state and of the Russian state. Since there is no
history without contingency, the narrative also spotlights
the attempts to articulate and implement policies, and
their unexpected consequences. Ultimately, though, the
Soviet collapse and post-Soviet Russia’s contradictory first
decade would remain inexplicable except as part of broad
changes in the world during and after the Second
World War. Mine is therefore both a historical and a
geopolitical analysis.

introduction
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1

History’s cruel tricks

Then Leonid Ilich [Brezhnev] appeared . . . We lived
fabulously, quietly stealing, quietly drinking.
[A voice interjects: not quietly.]
So be it.

(Ion Druţă, Moldavian writer)

Plant closure has become a depressingly common-
place feature of industrial life. . . . Millions of people
. . . have experienced directly or indirectly the con-
sequences of closure upon their own lives or upon
those of their friends, relatives or communities.

(Tony Dickson and David Judge, on the capitalist
world in the Brezhnev era)

Between 1970 and 1973, the world market price for crude
oil moved steadily upwards. A nearly two-decade run
ended during which supply had outpaced demand. More
than that, spare capacity had disappeared, meaning that
limited cutbacks in production could expect to have dra-
matic effects on price. When, in October 1973, the Arabs
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and Israelis suddenly went to war for the fourth time, Arab
states, including the previously reluctant Saudis,
announced a decision to roll out the ‘oil weapon’. After so
many years, such talk had come to seem like crying wolf.
This time, however, the Arab nations made good the
threat. And, whereas the Middle East war concluded as
abruptly as it had started, when Egypt agreed to a ceasefire
in late October, the coordinated cutbacks in oil output
took on a life of their own. Arcane oil jargon—
‘differentials’, ‘inventory build’—spread into water-cooler
conversations and White House policy sessions.1 Public
relations firms spun stories to show why big oil companies
were not at all to blame. Government and industry
belatedly initiated campaigns to encourage energy con-
servation among consumers who only the day before had
been being goaded to indulge. But probably the most
absurd moment of the ‘oil shock’ involved stepped-up
exhortations for America to switch from energy-intensive
industries to what were called knowledge-intensive indus-
tries, as if the US economy were governed by Soviet-style
planners, and not the market.

Oil prices rocketed up 400 per cent in 1973, in just a
few months, and the car industry, whose products were
defiantly large and gas guzzling, suffered a crushing blow.
Also clobbered were broad sectors tied to cars, such as
steel manufacture. Of course, before 1973, many giant,
energy-intensive ‘Fordist’ factories, producing big batches
of capital goods, had experienced competitive troubles.
But for those that had been muddling through, the oil

history’s cruel tricks
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crisis brought an inescapable day of reckoning. Between
1973 and 1975, US GDP dropped 6 per cent, while
unemployment doubled to 9 per cent. Western Europe,
which was far more dependent on oil from the Persian
Gulf, suffered proportionately. Japan, probably the coun-
try most dependent on Middle East oil, saw its GDP drop
for the first time in the post-war period. Beyond the
immediate downturn, the entire fossil-fuel industrial
economy—which had arisen in the late nineteenth cen-
tury and which in the first half of the twentieth century
had adopted mass production—seemed to be heading
towards extinction.

In 1970s England, Sheffield and its surrounding indus-
trial zone lost more than 150,000 jobs in steel; many more
jobs vanished in engineering industries, and the city
council became Sheffield’s largest employer.2 During the
same decade, Germany’s powerhouse Ruhr Valley and its
multitude of steelworks shed 100,000 jobs. In Pennsyl-
vania—which had once been championed as the ‘Ruhr
Valley of America’—‘Black Friday’ (30 September 1977)
delivered a body blow to Bethlehem, whose steel had gone
into the George Washington Bridge connecting Manhat-
tan and New Jersey, the Golden Gate Bridge across San
Francisco Bay, the National Gallery of Art in Washington,
DC, and many of the silos for Intercontinental Ballistic
Missiles. The US’s entire industrial heartland of the
eight Great Lake states—Ohio, Michigan, Illinois, Indiana,
Wisconsin, Minnesota, New York, as well as Pennsylvania—
was devastated.

history’s cruel tricks
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More than 1,000 factories closed in the US over the
1970s.3 In a howl of desperation, two authors wrote that
‘we are currently witnessing the decline of industrial
America, the bankruptcy or deterioration of some once-
mighty manufacturing enterprises’.4 Other commentators
more accurately noted the end not of industry per se, but a
wrenching changeover to what was called flexible manu-
facturing.5 Yet, although manufacturing in the American
Midwest began to grow again in the mid-1980s, manu-
facturing employment failed to recover at the same rate.
In a few instances, even Big Steel pulled itself out of a hole,
but the communities stayed down. ‘The Gary Works repre-
sents one of the most impressive turnarounds in the his-
tory of US industry,’ a steel industry analyst told a reporter
in 1988. But, after a reinvestment of $2.9 billion over
seven years, the restructured factory complex, which had
once employed 21,000 people, had just 7,500 employees,
with further reductions anticipated. ‘It’s a great success
story for the company,’ Gary’s mayor told a reporter, ‘but
it has been a painful experience for us’.6

This wrenching of industries and communities left an
indelible mark on the culture and popular psyche. A
cheeky British film entitled The Full Monty (1997) retro-
spectively spotlighted a group of down-and-out steel-
workers who hit upon a survival scheme: organize their
own potbellied male striptease, recruiting performers
from an unemployment queue. The film was set in
Sheffield, and opened with footage from a bygone civic-
booster film about a ‘city on the move, the jewel in

history’s cruel tricks
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Yorkshire’s crown’. Now, its idle men were compelled to
show their jewels to get by. The film’s soundtrack
appropriately featured disco, as in the industrial classic,
Saturday Night Fever (1979), about a blue-collar dancing
king, which had helped set off the late 1970s disco craze
with the anthem of irrepressible dreams, ‘Staying Alive’.
Desperate times brought desperate approaches. In Johns-
town, Pennsylvania, ‘tour buses idle outside the moldering
steel mills’, wrote a New York Times Magazine reporter in
1996. He described how Johnstown was ‘heading into a
future in which the economy will be fed by an ambitious,
seemingly quixotic experiment called heritage tourism’,
which ‘retails the often unhappy narratives of unlucky
places, and is clearly a growth industry’.7

Monuments to misfortune soon pockmarked the entire
industrial landscape of the West. The increases in oil
prices in the 1970s had crystallized larger trends. Henry
Kissinger, who served as President Richard Nixon’s Sec-
retary of State during what Washington took to calling the
Arab oil embargo, later wrote that it ‘altered irrevocably
the world as it had grown up in the post-war period’.8

Kissinger had in mind the geopolitical balance of power
and the new centrality of international economics that
complicated diplomacy. So-called stagflation—high
unemployment (stagnation) plus inflation—confounded
America’s leading economists, and Watergate paralysed
and disgraced Washington. Saigon and South Vietnam fell
to the Communists in 1975. With much of US industry
undergoing a painful overhaul, the superpower appeared
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at a low point, not at a crossroads leading to a resounding
triumph in the cold war.

Oil windfall and institutional shortfall

From 1910 to 1950, when world oil output rose twelve-
fold, Russian production rose only fourfold. One expert,
writing in the early 1950s, warned that the oil supply is
‘the Achilles’ heel of the Soviet economy’. After the 1953
CIA-backed coup in Iran had helped block Soviet access to
Iranian oil, the extensive Soviet manufacturing economy
appeared to be in a pickle. But in 1959—some thirty years
after a Soviet scientist had forecast the presence of vast oil
deposits in the forested swamps of West Siberia—a gusher
was struck. Between 1961 and 1969, five dozen new oil-
fields were identified, and the Kremlin went from being a
net importer of oil to an exporter.9 Even more fortuit-
ously, this desperately needed Siberian oil rush broke just
as the 1973 Arab–Israeli War and accompanying oil shock
caused an unexpected leap in world oil prices, and the
greatest economic boon the Soviet Union ever experi-
enced. Without the discovery of Siberian oil, the Soviet
Union might have collapsed decades earlier.

From 1973 to 1985, energy exports accounted for 80
per cent of the USSR’s expanding hard currency earnings.
And that was not all. Other oil exporting countries—top
customers for Soviet weapons—saw their oil revenues
increase from $23 billion in 1972 to $140 billion in 1977.
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Many Arab oil states went on military spending sprees,
increasing Moscow’s oil windfall. What to do with all
that cash? The Soviet leadership used its oil revenues to
cushion the impact of the oil shock on its East European
satellites. Oil money also paid for a huge Soviet military
build-up that, incredibly, enabled the country to reach
rough parity with the US. And it helped defray the costs
of the war in Afghanistan, launched in the late 1970s. Oil
money also went into higher salaries and better perks for
the ever-expanding Soviet elite. And oil financed the
acquisition of Western technology for making cars, syn-
thetic fibres, and other products for consumers, as well as
Western feed for Soviet livestock. In future, the inhabit-
ants of the Soviet Union would look back fondly on the
Brezhnev era, recalling the cornucopia of sausages that
had been available in state stores at subsidized prices.

Oil seemed to save the Soviet Union in the 1970s, but it
merely delayed the inevitable. The USSR had risen to
become the world’s largest producer of oil and natural
gas, and the third largest of coal, but it nonetheless suf-
fered chronic energy shortages—what the leading expert
aptly called ‘a crisis amid plenty’. That was because Soviet
factories consumed energy in horribly gluttonous quan-
tities, as if it were free. Then, in 1983, Siberian oil output
began to decline. Output would recover in 1986, but after
that it again declined, this time uninterruptedly. Making
matters worse, in 1986 world oil prices plummeted by 69
per cent, to one of their lowest levels in the post-war
period. And the dollar, the currency of the oil trade, also

history’s cruel tricks

16



dropped like a stone. ‘Overnight,’ the expert wrote, ‘the
windfall oil and dollar profits the Soviets had been enjoy-
ing for years were wiped out’.10 By this time, hungover
from its long oil bender, the Soviet leadership was
belatedly trying to address its profound structural eco-
nomic troubles.

Those troubles derived from the country’s successes.
Whereas, in the 1920s, the Soviet economy had been
about 20 per cent industry, transport, and construction,
by the mid-1980s that percentage had risen to around 70.
No other country ever had such a high percentage of its
economy in big factories and mines. And much of
Soviet industry had been built during the 1930s, or
rebuilt after the destruction of the Second World War
according to 1930s specifications. The USSR’s Bethlehem
Pennsylvanias and Sheffields numbered in the thousands,
and they were even more antiquated. But, flush with its oil
windfall, the Soviet Union had avoided the painful devas-
tation that befell the substantial, yet smaller, rust belts of
the United States, Great Britain, and Germany. But it
could not do so forever. In the 1990s, the overthrow of
socialist planning would lay bare a far greater challenge of
massive enterprise restructuring. Post-Communist Russia
would inherit, and grandly privatize, history’s largest ever
assemblage of obsolete equipment.

Socialism’s politically driven economy proved very
good—too good—at putting up a rust belt; and, unlike a
market economy, socialism proved very bad at taking its
rust belt down. What had once been a source of the Soviet
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Union’s strength and legitimization would become, when
Russia rejoined the world economy, an enormous energy-
consuming, value-subtracting burden, and ultimately, an
invitation to scavenge and plunder. In the 1990s, export
earnings from energy sources would continue—extending
the elite’s post-1973 oil debauch. Rather than supporting
a huge military build-up and a sprawling empire, however,
the oil (and gas) money would go into private offshore
bank accounts and hideaways on the Spanish and French
Rivieras. Russia’s economic debacle embodied a delayed
end, on a bigger scale and slightly camouflaged by oil
flows, to an entire industrial epoch, of which it, too,
formed a part, and whose demise had been clearly visible
twenty years before in Germany’s Ruhr Valley, Sheffield
and England’s North, and America’s Midwest.

And that was just half the story. Obsolete industry can in
theory be overcome, no matter how vast its extent. But
even after junking planning, Russia was not able to over-
come its unprecedentedly large industrial junk heap, or
quickly to create substantial new, dynamic sectors. That
was because Russia lacked the indispensable liberal
institutions that make markets work, while it possessed a
plethora of the kinds of institutions that inhibit effective
market operation. Here was a banal but useful reminder:
the market is not an economic but a political and insti-
tutional phenomenon. The proof of that proposition lies
not in countries such as the United States, where effective
courts and indispensable government regulation are
taken for granted, or even ideologically denounced, but in
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the post-Soviet countries, where most market-facilitating
institutions are lacking or function egregiously. Thus,
obsolete as its physical plant had become, the Soviet
Union’s central dilemma—as post-Soviet Russia would
demonstrate—was really political and institutional.

The twentieth century’s great turn

The central Soviet dilemma was also geopolitical. In the
1980s the economy of India was arguably in worse shape
(for different reasons), but India was not locked in a
global superpower competition with the United States
(allied with West Germany, France, Britain, Italy, Canada,
and Japan). That rivalry, moreover, was not merely eco-
nomic, technological, and military, but also political, cul-
tural, and moral. From its inception, the Soviet Union had
claimed to be an experiment in socialism, a superior
alternative to capitalism, for the entire world. If socialism
was not superior to capitalism, its existence could not be
justified. In the inter-war period, during Stalin’s violent
crusade to build socialism, capitalism had seemed for
many people to be synonymous with world imperialism,
the senseless slaughter of the First World War, goose-step-
ping militarism, and Great Depression unemployment.
Against that background, the idea of a non-capitalist
world—with the same modern machines but supposedly
with social justice—held wide appeal.

But in the Second World War fascism was defeated, and
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after the war the capitalist dictatorships embraced dem-
ocracy. Instead of a final economic crisis anticipated by
Stalin and others, capitalism experienced an unprece-
dented boom, which made the Depression a memory and
homeownership a mass phenomenon. Economic growth
in the US, after a robust 1950s, hit a phenomenal 52.8
per cent in the 1960s; more significantly, median family
income rose 39.7 per cent over the decade. In Japan and
West Germany, losers in the Second World War, economic
‘miracles’ led to revolutions in mass consumption. New
media technologies, such as cinema and radio, which had
seemed so convenient for interwar dictatorships seeking
to spread propaganda, turned out to be conduits of a
commercial mass culture impervious to state borders.
Finally, all leading capitalist countries embraced the ‘wel-
fare state’—a term coined during the Second World
War—stabilizing their social orders, and challenging
socialism on its own turf. In short, between the 1930s and
the 1960s, the image and reality of capitalism changed
radically. Affordable Levittown homes, ubiquitous depart-
ment stores overflowing with inexpensive consumer
goods, expanded health and retirement benefits, and
increasingly democratic institutions were weapons al-
together different from Nazi tanks.

As if that was not pressure enough, the Second World
War and its aftermath also set in motion a wave of decolon-
ization, which the Soviet Union sought to exploit but
which ended up further undermining its position. The
Soviet Union was a land empire, with a twist. Whereas the
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pre-revolutionary Russian empire comprised only non-
ethnic provinces, aside from the Duchy of Finland and the
small Central Asian ‘protectorates’ of Bukhara and Khiva,
the Soviet Union consisted of fifteen nationally designated
republics with state borders. Beginning in the 1920s, Mos-
cow presided over an expansion of the republics’ national
institutions and national consciousness, which endured
the purges, mass deportations, and Russification. Two of
the Union republics, Ukraine and Belarussia, got their
own UN seats, and all underwent economic development.
Proudly, the Soviet Union contrasted itself with the capit-
alist empires of Britain or France. By the 1970s, however,
after almost all overseas territories controlled by capitalist
countries had gained independence, the idea of a better
form of empire became an anachronism. The Soviet
Union, moreover, did not have just an ‘inner empire’ but
also what George Orwell called an ‘outer empire’.

Chasing Hitler out of the Soviet Union back to Berlin
presented Stalin with the irresistible opportunity of
regaining some tsarist territories not reconquered in
1917–21, and with swallowing much of Eastern Europe.
Not content merely to exercise political and military dom-
ination, the Soviet Union attempted after 1948 to clone
satellite regimes. Yet Sovietization of Eastern Europe took
place not during the 1930s Great Depression and fascist
militarism, but during the post-war capitalist boom and
deployment of comprehensive welfare states. In these
altered circumstances, the fate of Soviet socialism was now
irrevocably tied to the fate of the regimes in Eastern
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Europe. Already in the early 1950s, and especially after
Nikita Khrushchev had denounced Stalin in 1956 and
Poland and Hungary had erupted in revolt, Eastern
Europe weighed down the Soviet leadership. ‘If we depart
Hungary,’ Khrushchev told his colleagues behind closed
doors, ‘it will give a great boost to the Americans, English,
French—the imperialists. They will perceive it as a weak-
ness on our part and go on the offensive’.11 Despite the
crackdown, Hungary was eventually allowed to legalize
some private enterprise, while Poland halted the collectiv-
ization of agriculture and conceded a prominent role for
the Catholic Church, opening fissures in the Soviet model
of socialism.

In 1968, Moscow again felt compelled to invade an
ostensible ally, to crush the efforts to ‘reform’ socialism in
Czechoslovakia, which became particularly embittered
and damaged the USSR’s international prestige. Two years
later, and again in 1976, mass strikes rocked Poland. In
1978, the first non-Italian since 1523, Karol Woityla,
archbishop of Krakow, was chosen pope. The next year, on
his first pilgrimage home, more than ten million Poles
attended outdoor celebrations of the mass, often weeping
with joy. In 1980, Polish workers, inspired by the pope and
provoked by price increases, rose en masse, forming a
countrywide independent trade union and bringing the
socialist system to the point of liquidation. A crackdown by
Polish leaders in December 1981 saved the regime, for the
time being. To pacify workers the Polish regime borrowed
from the West and imported consumer goods, beginning a
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dependency that became common across the Soviet bloc.
East Germany, which abutted a far richer West Germany,
eventually accumulated a $26.5 billion foreign debt,
whose servicing absorbed 60 per cent of annual export
earnings. But to buy off its walled-in people, the party
leadership saw no alternative to increasing consumer
imports and thus Western dependence.12

In Hungary, Poland, East Germany, and Czechoslova-
kia, the only force holding back the long-term tidal pull of
the West appeared to be Soviet resolve. The acquisition of
an outer empire in Eastern Europe—what, again, looked
like a Soviet strength—had proved to be a dangerous vul-
nerability. Of course, in the late 1940s, when Soviet-style
socialism first spread to Eastern Europe, it had seemed the
leading edge of a possible world takeover, especially after
the 1949 victory of the Chinese Communists in the
world’s most populous country. Few people understood
that a major shift had indeed occurred—but in the oppos-
ite direction, to the grave detriment of Soviet socialism.
Simply put, socialism was utterly dependent on the for-
tunes of capitalism, and the differences between capital-
ism in the Great Depression and capitalism in the post-war
world were nothing short of earth shattering. No less
momentous, the United States, which during the period
of the Soviet Union’s rise prior to the Second World War
had remained somewhat aloof from European and Asian
affairs, now assumed a vigorous role as ‘leader of the free
world’, uniting previously fractious capitalist powers
under its leadership to counter the Soviet threat.
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Imagine a geopolitical contest in which one side says, I
will take West Germany and France, you get East Germany
and Romania; I will take Britain and Italy, you get Bulgaria
and Hungary; I will take Japan and Saudi Arabia, you get
Cuba and Angola. Even Communist China became a
threat to the Soviet Union after the Chinese split with
Moscow and put themselves forward as an alternative
model for the Third World. And what a burden Third
World entanglements could be! In the 1970s Somalia–
Ethiopia conflict, the Soviet Union decided to airlift heavy
tanks to Ethiopia, but because long-distance supply planes
could carry only a single tank, transport exceeded the cost
of the expensive tanks by five times—never mind what a
superpower was doing seeking influence chiefly in coun-
tries whose main industry was civil war. The US, which
had its own ambitions, opposed Soviet influence by arm-
ing proxies. And in the 1975 Helsinki Accords, the US
exchanged formal recognition of post-war European bor-
ders, a long-held dream of the Soviet leadership, for the
Soviets’ written pledge to uphold human rights. This
trade-off, whose importance the CIA completely missed,
led to an international legal and moral ‘full court press’
that Soviet diplomats and negotiators felt alongside
Western military, economic, and cultural might.13
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Panic, humiliation, defection

Leonid Brezhnev, meeting with President Richard Nixon
at San Clemente, California, in June 1973, had made a
desperate attempt to protect Soviet–American détente by
urging a new joint initiative for the Middle East. But
Henry Kissinger dismissed Brezhnev’s warnings of
impending war between Arabs and Israelis as a negotiating
ploy; Kissinger remained unmoved even after the Soviets
began to ferry diplomatic personnel and their families out
of Arab states. Of course, following the outbreak of hos-
tilities and the uptick in oil prices, the Soviet Union
reaped benefits far greater than anything détente had
delivered. Inside the Kremlin, the earlier anxiety about
the negative effects of a Middle East war must have seemed
comical.

But history was playing a cruel trick. Since the 1930s the
Soviet Union had rapidly industrialized, captured Hitler’s
Berlin, launched Sputnik, banged its shoe on the podium
of the UN, and boasted that it would bury capitalism. But
by winning the Second World War, and therefore having
no necessity, or feeling no desire, to change funda-
mentally to compete in the transformed post-war inter-
national context, the Soviet Union in a way doomed itself.
Not only did it suffer a crushing turnaround outside the
country between the 1930s and the 1960s, but also, right
in the midst of its great 1970s oil boom, the socialist
revolution entered a decrepit old age.

Soviet economic growth slowed substantially, and,
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because quality was notoriously poor, requiring high rates
of replacement, a Soviet economy growing at 2 per cent
was tantamount to stagnation. Soon, outright recession—
by official statistics—set in. Decades of ecological degrad-
ation also reached the tipping point. Key demographic
trends were reversed: infant mortality began to rise, and
life expectancy at birth began to decline. These negative
data were covered up or falsified, but, for the huge popu-
lations in the Soviet Union’s industrial toxic zones, there
was no concealing the fact that respiratory ailments
among children had become epidemic, that the incidence
of cancer grew phenomenally, and that alcoholism and
absenteeism, already high, were rising. Behind this deep
domestic funk, lay the fact that the competition with
capitalism—not a policy, but something inherent to the
system’s identity and survival—was unwinnable.

The 1973 oil shock initially had seemed to doom capi-
talism’s remarkable post-war run, but it definitively
pushed capitalism further on to a path of deep structural
reforms. Those changes would soon cast the USSR’s
greatest ostensible achievement—its hyper fossil-fuel
economy, upon which its superpower status rested—into a
time warp, which its institutional framework could not or
would not manage to confront. The 1980s decline in
Soviet oil output and in world oil prices made the pain
immediate. But it was by no means a foregone conclusion
that the full intractability of these profound structural
weaknesses would be exposed to the world and the
inhabitants of the Soviet Union. What suddenly exposed,
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and vastly accelerated, the Soviet system’s decline in the
mid and late 1980s was an unavoidable generational
change at the top, followed by a much-anticipated cam-
paign to reinvigorate the socialist system. That of course
was Mikhail Gorbachev’s ill-fated perestroika.

In his 1987 book Perestroika, which sold five million
copies in eighty languages, Gorbachev defined his pro-
gramme as ‘an urgent necessity’. But the Brezhnev
leadership had ignored or downplayed the increasing
imbalances with the US, and after his death the country
could have continued on the same path. Relative to the
West, the planned economy performed inadequately, but
it employed nearly every person of working age, and the
Soviet standard of living, though disappointing, was toler-
able for most people (given what they did not know owing
to censorship and travel restrictions). The Soviet Union
was not in turmoil. Nationalist separatism existed, but it
did not remotely threaten the Soviet order. The KGB
crushed the small dissident movement. The enormous
intelligentsia griped incessantly, but it enjoyed massive
state subsidies manipulated to promote overall loyalty.
Respect for the army was extremely high. Soviet patriotism
was very strong. Soviet nuclear forces could have annihi-
lated the world many times over. Only the unravelling of
the socialist system in Poland constituted an immediate
danger, but even that was put off by the successful 1981
Polish crackdown.

Perestroika, however, was born not simply in tangible
indicators, but in the crucial psychological dimension of
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the superpower competition.14 Among Soviet elites, there
was panic at the scope of Western advances as well as
humiliation at the country’s deepening relative back-
wardness. There were, in addition, unmistakable signs of
internal defection in elite ranks. By the 1970s and early
1980s, large swathes of the Soviet Union’s upper ranks,
including academics, were travelling to the West, and,
whether patriots or cynics, they usually came back loaded
down with boom boxes, VCRs, fancy clothes, and other
goods. The highest officials had such items discretely
imported for them, while their children, the future gener-
ation of Soviet leadership, pursued coveted long-term
postings abroad in the not very socialist occupation of for-
eign trade representatives. Many party posts, which served
as vehicles for enrichment, were being sold to the highest
bidder. In 1982, one émigré defector derided the USSR
as a ‘land of kleptocracy’.15 Soulless indulgence, on top
of a loss of confidence, had taken deep root, and this
frightened loyalists most of all.

Socialist idealism

How does a dictatorship, particularly one without even the
discipline of private property and a strong judiciary neces-
sitated by a market economy, control proliferating ranks
of its own functionaries? After 1953, when Stalin died,
mass terror ceased to be practicable, and anyway it had
never prevented malfeasance. In the ensuing decades,
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Soviet leaders continued to struggle trying to curb the
behaviour of officials. Khrushchev relied upon client net-
works and toyed with possible term limits for party posts
before being ousted. Brezhnev also favoured clientelism,
pitting ever-growing informal ‘family circles’, or group-
ings of officials, against each other, but he proclaimed a
post-Stalin ‘stability of cadres’, which became an invitation
to licentiousness. Andropov launched campaigns to
tighten discipline, and dozens of death sentences were
handed out for bribe taking or the abuse of authority, but
the overwhelming majority of official misdeeds went
unpunished. How could it have been otherwise? In the
fulfilment of tasks, rule violations were not only condoned
but also encouraged, and determining which violations
were permissible, to what degree, and in which circum-
stances, was arbitrary. If every transgression were to have
been punished, almost all of Soviet officialdom would
have had to have been executed or jailed.16

All of this was well known, of course, but many party
officials nonetheless retained considerable faith in the
possibilities of socialism and the party itself. Indeed, the
party, not just the economy, was the target of perestroika.
And the party was, simultaneously, also the instrument of
perestroika. Gorbachev, as well as the like-minded officials
and academic advisers he assembled around him, was
acutely aware of the dramatic changes in the post-war
West, and the historical fork in the world economy that had
popped up in the 1970s—what they called the scientific-
technological revolution. Yet they still considered their
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country to be on a different time line, for which the key
dates were: 1917, the October revolution; 1924, Lenin’s
death, followed by Stalin’s ‘usurpation’; 1956, the begin-
ning of Khrushchev’s drive for reform socialism; 1964,
Khrushchev’s sacking; and 1968, the Prague Spring’s sup-
pression, which trampled, but did not lay to rest, the vision
of a humane socialism. It was not just the superpower
competition but a deeply felt urge to make socialism live
up to its promises, to reinvigorate the party and return to
the imagined ideals of October, that shaped both the deci-
sion to launch perestroika and, even more importantly,
the specific form it took.

In a delicious irony, very rigid political and concomitant
economic structures were shaken to their foundations by
what was erroneously assumed to have been the Soviet
Union’s most rigid structure, Communist ideology.
Marxism-Leninism, after a generational change, turned
out to be the source of extraordinary, albeit destabilizing,
dynamism. What proved to be the party’s final mobiliza-
tion, perestroika, was driven not by cold calculation about
achieving an orderly retrenchment, but by the pursuit of a
romantic dream.
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2

Reviving the dream

We are firmly of the opinion that in the course of
peaceful competition the peoples will be able to
satisfy themselves as to which social system secures
them a higher standard of living, greater assurance
for the future, freer access to education and culture,
more perfect forms of democracy and personal free-
dom. We have no doubt that in such competition
Communism will win.

(Nikita Khrushchev, preface, New Communist
Party Programme, 1961)

Gorbachev, unlike Brezhnev, strikes me as a true
believer.

(Milovan Djilas, 1988)

Russia’s chaotic, wartime 1917 revolution was propelled
by a desire to remake the world, to overcome what was
perceived to be the country’s false and hideous life, and
achieve a just and beautiful life, through mass violence if
necessary. By the 1930s, under Stalin, the revolutionary
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dream for a world of abundance without exploitation had
become an enslavement of the peasantry and a forced,
headlong expansion of heavy industry, with millions of
people called upon to sacrifice whatever it took to ‘catch
and overtake’ the capitalists. Alongside the roar of heavy
industry, there was also the stamping of jackboots: the
Imperial Japanese over-running Manchuria; the Italian
fascists marching through Abyssinia (Ethiopia); the Nazis
annexing Austria and the Czech lands. The Soviet regime
consumed the country and itself in terror, but also girded
itself in the armour of advanced modernity—blast fur-
naces, turbines, tanks, airplanes—and mobilized its hard-
ened factory workers, collective farmers, camp inmates,
and commissars for war.

The Second World War was a defining moment for the
Soviet Union. No other industrial country has ever
experienced the devastation that befell the USSR in vic-
tory. The Nazi onslaught of 1941–5 levelled more than
1,700 Soviet towns and 70,000 villages, and obliterated
about one-third of the USSR’s wealth. Soviet military
deaths numbered at least seven million, about half the
total for all combatants (the Germans lost 3.5 million
soldiers; the Americans about 300,000). Soviet civilian
deaths probably numbered between seventeen and twenty
million, making its combined human losses near twenty-
seven million. Almost an equal number of people were left
homeless. Another two million perished from famine
between 1946 and 1948. Each year of the first post-war
decade, approximately one million children were born
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out of wedlock, as women unable to find husbands took
initiative. Even so, the 1941 pre-invasion population of
200 million was not reached again until 1956. The war was
an enduring catastrophe.

Politically, the war broke the regime-imposed isolation.
Millions of Red Army soldiers advanced beyond Soviet
borders, and most were stunned by what they saw. ‘I was a
member of the Communist party, I was an officer in the
Red Army,’ wrote Peter Gornev. But ‘in Finland, Poland,
and Germany, I saw that most people were better off than
we were. Soviet propaganda had told us just the reverse.
The Soviet government had always lied to us. Now I had a
chance to escape from the lies.’1 Here was the classic disil-
lusionment story, better known from the anthology ‘the
God that failed’.2 Among displaced Soviet subjects like
Gornev, a few hundred thousand avoided return. But
more than three million were repatriated from the US,
French, and British occupation zones of Germany. This
substantial population with first-hand experience of the
outside world frightened the Soviet leadership. Even
returning POWs and slave labourers, who somehow man-
aged to survive German captivity, were made to pass
through special screening; many disappeared in the Soviet
camp complex colloquially known as the Gulag.

Western annexations, following the Red Army advance,
meant that several million people who had not lived under
the Soviet regime during the ‘heroic’ 1930s mobilizations
to build socialism found themselves incorporated into the
USSR. Mass deportations sought to quell opposition

reviving the dream

33



among them, but in the Baltic republics and western
Ukraine partisans sustained guerrilla wars through the late
1940s and early 1950s. By this time, large-scale mutinies
rocked the Gulag, which held close to three million con-
victs in labour camps alone, more than one-third incarcer-
ated for political crimes, the rest for so-called common
crimes (theft, drunkenness, rape, murder). Protesting
camp inmates had engaged in hand-to-hand combat in the
defence of Stalingrad; now serving twenty-five-year terms,
they were not afraid of much. Shouting slogans such as
‘Long Live the Soviet Constitution!’, they demanded an
eight-hour work day, unrestricted correspondence with
family members, periodic visits, and judicial review of
cases. They were strafed by Soviet warplanes.

Few inhabitants inside the Soviet Union learned of the
revolts in the Gulag or of the forest-dwelling anti-Soviet
partisans. What they did know was that the country had
withstood the Nazi war machine. Many hoped changes
and a better life would follow. Unsolicited reform pro-
posals poured forth, advocating competition among
enterprises and private trade, but they were relegated to
the archives.3 Victorious, the Soviet dictatorship felt no
imperative to change, and fell back upon familiar patterns
of bureaucratic hyper-centralization and economics by
command. Propagandists exhorted the weary populace to
rebuild the country, which they did, brick by brick, despite
the harangues. The state media revived the pre-war theme
of hostile capitalist encirclement, and relentlessly demon-
ized the West, casting Soviet deprivation, once again, as a
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matter of heroic sacrifice. Heavy industry, as in the 1930s,
received the bulk of investment, and the country
regained—and, by 1950, surpassed—its pre-war Fordist-
style industrial base. It also exploded its own atomic bomb.
Stalin’s death in 1953 was a psychological blow, but Nikita
Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization campaign, launched in
1956, seemed to reinvigorate the system. The dream of
the socialist revolution—to ‘catch and overtake’ the most
advanced countries and, in the process, build a better,
more just world—rose from the ashes for a new
generation.

The education of a true believer

Born in 1931 in a village in Stavropol province, a fertile
land of Russia’s multi-ethnic North Caucasus, Mikhail
Gorbachev experienced a life trajectory resembling that of
millions of his compatriots: a middling-peasant family
background; the somersault of the rural social order with
collectivization; the (brief ) deportation to Siberia of his
grandfather; the arrest (and release) in the Great Terror
of his other grandfather, the local collective-farm chair-
man; the Second World War front for his father (who was
wounded but survived); and the Nazi occupation for the
elderly, women, and children, like young Mikhail, left
behind in the village. After the war, Gorbachev might have
become a farmer, like his father and grandfather, but
Stalin’s upheavals—besides arrests and famine—brought
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educational opportunities. Graduating from high school
in 1950, Gorbachev set his sights not on the provincial
university but on Moscow. With a peasant-worker back-
ground, a pupil’s silver medal for a nearly perfect record,
and a very high state award—the Order of the Red
Banner—for helping bring in the 1948 bumper harvest,
he was accepted, and made the leap to the Soviet capital.

That late Stalin-era Moscow University could have
opened a youth’s mind may appear implausible. During
his five years at Moscow State University’s law faculty, then
located across from the Kremlin, the Stavropol hayseed
came into contact with a handful of erudite professors,
some educated before the revolution, married a fetching
philosophy student whom he had met at a class on ball-
room dancing, and joined the Communist Party. Acknow-
ledging his personal anguish midway through his college
years over Stalin’s death, Gorbachev explains that,
immersed as he was in the leaden Stalinist atmosphere,
pouring over the lively, polemical works of Marx and
Lenin proved liberating, and taught him critical analytical
skills. He also recalls the heady access to Moscow’s cultural
elite, and the backbreaking summers at home on the col-
lective farm. Inevitably, yet no doubt with theoretical con-
viction, his senior thesis argued the advantages of social-
ism over capitalism.

As a law-faculty graduate (1955), Gorbachev was
assigned to the public prosecutor’s office in Stavropol,
which, although a provincial capital, lacked a central water
supply or sewage system. He found a tiny room to rent
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only after a colleague let him in on what all the prosecutors
did: use their rap sheets to contact an illegal apartment
broker. Having immediately been compelled to violate the
law for his own benefit, and become acquainted with the
Stalin-era personnel who dominated the provincial ‘law’
agencies, the Moscow-educated Gorbachev soon aban-
doned the prosecutor’s office for an organization that
offered career advancement and a chance to realize him-
self: the Communist Youth League (Komsomol). He set
about travelling to remote settlements and organizing dis-
cussion groups ‘to fling open a window onto the world’.4

The next year, Khrushchev delivered his ‘secret speech’ at
the Twentieth Party Congress, enumerating Stalin’s
crimes. The revelations divided the country into those
who defended Stalin and those who condemned him,
often because their families, like Gorbachev’s, had been
victimized, but also because the anti-Stalin campaign
promised a fresh start on the path to the bright future.

Gorbachev was 25 when shown a copy of Khrushchev’s
unpublished text, and on the verge of being named first
secretary of the local Komsomol. Tanks were sent to quell
a revolt in socialist Hungary, but the Soviet press cited a
threat of counter-revolution and capitalist intervention.
The stunning October 1957 launch of Sputnik, the
world’s first man-made satellite, confirmed the Soviet
post-war resurrection, and its commitment to science and
education. The tropical crowds of the surprise 1959
Cuban revolution evoked for a visiting Soviet delegation
their own revolution in 1917.5 In September of 1960,
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Khrushchev thundered from the podium of the United
Nations, ‘History is on our side. We will bury you.’ In 1961
another Soviet rocket lifted cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin into
space, and he returned to earth safely. The Twenty-First
Party Congress—attended by Gorbachev—approved a
new party programme heralding a transition from social-
ism to history’s next and final stage, Communism by 1980,
within the lifetimes of his generation.6

Back in Stavropol, pressure to bring home a bigger har-
vest only intensified, yet Khrushchev’s multiple adminis-
trative reorganizations and campaigns caused disruption
and brought mixed results. In Moscow, his proposal of
term limits for apparatchiks stiffened some backs, and in
October 1964 he was ‘retired’ in a conspiracy. No tanks,
no riots, no executions—and no let-up in the imperious
demands to fulfil plan targets for local officials, such as
Gorbachev, who in 1962 had been transferred from the
youth league to the party apparat. Just eight years later, he
became—at age 39—party chief for the entire province.
Though still a provincial, he had joined the top elite, and
took his first trips to ‘bourgeois’ countries, driving with his
wife through much of France and Italy—a world away
from the Soviet Union. Taken aback by the standard of
living and civic freedoms, Gorbachev writes that he
returned still convinced public education and medical
services were organized ‘more fairly in our country’. At
the same time, the staggering wealth gap brought home
the urgency to ‘catch up’.7

Just as eye opening, Gorbachev was sent to Czecho-

reviving the dream

38



slovakia for an ‘exchange of views’ on youth issues in
1969, right after the Soviet crackdown. He was able to see
that, contrary to the Kremlin line, the Soviet presence
amounted to an occupation, since his ‘fraternal’ delega-
tion required round-the-clock guards. That same year, also
as if by fate, Yuri Andropov, chairman of the KGB, visited
an elite spa town of Stavropol province for kidney treat-
ment, and Gorbachev played host. The two struck up a
relationship that deepened on Andropov’s subsequent
rest cures. It was the KGB chief who engineered both the
pulverization of the Prague Spring and the promotion, in
November 1978, of the earnest provincial to Moscow as
the Central Committee (CC) secretary for agriculture.
Unexpectedly, the country’s top post in Gorbachev’s
speciality had become vacant only because its occupant,
Fyodor Kulakov—also from Stavropol, and considered a
possible successor to Brezhnev—died at age 60 of an alco-
hol overdose while recovering from stomach surgery.8 Just
47, Gorbachev became by far the youngest member of the
Kremlin leadership, most of whom had been born around
1910. The generation in between—that of 1920—had
been largely decimated in the war.

Creeping invasion of the West

During the twenty-three years (1955–78) that Gorbachev
had worked his way up and commanded the province
of Stavropol, Soviet society had changed profoundly.
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Two-thirds of the population had lived in villages when
Gorbachev was born, but by the late 1970s townspeople
outnumbered country folk by almost two to one. And
whereas, towards the end of Stalin’s time, most urbanites
still lived in barracks or ‘communal apartments’, sharing
kitchen and bath with other tenants, under Brezhnev
more than half the growing city population lived in
apartments with private baths and kitchens. Millions of
families were also able to build modest country retreats
(dachas) with vegetable gardens. Between 1970 and 1978
the number of domestic vacationers at sanatoria and
resorts jumped from 16 million to 35 million, while
another one million per year travelled to Eastern Europe.
By this time, more than 90 per cent of Soviet families
owned refrigerators, more than 60 per cent owned
washing machines.

There were significantly more goods than before, yet
much of the Soviet population queued for hours to obtain
basic necessities and had to turn to the more expensive
‘shadow economy’ of informal production and exchange
for children’s clothes, proper-sized adult shoes, and other
scarce items. That was because consumer goods produc-
tion lagged behind military and heavy industry, and cen-
tral planning empowered producers, not consumers.
Similarly, no matter how joyous people were when moving
into a new prefabricated apartment, usually after waiting
ten years, their space was invariably insufficient—one, two,
or at most three rooms for husband, wife, children,
grandparents. The authorities just could not keep up.
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And, although people had more, they were demanding
more, on the basis of wider horizons. Back in 1950, the
year Gorbachev had entered Moscow University, there
were 1.25 million students enrolled in higher education,
about 3 per cent of the population, but by the late 1970s,
fully 10 per cent of the Soviet population had completed
college. About 70 per cent had completed high school,
compared with 40 per cent in 1950.

Mass media technologies—motion pictures, radio—had
long been important in the Soviet dictatorship’s ability to
disseminate the kinds of information and ways of inter-
preting the world it deemed appropriate. These remained
powerful state levers, but over time foreign content
increasingly entered the stream of mass culture in the
Soviet Union, notwithstanding censorship. Into the 1950s,
Soviet radios meant a wire hooked up to a feed bringing
one or two stations from Moscow, rather than wave
receivers, but, by the late 1960s, wave radios came to
exceed wire ones, and the total number of all radios grew
to nearly ninety million (from around eighteen million at
Stalin’s death). Technical adepts reconfigured Soviet-
manufactured radios to receive short wave from abroad,
broadcast as part of the cold war. True, a good part of state
radio facilities were busy producing static to cover up
Radio Liberty, BBC, Deutsche Welle, and Voice of Amer-
ica, which collectively were known as ‘the voices’. Yet lis-
teners could escape jamming out in the country and learn
the forbidden details of Soviet political life and world
events.
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In this creeping post-war cultural invasion of the USSR
by the West, an even more important role was played by
images and details of consumerism, some of which were
being delivered by a new and quintessential mass medium,
television. The number of Soviet TV sets leapt from 400 in
1940, to 2.5 million in 1958, thirty million ten years later,
and ninety million in the 1980s, by which time they could
be found in 93 per cent of households. Post-war pro-
grammes began to focus on home life, and, beginning
in the mid-1970s, the authorities permitted translations
of family serials from Britain (The Forsyte Saga, David
Copperfield), France (Les Thibaults), and other capitalist
countries. Such shows, like the increasingly available for-
eign films, were watched as much for clues of material life
as for entertainment. Soviet audiences would intently
observe the characters moving through well-furnished
homes from one room to another room and then another
room, sometimes eight or more in all. The characters
also appeared in different clothes each day, peered into
over-stuffed refrigerators, and drove sleek cars. It was all
fantasy—or was it?

Certainly, Soviet television was dominated by official
views, and in general control over communications
remained very tight. Private telephones were kept to a
minimum—twenty-five million, fewer than one for every
ten people—and typewriters had to be registered with the
police. Access to photocopiers was tightly restricted.
But tape recorders, owned by about one-third of the
population, as well as cheap X-ray plates (pressed as LPs),
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facilitated the circulation of forbidden Soviet popular bal-
lads as well as smuggled rock and roll. In 1968, ostensibly
to combat worrisome trends in youth culture, Komsomol
officials gathered at a retreat to watch the officially
banned film Easy Rider. Soon, almost every Soviet high
school and factory acquired its own rock-and-roll band,
which the Komsomol hired to perform at official events.
By the late Brezhnev era, Soviet public spaces were decor-
ated not just with official slogans but also with graffiti
about sports teams, rock music, sex, and the merits of
punk music versus heavy metal. Schoolchildren ‘ranked’
each other by their jeans, with Western brands being the
highest.

This infatuation with the Western consumer culture was
a far cry from the heroic October revolution and Civil War,
the 1930s building of socialism, or the Second World War,
which had shaped earlier generations. Despite prominent
post-war campaigns to settle ‘virgin lands’ and build a sec-
ond railroad through Siberia, it was clear that the mobili-
zational style of political participation and socialization
was losing much of its force. Equally important, the party’s
grand historical teleology had to be abandoned. As the
predicted date of 1980 for the transition to Communism
passed, ideologues replaced Khrushchev’s utopian prom-
ise with the here and now of ‘developed’ socialism.9 Was
life simply a question of washing machines, refrigerators,
private cars, TVs, popular music, and jeans, and, if so,
what did that portend for socialism’s struggle against
capitalism?
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Abiding allegiance to socialism

Even as the Soviet population began to sense the prosper-
ity gap with the US, Japan, and Western Europe, the
overwhelming majority still responded to the incessant
propaganda about the Soviet Union’s lack of unemploy-
ment, gulf between rich and poor, race riots, or Vietnam
War. Mass construction of self-contained apartments had
given rise to the celebrated urban ritual of the ‘kitchen
table’, where Soviet families and trusted friends assembled
out of earshot of nosy neighbours and the authorities to
discuss the absurdities of their lives. Indeed, jokes about
the Soviet system became something of a private and
sometimes public activity, and very little love was lost on
apparatchiks. But, beyond desiring a degree of liberaliza-
tion, most people simply wanted the Soviet regime to live
up to its promises of inexpensive housing, health care,
paid maternity leave, public education, and consumer
goods. A strong allegiance to socialism—understood as
state responsibility for the general welfare and social
justice—remained very much a part of ordinary people’s
world view, confirmed by such facts as the near impossibil-
ity of being evicted from their state-provided apartments,
whatever the circumstances.10

Substantial legitimacy for socialism was also derived
from the commemoration of the Second World War in
films, memoirs, veterans groups, and monuments, all of
which, like military-patriotic education, were expanded
in the 1960s. The main Soviet holiday, Revolution Day
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(7 November), became a showcase for Soviet military
hardware, though for many it was noteworthy for the extra
consumer goods and alcohol made available. But Victory
Day (9 May) was a powerful collective ritual, involving
family trips to the cemetery, whose meaning was shared by
almost the entire country. Victory Day also underscored
the attainment of superpower status and reinforced the
respect for the Armed Forces. Of course, coercion
remained an integral aspect of maintaining allegiance.
‘The KGB was a repressive, not an educational organ,’
wrote Filipp Bobkov, a veteran of forty-five years who rose
to become first deputy chairman. ‘Nonetheless, we tried,
when possible, to use prophylactic measures,’ meaning
summoning individuals to local KGB headquarters, and
blackmailing them to inform on their colleagues.11 Many
people collaborated with the authorities’ requests without
much pressure, and more than a few came forward on
their own.

The KGB, like the Western media, was obsessed over
manifestations of what it regarded as non-conformist
behaviour. But of the several thousand individuals jailed
or exiled for unorthodox views or actions during the
Brezhnev years, only a small minority consisted of inter-
nationally recognized human-rights campaigners such as
the physicist Andrei Sakharov, who won the Nobel Peace
Prize (in 1975). A second category of dissenters com-
prised hard-core separatists, especially in western regions
annexed during the 1940s. But seekers of religious free-
dom constituted the great majority of those who suffered
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at the hands of the regime; there were seventeen attempts
at self-immolation on Red Square in 1981 alone, none of
them known to the outside world, and more importantly,
to the Soviet population.12 A leader of Moscow’s under-
ground human-rights organization, summing up the situ-
ation in 1984, wrote, ‘the history of dissent in the USSR is
a tragic one’, adding correctly that ‘the movement never
became a mass movement and the immediate demands of
the dissidents were almost wholly frustrated’.13

But the regime faced a threat considerably greater than
‘dissidents’: a several-million-strong army of scientists who
were overwhelmingly not politically active yet still clashed
with the authorities because they needed access to basic
domestic data—let alone foreign publications—which
were denied to them by their hack political supervisors.
This dilemma of needing and yet stifling scientific
exchange became ever more acute, and a few top apparat-
chiks broached the possibility of relaxing censorship. But
the party’s chief ideologue in the Brezhnev period,
Mikhail Suslov—a CC secretary since 1949 (under Stalin),
and a full politburo member since 1955—pointed out that
it was only a matter of months after the removal of censor-
ship in Czechoslovakia that the tanks had to roll in. Who,
he asked, was going to send tanks to the Soviet Union?
Some restrictions were eased on a case-by-case basis, but
for most scientists, just as for cultural intellectuals, Com-
munist Party membership was a prerequisite for career
advancement, and was used to enforce the basic chain of
command.
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Outside Moscow, republic party machines, usually led
by a Communist of the titular nation, with a Russian as
number two, received substantial autonomy in exchange
for maintaining loyalty to Moscow. National themes did
become ever more prevalent in the non-Russian republics,
paralleling the ‘national Communism’ of Eastern Europe,
but nationalism was nowhere allowed to displace the
official socialist ideology, and loyalty was nowhere in ques-
tion. Only in the Russian republic—which alone lacked
a separate republic party—were Russian nationalists
permitted, occasionally, to criticize Marxist-Leninism and
atheism publicly in the name of the preservation of pre-
revolutionary monuments, the Russian soul, and the
environment.14 But such cultural nationalism was never
allowed to become an independent force. In both Russia
and the non-Russian republics, separatist threats were
weak, and multinational solidarity strong, reinforced by
propaganda, Russification and its career advantages, the
mutual dependencies of the planned economy, and the
high incidence of ethnically mixed marriages. Russian
dominated, and replete with injustices, the Union fos-
tered many resentments, but, rather than a cauldron of
mutually exclusive nationalisms, it was in many ways a
polyglot, multicultural world.

In sum, the post-war Soviet Union tried to slake a thirst
for self-contained apartments that gave people some pri-
vate space, provided educational opportunities that made
people both orthodox and critical, and expanded com-
munications technologies, letting in more of the Western
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world. The authorities encountered a sharpening diver-
gence between the aims of advancing science and main-
taining secrecy for political reasons. They were also unable
to energize society, especially youth, with the antiquated
model of heroic mobilization, or to satisfy a growing rest-
lessness, bordering on a sense of entitlement. But they
drew upon pride in the Second World War victory, and
expediently allowed nationalisms to mix with Commun-
ism, while retaining censorship. Overall, these post-war
developments were not remarkable in themselves. They
were, however, made potentially very dangerous by the
economic boom, consumer revolution, mass cultural
explosion, and embrace of democracy outside the USSR.

Direct access to life in the West was granted only to
select members of the Soviet upper ranks. No less
restricted was access to the lives of those higher strata.
Elite hospitals, resorts, supply networks, and schools were
closed affairs; even the maids of the elite were usually KGB
employees who reported on their masters’ lives only for
secret dossiers. Russia’s socialist revolution, having origin-
ated in a radical quest for egalitarianism, produced an
insulated privileged class increasingly preoccupied with
the spoils of office for themselves and their children. The
existence of a vast and self-indulgent elite was the greatest
contradiction in the post-war Soviet Union, and the most
volatile.
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Jockeying invalids

At the very top, where decisions were concentrated, the
Soviet elite was growing old and infirm. Leonid Brezhnev
first became ill in 1968 during the crisis over Czechoslo-
vakia, when he took too many sleeping pills. He had
worked tenaciously to obtain an about-face by the Czecho-
slovak leadership, but finally sent in the tanks.15 The Soviet
leader developed insomnia, though otherwise he func-
tioned normally. Those who met him in the late 1960s and
early 1970s came away impressed with his political skills.
In November 1974, however, Brezhnev suffered a major
stroke. A second stroke, which left him clinically dead for
a time, followed in January 1976. Later that year, in the
months leading up to his seventieth birthday, he had sev-
eral heart attacks. Both at the end of 1974 and in 1976
there were hints of a possible retirement.16 Instead, after
the onset of Brezhnev’s debilitating illness, supreme rule
was consolidated by a tight-knit Brezhnevite clique.

Between 1977 and 1980, those whom Brezhnev con-
sidered rivals were removed. The general secretary added
the title of Supreme Soviet chairman, while giving the
government to a trusted apparatchik, Nikolai Tikhonov.
In two other moves, Dmitry Ustinov, the defence minister,
and Konstantin Chernenko, a Brezhnev protégé over dec-
ades, became politburo members. This faction—Ustinov
(defence), Chernenko (party apparat), and Tikhonov
(economy), with the support of Andropov (KGB), the
primordial Suslov (ideology), and the long-serving Andrei
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Gromyko (foreign minister)—exercised unlimited power
in their domains by keeping the enfeebled Brezhnev in
place. They were perpetually briefed on the country’s myr-
iad problems, but remained unsympathetic to proposals
for major reforms, especially after the distasteful experi-
ence of 1968 Czechoslovakia; anyway, oil money was
flowing into Kremlin coffers.17

Just as the Brezhnevite faction was taking shape, the
much younger Mikhail Gorbachev, having knocked him-
self out to reach the inner sanctum, achieved his ambi-
tion, only to come face to face with the system’s paralysis.
Brezhnev, incoherent from arteriosclerosis and tranquil-
lizer overdoses, worked no more than two hours a day, and
politburo meetings often lasted just twenty minutes. Even
after the general secretary began drooling on himself in
appearances on Soviet television, the clique around him
took no action, other than to nominate him for still more
medals. While Brezhnev acquired more state awards than
all previous Soviet leaders combined, and more military
awards than Marshal Zhukov, who had captured Berlin,
the leadership’s average age surpassed 70. In late 1979 the
narrow ruling group enmeshed the Soviet Union in a war
in neighbouring Afghanistan (nominally to protect a cli-
ent), without properly informing the rest of the elite, let
alone the people. The Soviet political system had no
mechanisms for self-correction.

In the wider world, computers were revolutionizing
communications, services were forming an increasing
share of economic activity, manufacturing was being
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transformed by flexible production, and cross-border
capital flows were escalating, penetrating even Eastern
Europe. Japan had become an economic colossus on the
basis of high-value-added exports. East Asia also saw the
emergence of the ‘Four Tigers’, Hong Kong, Singapore,
Taiwan, and South Korea, whose GDP had been as low as
Ghana’s as recently as the early 1960s. In China, the
elderly Communist leadership, while maintaining a firm
grip on central power, sanctioned a move to the market
throughout the countryside and in urban areas of select
coastal provinces. Denouncing China’s ‘capitalist road’
deviationism, Moscow fell into a recession in 1980. A
decree announcing a Soviet economic reform was
published the year before, but no concrete measures
followed.

Finally, in January 1982, the 79-year-old Suslov—the
party’s unofficial number two, but a man who had not
aspired to the top job—triggered a succession struggle by
dying. Brezhnev, himself on death’s door, moved the 68-
year-old Andropov from the KGB to Suslov’s office in the
CC Secretariat, but allowed his own main minder, the 70-
year-old Chernenko, to perform Suslov’s duties of chair-
ing the Secretariat. The two invalids jockeyed for power
until November 1982, when Brezhnev died. Andropov,
supported by Ustinov, became general secretary. Gromyko
privately suggested himself as second secretary (and puta-
tive successor), but that honour fell on the wheezing
Chernenko. It all was just intrigue. No Brezhnev succes-
sion had taken place. Nationally, much hope was placed in
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Andropov, who was seen as a vigorous leader, but after just
three months at the helm, he became bedridden. By the
autumn of 1983, his lungs and liver, on top of his kidneys,
had ceased working.

Sick as he was, Andropov managed to put in place a new
potential ruling team. Evidently seeing the uncorrupt,
close-to-the-soil Gorbachev as the man who could ‘bear
our hopes into the future’, Andropov instructed his
protégé while he was still CC secretary for agriculture to
assume responsibility for the entire economy.18 To back
Gorbachev up, Andropov transferred Nikolai Ryzhkov
from Gosplan to a newly revamped economics depart-
ment within the CC Secretariat. Andropov also sum-
moned Yegor Ligachev, a Gorbachev acquaintance, from
western Siberia to take charge of the critical CC depart-
ment for personnel. Ligachev, an acclaimed arm-twister,
writes that he assumed ‘the unpleasant mission’ of appris-
ing numerous officials of their enforced retirements,
while Gorbachev informed those to be promoted.19 With
Andropov having lost every bodily function except his
mind, whispers of a Gorbachev succession brushed the
corridors of power. In February 1984, Andropov fell into a
coma and died.

Behind the scenes, Ustinov, Tikhonov, and Gromyko
rallied around Chernenko, by then an invalid dying of
emphysema. Gorbachev was crestfallen, but Chernenko
tapped him to become number two and chair the Secre-
tariat. At the politburo meeting to rubber stamp the
recommendation, however, the 80-year-old Tikhonov
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pointedly asked if there were no other candidates. Some-
one else suggested they could all rotate. The 75-year-old
Gromyko, appearing the conciliator, proposed that, since
there was disagreement, the question should be post-
poned. Gorbachev was not allowed to move into
Chernenko’s (and Suslov’s) old office, and was never
confirmed as second secretary. He performed the duties
anyway, including chairing politburo meetings when
Chernenko became bedridden. Thus, despite the in-
trigues, the Andropov-assembled Gorbachev–Ligachev–
Ryzhkov team remained in place. But the old guard held
on, reduced—after the December 1984 death of
Ustinov—to the triumvirate of Chernenko, Tikhonov,
and Gromyko. The trio had a concealed escalator built so
they could still ascend Lenin’s mausoleum for holiday
parades.

‘We were ashamed of our state, of its half-dead leaders,
of the encroaching senility,’ recalled Nikolai Leonov, then
a top analyst of the post-war generation in the KGB, which
since the 1970s had been preparing memoranda for an
indifferent politburo on the widening technological gap
with the West, increasing alcoholism at home (with
attendant crime, low productivity, and birth defects), and
the unsustainability of global adventurism.

Many a time we discussed these questions in a circle of the
closest colleagues . . . We all sincerely and unshakeably believed
in socialism as a higher and more humane system than capital-
ism. We were also convinced that all our troubles derived
from the so-called subjective factor—the personal qualities

reviving the dream

53



of our leaders. We hoped and believed that a new, young,
anointed generation of party and state leaders would come to
power.20

The unavoidable generational shift

On 10 March 1985 at 7.20 p.m., Chernenko, after hav-
ing been in a coma, died. First to be notified by the
Kremlin doctor was Gorbachev, who instructed the
apparat to convene a politburo meeting that same
evening at 11:00. The man rumoured to be Gorbachev’s
principal rival, Viktor Grishin, the head of the powerful
Moscow city party committee and an intimate of
Chernenko, learned of Chernenko’s death from Gor-
bachev. Provocatively, Gorbachev suggested to Grishin
that the latter should chair Chernenko’s funeral com-
mission. In the past, the funeral commission chair had
always become the general secretary. Grishin demurred,
proposing that Gorbachev be chair. The message was
clear: Grishin did not have the forces to challenge Gor-
bachev. But at the politburo meeting itself, with top pos-
ition finally within his grasp, Gorbachev brushed aside a
motion by Grishin to be named funeral commission
chairman. No one else was nominated. Strangely, no
vote was taken.21

The succession seemed, that night, still up in the air. But
it was not. As de facto Secretariat chief, Gorbachev assumed
responsibility for arranging the funeral, the next day’s

reviving the dream

54



afternoon meeting of the politburo, and the same day’s
follow-up plenary session of the CC; indeed, it was
Gorbachev who had decided to call the initial politburo
meeting. Together with Yegor Ligachev and KGB Chair-
man Viktor Chebrikov, Gorbachev worked at party HQ
until the wee small hours. Later that morning, 11 March,
prior to the second politburo session, Gromyko suddenly
telephoned Ligachev to indicate he would back Gor-
bachev. As was agreed, at the second politburo meeting
Gromyko dramatically stood up, pre-empting the others,
and, like a kingmaker, nominated Gorbachev for general
secretary. Tikhonov seconded the nomination. Fifteen
others tripped over each other to concur. At the CC
gathering that would formally vote on the politburo’s
recommendation, Gromyko again stood up first, and his
disclosure of the choice for Gorbachev drew resounding
applause.

Could the outcome have turned out differently? Was
there a succession struggle?

Back in 1978, when Andropov had contrived Gorba-
chev’s transfer into the inner circle, the next youngest CC
secretary was Chernenko, twenty years Gorbachev’s senior.
Inevitably, the gerontocrats began to die off: Suslov
(1982), Brezhnev (1982), Andropov (1983), Ustinov
(1984), and Chernenko (1985). In March 1985, the two
surviving elder statesmen, Tikhonov and Gromyko, both
entertained notions of their own candidacy.22 But, even if
one had agreed to step aside for the other, age consider-
ations would have dictated only another Chernenko-like
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interregnum. Slightly less senior men—notably the 70-
year-old Grishin—had made no secret of their aspirations.
But Grishin was dogged by charges of corruption.23 His
nomination of the 54-year-old Gorbachev to chair the
funeral commission demonstrated that the latter held all
the cards: the mantle of Andropov, the de facto director-
ship of the crucial party Secretariat, the weighty logistical
support of the KGB, and relative youth. Why, then, would
Gorbachev not have leapt at Grishin’s motion the first
night to become funeral commission chairman, settling
the question immediately? It seems his ego was waiting on
the purely formal blessing of the old guard, above all
Gromyko.

In his memoirs Gorbachev does not even mention the
supposedly decisive next morning phone call of support
from Gromyko. What he does disclose is that the previous
evening, twenty minutes prior to the politburo’s first
meeting, he had arranged a secret tête-à-tête with Gromyko,
but the senior figure remained noncommittal.24 Gromyko’s
‘waffling’ was the entire ‘succession struggle’. In the two years
following Andropov’s death, Gromyko had schemed to
sustain his own impossible chances by joining forces with
Tikhonov, who engaged in all manner of nasty tricks, such
as blocking a confirmation vote of Gorbachev’s status as
second secretary under Chernenko, and instigating a cov-
ert search for compromising material on Gorbachev’s days
in Stavropol. But these desperate manœuvrings could
have little effect, other than ruining Gorbachev’s nerves.
He was the lone representative of a younger generation in

reviving the dream

56



the politburo, and ultimately a generational change could
not be avoided.

Unlike the septugenarians and octogenarians of the
ever-narrowing inner circle, the former country bumpkin
from Stavropol—the youngest Soviet leader since Stalin—
would prove to be a tactical virtuoso. Even more unlike the
men he replaced, Gorbachev would show himself to be
resolutely committed to renewing socialist ideals. All this
may make him appear highly unusual. But belief in a bet-
ter socialism marked most ‘children’ of the party’s 1956
Twentieth Congress. Gorbachev’s beliefs, as well as his
supreme self-confidence, were only deepened by first-
hand experience of the men who had consolidated their
power around the infirm Brezhnev (and then, one by one,
filled urns in the Kremlin wall cemetery). Far from an
aberration, Gorbachev was a quintessential product of the
Soviet system, and a faithful representative of the system’s
trajectory as it entered the second half of the 1980s. His
cohort hailed him as the long-awaited ‘reformer’, a sec-
ond Khrushchev. They were right. Belief in a humane
socialism had re-emerged from within the system, and this
time, in even more politically skilful hands, it would prove
fatal.
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3

The drama of reform

I don’t understand how we can fight the Communist
Party under the leadership of the Communist Party
. . . I don’t understand why perestroika is being
carried out by the same people who brought the
country to the point where it needs perestroika.

(Mikhail Zadornov, Russian satirist, 1989)

Liberalization and democratization are in essence
counter-revolution.

(Leonid Brezhnev, May 1968, confidential politburo
discussion)

‘At first, the personality of Mikhail Gorbachev aroused
delight,’ wrote KGB General Vladimir Medvedev,
Gorbachev’s chief bodyguard, and before that, one of
Brezhnev’s. The voluble new general secretary, the only
full politburo member at Brezhnev’s death to have com-
pleted a full course of study at a major university, showed
himself to be a ‘volcano of energy’, added the bodyguard.
‘He worked until 1.00, 2.00 a.m., and when various
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documents were being prepared—and they were limitless,
for congresses, plenums, meetings, and summits—he
would go to bed after 3.00, and he always rose at 7.00 or
8.00.’1 Just the fact that Gorbachev showed up at his office,
rather than work out of the hospital, signalled a profound
change. No more walking corpses waving from atop a
mausoleum!

Political power in the Soviet system was hyper-
centralized, and dictated not only what people could see
on television or learn at school, but also what the economy
produced or did not produce. The general secretary, if he
so desired, could initiate measures affecting the lives of
285 million people. But he could not implement new
policies alone. Gorbachev selected Yegor Ligachev, eleven
years his senior, to be the unofficial number two and run
the nerve centre CC Secretariat. He brought the Levia-
than economic ministries under his watch by promoting
Nikolai Ryzhkov to replace Tikhonov as head of govern-
ment. Foreign policy was taken from Gromyko (after
twenty-eight years) and given to Georgian party chief Edu-
ard Shevardnadze, a one-time police official whose lack of
diplomatic experience ensured Gorbachev a free hand.
Alexander Yakovlev, returned from a ten-year exile as
ambassador to Canada, was made CC secretary for ideol-
ogy (formally under Ligachev). This new inner circle,
inherited from Andropov, continued to puzzle over the
reformist generation dilemma: how to bridge the gap
between socialism’s ideals and its disappointing realities,
within the context of the superpower competition.
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Technically, party discipline made all officials beholden
to party pronouncements, but to generate ‘support’ and
pre-empt possible foot-dragging in the CC, state minis-
tries, regions, and republics, Gorbachev appealed directly
to rank-and-file party members, the intelligentsia, and
working people, through a campaign for openness (glas-
nost) in public life. After several televised trips around the
country and abroad that showcased the energetic new
general secretary, strict efforts to combat alcoholism, the
freeing of the dissident physicist Andrei Sakharov from
internal exile, the renewal of Jewish emigration, a nuclear
accident at the Chernobyl power plant that radiated mil-
lions of people, the shuffling of editors at key periodicals,
and the appearance of a few previously banned films and
novels, people began to see that the changes were serious.
Andropov-style ‘discipline’ campaigns in factories, how-
ever, brought no positive results. A push for ‘acceleration’
—intensive growth in select industrial branches, rather
than the usual extensive growth—also fell flat. In early
1987, Gorbachev placed economic reform on the agenda
of successive politburo meetings.

Following the ill-conceived anti-alcohol campaign,
which drove production underground (thereby draining
state coffers of major tax revenue) and aroused public ire,
much care went into the 1987–8 economic reforms. Prime
Minister Ryzhkov’s draft proposals, prepared by the plan-
ning bureaucracy, were criticized as too timid by politburo
member Yakovlev, who cited the views of prominent
academic economists. The general secretary, appearing to
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steer a middle course, shepherded through a series of far-
reaching laws on enterprise ‘autonomy’, direct relations
among firms, and small-scale service-sector ‘cooperatives’.
Top social scientists brought into the policy-making pro-
cess had also singled out ‘social activism’ as the sine qua
non of successful economic reform, and Gorbachev per-
mitted the formation of ‘unofficial’ associations as well as
the workplace election of managers. A democratized, re-
energized Communist Party was supposed to lead the
whole reform process. And facilitating overall success
was a world campaign to transcend the superpower
confrontation.

Soviet budget expenditures on the military, whose full
details politburo member Gorbachev learned only after
becoming general secretary, accounted for a stunning 20–
30 per cent of GDP. Initially, he allocated more money to
defence, and sanctioned an offensive to break the stale-
mate in the Afghanistan War. Some Soviet generals, whose
top ranks Gorbachev had not appointed or changed, may
have been tired of the war, but just as many were leery of
disarmament talks with the US. Be that as it may, a good
third of Gorbachev’s memoir is taken up with his goading
not of the Soviet military establishment but of President
Ronald Reagan (and after 1988, George Bush) into
accepting steep reductions in nuclear arsenals, to ‘free up’
resources for peaceful economic reconstruction and to
attract Western investment. After the USSR had begun a
phased withdrawal from Afghanistan in the autumn of
1986, arms negotiations still dragged on. Soon, however,
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international public opinion, and a shared desire for a
place in history, led to a number of breakthrough agree-
ments as well as promises of ‘aid’ and ‘partnership’.

That, in a nutshell, was it—perestroika. Gorbachev ini-
tiated an imperial retreat, which was cast as a deepening of
the USSR’s long-standing ‘peace’ policy, and revolution-
ized the USSR’s relationship with the West. He also began
a serious, if difficult attempt to unblock the Soviet econ-
omy. And he secured the politburo’s approval to open the
system to scrutiny by the domestic and foreign media,
goad the Communist Party to earn and better exercise its
vanguard role, and invite social activism and associations
outside the party. Thus did the occupant of Brezhnev’s old
office captivate the world and confound the experts. What
went wrong?

Just about everything.

Economic halfway house

Frustration with the planned economy had been a topic of
internal wrangling for decades. A confidential report in
June 1965 by the Soviet economist Abel Aganbegyan—
later a top Gorbachev adviser—pointed out that the Soviet
growth rate was slowing, just as the US rate seemed
stronger, and that key sectors for the Soviet standard of
living (housing, agriculture, services, and retail trade)
were especially backward. By way of explanation, Aganbeg-
yan singled out the exorbitant resources devoted to the
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military and the extreme centralism of economic man-
agement. He further noted that the Central Statistical
Administration did not have a single computer or any pro-
spect of acquiring one. His report was not published—self-
defeating hyper-secrecy had been another of Aganbegyan’s
culprits—but in September 1965 Prime Minister Aleksei
Kosygin did launch a major economic reform. It was
aimed at improving planning, by allowing greater flexi-
bility for enterprises, and at redressing the imbalance
between the military and consumers.

Predictably, ministries and parallel CC departments
resisted ceding authority to enterprises, while the military
baulked at sacrifices to increase consumer goods. Even
without such resistance, a little flexibility proved useless,
since managers wanting to cut costs were not allowed to
dismiss workers. Nor could costs be factored into prices,
since repercussions from raising prices frightened the
leadership even more than unemployment. The Kosygin
reforms failed even before the 1968 Prague events under-
cut the will for experimentation. Instead, the Kremlin
decided in the 1970s to pursue the computerization of
production and planning, and to import Western tech-
nology. To overcome a cold-war ban on technology
transfers, the KGB set up foreign front companies and
conducted remarkably successful industrial espionage, but
few of their acquisitions paid off. Soviet factories proved
unwilling or unable to introduce the new technologies,
particularly information systems. By the 1980s the entire
Soviet Union had just 200,000 microcomputers, leaving
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aside their quality, while the US already had 25 million,
and that number was about to skyrocket. The very engine
that had powered a peasant society to superpower status—
the industrial planned economy—seemed increasingly to
be exerting a severe drag.2

Consider the Soviet steel industry, which produced 160
million tons annually, far more than any other country.3

By the 1980s, Soviet manufacturers used more than one
million sizes and shapes of rolled steel. Since it was impos-
sible to predict the proportions of each size or shape to be
needed by each firm, the planners provided a range to
producers. But since every plant’s performance was meas-
ured by the weight of its output, a producer got more
‘credit’ for heavier strip. There was, however, a greater
need for the thinner varieties. With no choice, firms took
the thicker strip. Perhaps they could barter it on the vast
internal black market among firms. If not, they would
machine it down to the desired thickness. Perversely, the
sheared-off metal counted in the Soviet GDP, even though
it was discarded and made the production of finished
goods more costly. Furthermore, although manufacturers
were forced to shave off a significant portion of metal they
received, Soviet machines, cars, and refrigerators were far
heavier than Western counterparts. Durable-goods factor-
ies were also rewarded not for profits but for output
tonnage. In short, the logic of the planned economy was
devastatingly simple: quantity ruled. And by the late 1970s
and early 1980s, after decades of extensive growth, even
quantity was becoming a problem.
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Gorbachev’s 1987–8 economic reforms sought to
address both the underlying logic and the recent negative
trends. His programme introduced what by Soviet stand-
ards was unprecedented autonomy and ‘profit-loss calcu-
lation’ for large enterprises across the whole economy, as
well as ‘joint ventures’ (a revival of Lenin’s 1920s conces-
sion policy) to attract foreign capital. Gorbachev also
sought to improve the outlook for consumers by legalizing
service companies under the guise of ‘cooperatives’.
This bold strategy (by Soviet standards) combined and
reworked the major economic reforms of Eastern Europe:
the Yugoslav self-management system in industry and
Hungary’s private service sector. But, immediately, Soviet
cooperatives suffered from a reputation for shadiness, and
from criminal groups extorting ‘protection’ payments. In
industry, Gorbachev, like Kosygin before him, found him-
self relying on a recalcitrant ministerial bureaucracy to
implement an improbable decentralization that would
entail a significant loss of ministerial authority. Also like
Kosygin, Gorbachev stopped short of permitting real
(market) prices for inputs and output, undermining the
effects of whatever autonomy enterprises did manage to
exercise. Going halfway towards the benefits of market
criteria turned out to be no way.

Such recurring contradictions in the Sisyphean
attempts to have the planned economy reform itself,
without undoing planning or socialism, were compoun-
ded by miscalculations. In a blitz to re-equip obsolete
manufacturing plants, while also trying to force them to
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increase output, huge investments were sunk into
machine building and engineering industries. The funds
were wasted. At the same time, after world oil prices had
sharply dropped in 1986, and devastated hard-currency
earnings, Soviet imports of consumer goods were cur-
tailed without new investments in domestic light industry,
thereby putting tremendous pressure on the standard of
living, even as perestroika raised expectations. Also, the
economy’s most advanced sectors (defence), whose
exports might have paid for purchasing consumer goods,
were targeted for drastic downsizing. Worst of all, imperial
retrenchment—Gorbachev’s ace in the hole—cost money,
to pay for decommissioning Soviet troops and arming
former clients to defend themselves. Like the self-inflicted
financial debacle that resulted from the anti-alcohol cam-
paign, these blunders, the work of the country’s top
economists, were devastating.4

That a concerted, expert-advised reform had made mat-
ters worse came as a shock. Prior to 1985, the planned
economy—greased with extensive black marketeering,
choked by phenomenal waste, and increasingly depend-
ent on key foreign imports—had stagnated, but it had
functioned. Compared with their parents and grand-
parents, the Soviet population was better fed, better
clothed, and better educated. Comparisons, however,
were made not with the Soviet past, or developing coun-
tries, but with the richest nations in the world, and both
the leadership and population expressed increasing
impatience. To compete with advanced capitalism the only
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recourse seemed to be going beyond partial reforms and
introducing the very mechanisms, private property and
the market, whose suppression constituted the essence of
socialism—in short, undoing the revolution and the
regime’s identity. Gorbachev, understandably, hesitated.
But the relaxation of controls had created an economic
halfway house. A desperate attempt at restoring fully cen-
tralized planning in 1990 proved utterly unworkable.
Output plummeted. Shortages and queues became more
severe than during wartime. The Soviet government
solicited and received large Western loans, which were
called ‘aid’ and earmarked to purchase Western goods,
but many of the imports proved to be cast-offs, for which
the country sank into deep foreign debt.5

Ideological self-destruction

Glasnost remained mostly a slogan right through 1986.
Even geographical locations that could be indicated on
Soviet maps were still being shown inaccurately, to foil
foreign spies, as if satellite imaging had not been invented,
while many cities were entirely missing (one could read
about them in foreign publications). Widespread fictitious
economic accounting was foiling planners to the point
where the KGB employed its own spy satellites to ascertain
the size of the Uzbek cotton harvest, but the spy agency
itself suffered from internal falsifications. Clearly, some
measure of openness was needed for the operation of the
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system, let alone for the people’s dignity. This became
very painfully clear in April 1986, when the world’s worst
nuclear catastrophe, at Chernobyl, demonstrated the
depth of the Soviet Union’s problems and the dangers as
well as the increasing impossibility of hyper-secrecy. The
radiation cloud, which made a mockery of the reflexive
denials by Soviet officials, forced a tragic breakthrough.

In the autumn and winter of 1986–7, the Soviet media,
with the general secretary’s encouragement, set out to
demonstrate an imperative for change by seizing upon
issue after issue that had been taboo: the abortion epi-
demic, poverty, drug addiction, the Afghanistan War,
Stalin-era deportations of entire nationalities. Long-
banned films, plays, and books were unblocked, galvan-
izing the state-supported intelligentsia. Each step fanned
speculation about how far it would go—would Solzhenit-
syn’s Gulag Archipelago, a literary indictment of the entire
Soviet system, including Lenin, see the light of day? It did.
That so much had been hidden and banned greatly
magnified the reaction to each new offering in what was,
after all, the official Communist Party media (non-state
newssheets were started, but their circulation remained
minuscule). The weekly newspaper Arguments and Facts,
launched in the late 1970s, achieved a circulation above
thirty million during perestroika—the most of any paper
in the world—and its editors received 5,000 to 7,000 let-
ters per day. The exhilaration—truth!—was widely and
deeply felt.

By 1989, however, readers’ letters bespoke the profound
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disillusionment characteristic of defectors. ‘What sort of a
government is it [that] allows only selected people to live
normal family lives?’ wrote M.F., from the city of Kharkov.
‘Why is it that people in authority have everything, flats,
dachas, and money, and others have nothing? . . . I am a
simple woman. I used to believe in our government. Now I
no longer believe.’ A teenager warned not to

let our young people go to capitalist countries. Why? I had the
chance to go to the United States on an exchange basis. I used
to be a true patriot of our country and I turned into something
really horrible. I became a human being. I think; I have my own
opinions; it’s a nightmare. After what I saw in the USA, it’s
impossible to live here . . . I sympathize with Gorbachev, but
deep in my heart I am no longer a Soviet citizen and I don’t care
what’s going on in the USSR and I don’t believe in anything in
this country.6

To be disillusioned, of course, one has to have had illu-
sions. Glasnost demonstrated that, before 1985, most
Soviet inhabitants, despite limitless grievances, accepted
many of the basic tenets of the system. No longer. Peoples’
identities, all the sacrifices, were betrayed—right when
expectations had been raised.

Glasnost turned into a tsunami of unflattering compar-
isons because of past censorship, the obsession with the
capitalist world, and the intelligentsia’s apocalyptic
inclinations—it beat itself into hysteria with a competition
to appear the ‘most radical’. The smash Friday night
television variety show, Vzglyad (Viewpoint), portrayed the
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Soviet people as utterly destitute and exploited, while the
West came across as paved with gold and unreservedly
free. A print journalist who had written one of the fiercest
anti-American diatribes prior to 1985 became the editor
of the mass-circulation illustrated magazine Ogonyok
(Flame), and promptly turned it into the most widely read
source of investigative reporting and a billboard of exag-
gerated pro-Americanism.7 Grisly new details about
Communist repressions further undermined the alle-
giance to socialism, and raised moral dilemmas. Mass
graves were described by the very policemen who had dug
them. Prosecutors who had destroyed innocent people
were still on the job or enjoyed comfortable retirements,
while their victims were dead or suffered meagre pen-
sions. Journalists who had hounded ‘enemies’ for anti-
Soviet agitation now hastened to publish those views. All
previous life was revealed as a lie.

Under Khrushchev, the ‘revelations’ had come to a
generation of Stalinists, people who saw the formerly con-
cealed information not as discrediting socialism but as
discrediting Stalin, and inspiring them to a renewal of
socialism, a return to its ‘Leninist roots’. At least initially,
that is how much of the Khrushchev generation inter-
preted Gorbachev’s glasnost. Indeed, in economics and
politics, many of the ideas that came forward had first
been developed in the 1960s—as if Sleeping Beauty had
awoken after a twenty-year nap.8 But soon the same pro-
cess that had targeted Stalin began desanctifying Lenin,
meaning the Soviet system in toto. A tiny group calling
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itself the Democratic Union, one of the new ‘informals’ or
civic associations that had arisen, invited arrest by declar-
ing itself a political party, against the Communist monop-
oly, waving the red, white, and blue flag of the (pre-
Bolshevik) February 1917 revolution, and demanding the
restoration of private property and the ‘bourgeois order’.
Their appeals reached few people, but indicated the
suicidal dynamic of openness for the system.

Whatever the cleavages among the children of Khrush-
chev’s de-Stalinization, their children had come of age in a
different time. Most people under the age of 30—one-
quarter of the Soviet population—were simply not inter-
ested in reforming socialism. Glasnost afforded them
unprecedented access to the commercial culture and
‘values’ of capitalism. Their alienation was captured in
such derogatory slang for their parents and elders as
Sovok, for Sovetskii chelovek—a Soviet person.9 Ligachev,
appalled by the comments of the youth shown on Soviet
television, visited the station, and asked the programming
executive whether he had found the featured adolescents
in a jail.10 But attitudes among youth, like the demands to
abolish the Soviet system, preoccupied the top leadership
far less than did battling with the public defences of
Stalinism. ‘We [sic] were too long under the illusion’,
Gorbachev later explained, ‘that the problem was simply
the difficulty of winning support for perestroika’.11 But it
was unclear what, besides denouncing Stalin, ‘support’
entailed. Worse, the common enemy, Stalinist socialism,
obscured the chasm between those who denounced Stalin
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in the name of reforming socialism, and those who
denounced him in the name of repudiating socialism.

National movements also emerged in connection with
‘support for perestroika’. At first, they were narrow and
tentative. But in February 1988, the inhabitants of Kara-
bakh, a predominantly ethnic Armenian ‘autonomous
province’ that Stalin had placed inside neighbouring
Azerbaijan, interpreted Gorbachev’s policies to signify the
‘righting’ of historical wrongs and called for ‘reunifica-
tion’ with Armenia. Thousands of people, many carrying
Gorbachev portraits, packed the central square of the
Armenian capital in solidarity. The local authorities in
Karabakh unilaterally declared themselves part of Arme-
nia. Mass protests ensued in Azerbaijan in November
1988. Some Azerbaijanis in an ethnically mixed industrial
town searched buses, hospitals, and apartment buildings
for Armenians; thirty-one people were killed and hun-
dreds wounded. Karabakh was placed under direct rule
by Moscow, but tensions only escalated. Hundreds of
thousands of people became refugees. The population
of both countries was permanently mobilized, but not
as Gorbachev had envisioned. Verbal condemnations of
nationalists did nothing to stop them.

What were called ‘popular fronts for the support of
perestroika’ also appeared in Lithuania, Latvia, and
Estonia, and, with cross-border copying, in Ukraine and
Belarus as well. Organized by the party and the KGB at
Gorbachev’s command, to outflank opponents of
‘reform’, the fronts brought together disparate groups,
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including reformist party officials, and advocated first
economic and then political ‘sovereignty’—a term that
seemed consonant with Gorbachev’s emphasis on self-
actualization. Undercover KGB operatives sought to keep
these ever-growing movements within ‘acceptable’
bounds, but no one was sure what those bounds were, and
events moved quickly. Street demonstrations in which
some speakers, claiming to be supporting ‘reform’,
demanded independence were broadcast on regional
state television. Some leaders in the movements also came
around to embracing demands for a multi-party political
order and private property, both of which meant an end to
the Soviet system.

There seemed to be no one ready to defend socialism
and the Union, except those castigated as ‘Stalinists’
opposed to ‘reform’! But the defenders of the system, in
the CC and elsewhere, Gorbachev boxed in brilliantly,
beating back their challenges at every party forum.

Virtuoso tactician

Gorbachev knew that far from all party officials shared his
commitment to democratizing socialism, and, from the
outset, he had been wary of an apparat revanche. Behind
the scenes there was widespread foot-dragging, of course,
but, at a February 1988 CC plenum, Yegor Ligachev, the
number two official, openly argued for an end to
glasnost’s wholesale blackening of the Soviet past and, by
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implication, of the status quo. The mood in the hall was
supportive of Ligachev and his call to rein in glasnost. The
next month, as if in response, a firestorm broke over a
Leningrad schoolteacher’s letter to the editor of a rear-
guard newspaper. Nina Andreeva’s ‘I Cannot Compromise
Principles’ attacked ‘left-liberals’, who ‘falsify the history
of socialism’ and ‘try to make us believe that the country’s
past was nothing but mistakes and crimes, keeping silent
about the greatest achievements of the past and the pres-
ent’.12 The letter appeared in print the day Gorbachev left
on a trip to Yugoslavia, and, as was party custom, his place
was temporarily assumed by Ligachev. After Gorbachev’s
return, at the next politburo meeting, the general sec-
retary casually brought the letter up, and, as pre-arranged,
Alexander Yakovlev condemned it as an ‘anti-perestroika
manifesto’. Aspersions were cast on Ligachev and the
Secretariat for overseeing the letter’s publication.

Analysts at the time misperceived this important turn of
events as evidence of determined apparat resistance
rather than of Gorbachev manipulation. Gorbachev writes
obliquely in his memoirs that the letter ‘contained infor-
mation known only to a relatively narrow circle’. Ligachev
writes that Gorbachev had the circumstances of publica-
tion investigated and privately exonerated him of
responsibility. Gorbachev never made a public disavowal
of the suspicions. On the contrary, with the avid assistance
of the Soviet and foreign media Ligachev was made into
an unwitting instrument in the general secretary’s efforts
to cultivate society’s sympathies and to pressure the
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apparat publicly to demonstrate that it was not anti-
perestroika. Gorbachev also fashioned himself a scapegoat
for economic failures: the Ligachev-led conservatives were
strangling the reforms. To top it all off, he continued to
enjoy Ligachev’s loyalty, owing to party discipline and to
the insincere private exculpation. ‘Without knowing it,’
Gorbachev writes with evident satisfaction, ‘Nina Andreeva
actually helped us’.13 But his clever manipulation simply
stirred up even greater popular fury at the party, without
magically transforming the behaviour of apparatchiks, let
alone the economy.

The general secretary expended extraordinary effort
urging all levels of the apparat that not to take the risks
of political reform would be even more dangerous. In
1987–8, he had managed to coax the politburo into agree-
ing to ‘democratize’ the party with competitive elections.
Accustomed to lifetime appointments and perquisites in
exchange for following orders, most party officials, even
those who had reformist inclinations, did not know how to
address a public reconfigured as voters. Nor did function-
aries appreciate being held personally accountable for
Stalin’s crimes. The courageous types who heeded the call
for the vanguard to lead ‘perestroika’ discovered that, in
the absence of anticipated economic improvements, they
were ‘leading’ little more than angry public ventilations
over heretofore unmentionable problems, for which the
party was being blamed. And, while party members among
Moscow’s intelligentsia were consumed in debates on his-
tory and freedom, wrote one New York Times reporter of a
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July 1988 party conference, ‘the delegates from the prov-
inces want[ed] to talk about empty stores, dirty rivers,
hospitals without water, and factories with deteriorating
assembly lines’.14

Somehow, the Communist Party was supposed to be
both the instrument and the object of perestroika, but, at
that same July conference, Gorbachev, still seeking a reli-
able political base and levers of power, unveiled a plan to
revive the soviets. Power had been seized in the names of
the soviets in October 1917, yet these councils embodying
a vision, like Jacobin clubs, of radical, direct democracy
(rather than representative democracy) had long since
atrophied. Now, local soviets were to be revived by means
of contested elections, and these were to be accompanied
by elections to a new all-union body, a Congress of
People’s Deputies, which would in turn choose represen-
tatives to a thoroughly revamped USSR Supreme Soviet,
or working parliament. This plan, nominally only a
refurbishment of existing institutions, meant moving
beyond the party’s hereditary power and acquiring a
popular mandate—a test that the vast majority of sitting
party officials who stood for election in early 1989 to the
Congress failed miserably. Gorbachev exempted himself
and the rest of the leadership from the competitive elec-
tions, but the new political situation was evident from the
seating in the Congress hall: except for Gorbachev, polit-
buro members sat not in the presidium, but in a gallery off
to the side.

Reinvigoration of the soviets was accompanied by a
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further, behind-the-scenes weakening of the party
apparat’s power. Acutely aware that the top echelon had
turned on a previous reformer, Khrushchev, compelling
his ‘request to retire’ in October 1964, and evidently not
content with the results of his manipulation of the Nina
Andreeva affair, Gorbachev went after Ligachev’s power
base. In September 1988, prior to the election campaign
for the Congress of People’s Deputies, he pulled off a
‘reorganization’ of the party Secretariat. Citing a need to
improve the work of the CC, Gorbachev created a series
of separate, labour-intensive party commissions, each
headed by a politburo member. Suddenly, there was no
time for collective Secretariat meetings, or for its Union-
wide supervisory functions of the still intact Union-wide
party committees, whether for coordinating the elections
to the Congress or for a conspiracy against the general
secretary. Thus, while still holding to his Leninist faith in
the potential of the party mass, Gorbachev deliberately
broke the might of the apparat fifteen months before he
relented (February 1990) on the demands formally to
abolish the Communist Party’s monopoly. But, strange as
it might seem, he failed to grasp that by undermining the
party Secretariat and enhancing the state (the Supreme
Soviets of the Union and of the republics) he was
exchanging a unitary structure for a federalized one.

In the Russian empire of the tsars there had been no
national republics, just non-ethnic provinces. National
republics formed when the empire broke apart in the First
World War, and, though the Red Army reconquered most

the drama of reform

77



of these territories, resistance by the new republics helped
prevent their dissolution and absorption into Soviet
Russia. Instead, an innovative compromise—the Union of
Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR)—was reached in
December 1922. Eventually, the Union came to have fif-
teen nationally designated republics, each with a state
border, constitution, parliament, and (after 1944) a min-
istry of foreign affairs. In the similarly polyglot US, there
were many Poles in Chicago but no Autonomous Polish
Republic of Illinois—or Mexican Republic of California.
Rather, the US was a single ‘nation of nations’ compris-
ing fifty non-ethnic ‘states’ that were really provinces. The
Soviet Union was a kind of ‘empire of nations’, since
fifteen of its nations had statehood. To keep this nation-
ally structured federation of states together, the Soviet
leadership relied on the pyramid-like hierarchy of the
Communist Party.

What was the Communist Party? It was not a political
party in the Western sense, but a conspiracy to take power,
which it did in 1917, after which a new revolutionary gov-
ernment was formed, and there were a few calls to abolish
the party. Instead, the party found a role in power. That
took place during the Civil War (1918–21), when the for-
mer Russian empire territories were reconquered, tsarist
officers were recruited to the Red Army, and ‘political
commissars’ were introduced alongside the military
experts to guarantee their loyalty. Such, haphazardly,
became the model for the whole country: in every institu-
tion, from schools to ministries, party members, or
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commissars, were called upon to act as guarantors of loy-
alty and correct politics. But soon Soviet army officers,
bureaucrats, teachers, and engineers ceased to be hold-
overs from the tsarist period. The country trained its own
‘Red’, or party-member, experts, yet the separate party
organizations shadowing the experts were not removed.
On the contrary, the bureaucracy of the party continued
to grow alongside the bureaucracy of the state, and both
performed essentially the same functions: management of
society and the economy. Thus, the Soviet Union acquired
two parallel, overlapping administrative structures: party
and state. Of course, if the redundant party were removed,
one would be left not just with the Soviet central state
bureaucracy, but also with a voluntary association of
national republics, each of which could legally choose to
withdraw from the Union. In sum, the Communist Party,
administratively redundant to the Soviet state and yet crit-
ical to its integrity, was like a bomb inside the core of the
Union.

In this light, the proposals immediately after Stalin’s
death made by Lavrenti Beria stand out as a potentially
fateful moment. A supremely skilled and murderous
organizer, Beria was the kingpin of the state’s military-
industrial complex, which beginning with the 1930s
industrialization and continuing through the Second
World War and the onset of the cold war, had got the
upper hand over the party apparat in the dualist party–
state system. In 1953, Beria proposed eliminating the
administrative role of the party in favour of the state and
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enhancing the position of native elites in the Union
republics (his other power base). Whether these proposals
would have better secured the Soviet Union’s nationally
federalized, party-dependent integrity will never be
known.15 The rest of the Soviet leaders pounced on Beria
before he pounced on them. Nikita Khrushchev, with the
backing of the apparatchiks whom the technocratic Beria
disdained, won the ensuing power struggle. Khrushchev
deepened the re-assertion (launched in 1952 at the 19th

Party Congress) of the party’s role vis-à-vis the state.
But the party apparat that Khrushchev reinvigorated

soon turned against him. Thus, the Soviet party–state
seemed both to call forth efforts at socialist renewal and to
block those efforts. This reformist/conservative dialectic
was the political dynamic that had produced Gorbachev,
and that he had set out to master, first with the Nina
Andreeva manipulation of Ligachev, and then with the
‘reorgnization’ manœuvre against the party Secretariat.
But that momentous act set off a bomb inside the Union
structure that undercut all his clever tactics.16 The most
poignant moment of Gorbachev’s memoir, written years
after the fact, comes when he writes of the 1988–9 polit-
ical reforms that he failed at that time ‘to put forward a
real program’ for ‘the transformation of the unitary state
into a federal state’.17 But, by sabotaging the party Secre-
tariat, this is exactly what he did, unawares. As his top
military adviser Sergei Akhromeev wrote in 1991, ‘higher
republic organs of power, in line with the USSR Constitu-
tion, were not subordinated to equivalent USSR organs.
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They were connected only by the influence of the party
and party discipline. . . . Did the politburo headed by
Gorbachev understand all this? They should have.’18

Even had he not (owing to his perception of reform/
conservative dynamics) waylaid the Secretariat, Gorbachev
would have had his hands full bringing to heel the Soviet
Union’s fifteen Union republics, because they had clearly
defined state borders and their own state institutions.
Now, with the party’s central control mechanism shattered
and its ideology discredited, and the tentacles of the
planned economy disrupted, Gorbachev discovered that
the Supreme Soviets of the republics began to act in
accordance with what he had unintentionally made them:
namely, parliaments of de facto independent states. In
March 1990—the fifth anniversary of his ascension to
power—he manœuvred the politburo into authorizing,
and the USSR Supreme Soviet into voting, an executive
presidency for him. But central power had been
dispersed, and the survival of the Union was in doubt.

The missing Suslov

Gorbachev’s assault on the conservatives’ potential power
base, meanwhile, succeeded spectacularly. But it was com-
pletely unnecessary. Ligachev moans in his memoirs that
for a long time he missed the significance of the Secre-
tariat’s 1988 ‘reorganization’. Even after belatedly seeing
through Gorbachev’s camouflage, Ligachev shrank from
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raising the matter at subsequent politburo meetings.
When someone else brought it up, Gorbachev pointedly
asked Ligachev if he personally needed a Secretariat. The
party’s number two official confesses he remained silent,
for fear of showing ambition, shuffled back to his office,
and began writing alarmist letters to his boss. ‘The bitter
truth’, Ligachev remonstrates, ‘is I turned out to be right’.
But, if Ligachev had known back then that socialism and the
Union were in danger, the bitter truth is that the person
best positioned to do whatever was necessary to stop the
general secretary lacked the wits and the stomach to do so.
Ligachev had taken over the office once occupied by
Mikhail Suslov, who had helped mastermind Khrushchev’s
removal. But he was no Suslov. Passing Ligachev’s letters
to the archives, Gorbachev continued on the haphazard
quest for reformed socialism. Only it was not reform. It
was dissolution.

Because he shared Gorbachev’s belief in the possibility
of energizing the system, Ligachev refuses to accept that
perestroika is precisely what precipitated the system’s
demise, or even that the blame lay with the man he had
helped put in power. Instead, Ligachev rails against the
hijacking of perestroika by ‘radical conspirators’, such as
Alexander Yakovlev, intent on destroying socialism. ‘The
real drama of perestroika’, writes Ligachev, ‘was that the
process . . . was distorted’.19 Here we have the inept
counterpart to Gorbachev’s brilliant scapegoating of the
conservatives. True, Yakovlev constantly outmanœuvred
Ligachev (when, for example, the politburo decided to
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reprimand someone in the media, Yakovlev ‘deferred’ to
his nominal boss, Ligachev, reserving for himself the role
of affording encouragement behind the scenes). But
Ligachev’s endorsement of Yakovlev’s self-promotion as
the ‘father of perestroika’ fails to do the general secretary
justice. The decisive ‘conspirator’ was the general sec-
retary.20 More to the point, like a souvenir Matroshka doll,
inside Gorbachev there was Khrushchev; inside Khrush-
chev was Stalin, and inside him, Lenin. Gorbachev’s pre-
decessors had created an edifice lined with hidden booby
traps that provoked their own detonation by calling forth
the reformist impulse.

Having deliberately crippled the centralized party
machine, Gorbachev retained control over the executive
pillars of the Soviet state: the KGB and interior ministry
(MVD), whose ‘republic’ branches were totally subordin-
ated to Moscow, and the unified Soviet army. Yet, although
the gargantuan KGB collected voluminous information,
glasnost removed people’s fears and neutralized its cap-
acity to intimidate.21 The difficulties of using the army
domestically were made plain in April 1989, when a few
hundred demonstrators in the Georgian capital, some
advocating independence, were violently dispersed,
resulting in around twenty deaths, an incident that threat-
ened to ignite the entire Georgian nation. As everyday
political instruments, the KGB, the MVD, and the army
were no substitute for the party. Their use, moreover, was
now subject to debate in the revamped Soviet parliament
as well as in the republic legislatures.
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Still, had troops been used swiftly and massively, as Mach-
iavelli might have advised, to enforce the priority of USSR
laws in 1989 or even 1990, they could have set back
independence movements and bought time. That was
precisely what took place in January 1990 in Azerbaijan,
where the secession of the Armenian enclave Karabakh
had helped bring the nationalist-minded Azerbaijan
‘national front’ to power. On the pretext of stopping anti-
Armenian pogroms, which had ended six days before,
17,000 Soviet troops swooped in, arrested a few leaders of
the front, and restored the rule of Communist officials
more pliant to Moscow, at a cost of around 200 lives and
much popular resentment. The other republics, cognizant
of such a possible use of force, endeavoured to split off
MVD, KGB, and army officers stationed on their territor-
ies, achieving only limited success. Their greater ally was
Gorbachev. The Soviet leader’s commitment to humane
socialism, which had led him to destabilize the system, also
made him hesitate to restabilize it. Even in Azerbaijan,
Gorbachev refused to suppress the national front ruth-
lessly, instead inviting many of its members into the new
government, thereby negating many of the effects of the
forceful action.22

For decades, Eastern Europe’s experience had shown
that, in the teeth of the competition with capitalism,
efforts to reform planning (without relinquishing social-
ism’s commitment against the ‘exploitation’ inherent in
private property) failed and unsettled the whole system.
This was even truer of the efforts to combine wider
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latitude for the press or civic associations with the Com-
munist Party’s monopoly. What, after all, had necessitated
sending tanks to Budapest and Prague? One would think
that the more recent lessons (1980–1) of Poland’s Solidar-
ity would have raised even more profound questions. Yet
to Gorbachev, and indeed to most analysts, the main
drama of reform involved not squaring the circle, but a
struggle between reformers and conservatives. The con-
servative ‘resistance’ during perestroika, however, was
inept, while Gorbachev’s ‘sabotage’ of the system, though
largely inadvertent, was masterly. Thus, the ‘real drama of
reform’, obscured by fixation on the conservatives, fea-
tured a virtuoso tactician’s unwitting, yet extraordinarily
deft, dismantling of the Soviet system—from the planned
economy, to the ideological legitimacy for socialism, to
the Union.

Well into 1990, as calls for an overthrow of the regime
multiplied and republic legislatures passed laws super-
seding those of the USSR, Gorbachev continued to state
publicly that the principal obstacle to ‘reform’ was opposi-
tion by ‘conservatives’. This was after Eastern Europe had
imploded.
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4

Waiting for the end of the world

There are some things—I call them last stands—that
must be defended to the death, as in the battles for
Moscow [1941] and Stalingrad [1942–3]. It is
impossible to split us apart. We cannot be split apart,
comrades. There will be a terrible war, there will be
clashes.

(Mikhail Gorbachev, 28 November 1990)

The Soviet Union resembled a chocolate bar: it was
creased with the furrowed lines of future division, as
if for the convenience of its consumers.

(Nikolai Leonov, Chief Analyst of the KGB)

Eastern Europe was the weak link. In 1980–1, during Soli-
darity, the Soviet politburo pressured the Polish leader-
ship to crack down, but internally Moscow recognized that
its ability to implement the so-called Brezhnev Doctrine—
the use of force to maintain loyal socialist regimes in East-
ern Europe—was exhausted.1 At Chernenko’s funeral in
1985, Gorbachev advised East European leaders that they
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were on their own.2 Thereafter, he began to make this
momentous fact public. In 1986–7, the Soviet military,
preparing for all contingencies, studied what they would
do should the Warsaw Pact suffer major difficulties. The
high command opposed imperial retreat, except perhaps
to ‘cede’ East Germany in exchange for a neutral unified
Germany, thereby weakening NATO. The cost of having
acquired a position in Europe in the Second World War,
and maintained it through armed interventions, made the
stakes very high. Above all, no one could be sure how
changes in Eastern Europe might reverberate within the
Soviet Union.

Appointing the neophyte Eduard Shevardnadze to
replace the veteran Gromyko as foreign minister attested
to the importance Gorbachev attached to foreign policy.3

Now unencumbered, the Soviet leader deliberately neg-
lected the satellites, aside from mostly indirect prodding
of Eastern Europe’s anti-reform leaders. This distancing,
together with the exit from Afghanistan, formed part of a
strategy to defuse the superpower confrontation, thereby
reducing the strain on his country and raising his own
profile. It worked like a charm. Gorbachev achieved
major, albeit asymmetrical arms reduction and a deep
détente with an American president who in 1983 had vili-
fied the Soviet Union as the ‘evil empire’. Perestroika-like
‘reforms’ were underway in Poland and Hungary, and,
though hardliners held out in East Germany and Roma-
nia, Western Europe was delirious with ‘Gorbymania’. For
four years, he strut the world stage like a grand statesman
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transforming the international system, imagining his
country would soon be accepted as part of the West.

Then, the floor caved in. In reformist Poland, the
Solidarity opposition, driven underground in late 1981,
returned stronger than ever, and, in the June 1989 elec-
tions, it won 99 of the 100 seats it was allowed to contest.
Even though the Polish Communists had rigged matters
to guarantee themselves a parliamentary majority, Gen-
eral Jaruzelski—who had ordered the 1981 crackdown—
invited the anti-Communist opposition to form the
government. Reform had led to regime capitulation. In
un-reforming East Germany, the results were the same.
Tens of thousands of people fled westwards by obtaining
tourist visas to neighbouring socialist countries and then
applying for asylum at Western embassies. The flow
increased in September 1989 after Hungary, prompted
by West German credits, removed the barbed wire at its
border with Austria. With popular (and Soviet) pressure
mounting against the East German regime, someone in
the GDR leadership, at a bungled press conference on 9
November, accidentally declared foreign travel open.
Crowds began dismantling the Berlin wall!

No one could figure out what the enormous Soviet mili-
tary establishment was up to. It turns out that they were
mostly kept out of the policy loop. Before 1989, according
to Marshall Sergei Akhromeev, Gorbachev never once dis-
cussed scenarios for Eastern Europe with the Soviet mili-
tary. In March 1990, the brass blew their fuse, denouncing
Gorbachev’s surrogate, Shevardnadze, for having failed to
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consult them—at a meeting the foreign minister failed to
attend. Of course, Gorbachev had never planned to ‘lose’
the bloc. Overtaken by events, he began pressing for guar-
antees that NATO would not absorb East Germany or
expand eastwards. But, in May 1990, US President George
Bush pressed the issue of German unification within
NATO. Two months later, Gorbachev presented the more
cautious West German Chancellor Helmut Kohl with the
gift of a phased, complete withdrawal of Soviet troops,
without trying to secure German neutrality.4 Nor could
the Soviet leader save the Warsaw Pact. A foreign policy
aimed at a ‘common European home’ had led to the
Soviet Union’s ejection from Europe. ‘I would be less than
sincere,’ Gorbachev wrote, ‘if I said that I had foreseen
the course of events and the problems that the German
question would eventually create’.5

The Soviet leader’s dramatic non-intervention to retain
Eastern Europe should be viewed in the light not only of
the USSR’s 1981 de facto internal repeal of the Brezhnev
doctrine, but also of France’s long, futile war to hold
Algeria or the brutal tenacity of the Dutch and Portuguese
throughout Asia and Africa. Domestically, the Soviet lead-
er’s aides pitched the ‘sacrifice’ of Eastern Europe as
essential for improving relations with the West, which they
argued was itself an imperative, since the USSR could no
longer afford the superpower competition.6 But for the
Soviet military and security establishment, now burdened
with the logistics of a hurried, humiliating retreat, Gorba-
chev’s ‘transformation’ of the international system meant
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the surrender of all the gains of the Second World War.
Eastern Europe’s exit from the Soviet orbit had an equally
dramatic impact on the Soviet republics, which Gorbachev
had unbound from the Communist Party and planned
economy centralism, and placed within the vortex of
electoral politics.

In March 1990 the parliament of Lithuania voted to
secede from the Union, 124 to 0 (with 9 abstentions). The
Estonian and Latvian parliaments declared ‘transitional
periods’ to independence. Though tiny, the three Baltic
republics, which had been independent between 1918
and 1940, seemed to present a special challenge. But in
June 1990 the Russian republic declared its ‘sovereignty’—
vis-à-vis Moscow—asserting the primacy of republic laws
over Union ones. The parliaments of Ukraine, Belorussia,
and newly renamed Moldova (Moldavia) followed Russia’s
lead to declarations of sovereignty. Armenia, radicalized
by Karabakh, followed Lithuania, declaring independ-
ence. Suddenly, Gorbachev announced plans for a new
‘Union Treaty’, to replace the 1922 original. Also, hav-
ing previously managed to appear a political centrist
indispensable to all, he now openly joined forces with the
‘left’ to prepare a 500-day programme for a transition to
the market. A few months later, however, in mid-Sep-
tember 1990, he just as suddenly renounced the 500-day
plan and confederation plans, asked the Soviet parliament
for special ‘emergency powers’, and began to add several
proponents of ‘order’ to his government.

Accompanying Gorbachev’s autumn 1990 lurch to the
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‘right’, the first draft of a new Union Treaty was published.
It accorded republics only limited control over enterprises
and resources on their territories, maintained the primacy
of Union laws, specified Russian as the state language, and
failed to mention the USSR constitution’s guarantee of
secession. The draft may have appeased a disgruntled mili-
tary and KGB, but it had no prayer of winning republic
approval. Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania had refused to
take part in any discussions about a Union even before the
draft’s publication. The KGB publicly warned that the
Union republics were following ‘an East Germany scen-
ario’. In January 1991 a contingent of special forces
commenced a police operation in Lithuania, resulting in
thirteen deaths, but the troops were quickly called off.
The Soviet president, though commander in chief, dis-
claimed any involvement and failed to discipline anyone.
Armenia, Georgia, and Moldova announced they also
would have nothing to do with the Union. In March 1991
a new draft of a Union Treaty restored the right to seces-
sion (piled with restrictions), but many republics did not
bother to respond. The next month, Gorbachev abruptly
reversed course once more, tacking back to the ‘left’ and
opening direct negotiations with the nine republics still
willing to consider a relationship with Moscow. But he also
kept the pro-unitary-state Soviet government in place.

Left, right, then left and right—the zigs and zags from
mid-1990 into mid-1991 were hard to read. Back in
December 1990, when a journalist asked whether he was
moving to the right, Gorbachev had quipped, ‘actually,
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I’m going round in circles’.7 Indeed, hardline critics
mocked him as ‘someone who has missed his train and is
scurrying around the empty platform’.8 But, despite the
non-intervention in Eastern Europe, and Gorbachev’s
award of the Nobel Peace Prize in October 1990, no one
could exclude the possibility of an attempted crackdown
to save the Union. That remained true even after April
1991, when Gorbachev placed his hopes in negotiations
with the republics, above all Russia—meaning his bête
noire, Boris Yeltsin. Would Yeltsin compromise to salvage
some form of a Union, and if so, would it matter? Would
Gorbachev or perhaps others in the Soviet establishment
use massive force to hold off dissolution, or to make others
pay for the country’s humiliation? The decolonization of
Western Europe’s overseas possessions had been drawn out
and bloody. The Soviet land empire, with several million
well-armed troops and a vast doomsday arsenal, could
have unleashed a far nastier bloodbath, even an end to the
world.

The crowd-bather

Born in 1931, the same year as Gorbachev, to a peasant
family in a village east of the Ural Mountains, Boris Yeltsin
was almost drowned by a drunken priest in a baptism bath.
During the Second World War, far from the front, the
teenage Boris disassembled a grenade to see what was
inside, losing two fingers. He almost died of typhus
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exploring a swampy forest, and requested the floor at his
school graduation to deliver a peroration of the collective
resentments against an abusive teacher, for which his con-
tinuation in higher education was blocked, despite good
grades. But Yeltsin took his case to higher authorities, and
won, eventually gaining entrance to the Urals Polytechnic
University. In 1955—while Gorbachev was writing a senior
thesis on the superiority of socialism over capitalism—
Yeltsin wrote his on the construction of coal mines. He
entered the party in 1961 (nine years later than Gorba-
chev), and in 1968 was shifted from the building trusts to
the provincial party apparat. In 1976 Yeltsin became party
boss of his native Sverdlovsk, a strategic territory that
produced tanks, aircraft, and nuclear and biological
weapons.

As a provincial first secretary, Yeltsin excelled at what
one biographer aptly calls the ‘bain de foule’ (bathing in
the crowd). He rode mass transit conspicuously, appeared
live on local television, and met blue-collar workers and
students, answering written questions for hours. His
‘favourite routine’, writes the biographer, ‘was to glance at
a slip of paper calling for the dismissal of an especially
incompetent or corrupt official, and then announce, to
loud applause: “Already fired. Next question.” ’9 Such
ham-handed populism came naturally to Yeltsin, and he
had some economic results to back up the theatrics. Yegor
Ligachev, in charge of personnel in Andropov’s Kremlin,
visited Yeltsin’s fief for an unusually long four-day inspec-
tion in 1984. In 1985, after Gorbachev’s elevation, Yeltsin
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was brought to Moscow as CC Secretary for Construction.
Several months later he was named boss of the Moscow
party committee, replacing Viktor Grishin, Gorbachev’s
erstwhile rival. Grishin’s career was already finished. The
crowd-bather would emerge as a new rival.

Sverdlovsk was a weightier bailiwick than Ligachev’s
Tomsk or Gorbachev’s Stavropol, yet Yeltsin got to Moscow
later than his provincial peers, and chafed as their sub-
ordinate.10 He also found the capital tough going. His
attacks on elite perquisites, and his imperious treatment
of subordinates, made him anathema to the powerful
party machine. In the autumn of 1987, Yeltsin clashed
with Ligachev over apparatchik ‘privileges’, and then
with Gorbachev, rising at a party gathering to accuse the
general secretary of fostering sycophantism and being
indecisive. Offering to resign, Yeltsin was bounced from
the politburo and the leadership of the Moscow city party,
though Gorbachev threw him a line, the post of deputy
head of the construction industry, which Yeltsin took. Two
years later, Gorbachev provided an even bigger gift when
he introduced competitive elections for a new Congress of
People’s Deputies. Yeltsin resumed baiting unpopular
apparatchiks like Ligachev—and they obliged, forming a
commission to investigate whether his highly popular
views were compatible with the party line. Running in the
Moscow district, Yeltsin won election to the 1989 Congress
in a 90 per cent landslide.

The two-week Congress riveted the country—its tele-
vised eight-hour sessions, during the workday, were seen
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by an estimated 200 million people—and Yeltsin attracted
an enormous following inside and outside the hall as the
unofficial leader of the ‘democrats’. The KGB conducted
an international smear campaign against him, and tapped
his telephones (materials later discovered in a safe with
annotations in Gorbachev’s hand), but the surveillance
did not stop Yeltsin. Fears of a KGB assassination also
gripped Yeltsin’s entourage. One night in October 1989,
he did show up wet and bleeding at a police station, claim-
ing to have been thrown off a bridge. The bridge was so
high and the water so shallow that no one could have
survived such a fall. Yeltsin’s bodyguard and bathhouse
confidant, Alexander Korzhakov, who arrived to clean the
bleeding body with moonshine, has written that a
depressed Yeltsin attempted suicide.11 Rebounding, the
crowd-bather was popularly elected in March 1990 to a
Russian republic Congress of People’s Deputies, and in
May was elected by the Congress as chairman of its
Supreme Soviet—by a four-vote margin.

Leading Russia’s drive for ‘sovereignty’, Yeltsin, too, was
a product of the Soviet system. But, whereas Ligachev
favoured the Andropov school (tough discipline, sus-
picion of the West), and Gorbachev chased romantic
ideals (party democracy, Western partnership), Yeltsin
inclined towards paternalistic identification with ‘the
folk’. Wielding the common touch Gorbachev lacked, he
promised ‘radical reform’, including a market economy,
about which he knew nothing but which he and his sup-
porters imagined would provide the better life and social
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justice that had been the promise of socialism.12 On the
new playing field of electoral politics Gorbachev had cre-
ated, Yeltsin the martyred ‘man of the people’ presented a
far greater challenge than had Ligachev, the ‘conservative
apparatchik’ in the red-carpeted hallways. Not one to give
up, Gorbachev reached into his bag of tactics and pulled
out a referendum, to be held in March 1991, on preserva-
tion of the Union. Unable to block the vote, Yeltsin man-
aged to attach a second question on creating a presidency
for the Russian republic. With an 80 per cent turnout,
three-quarters of the electorate supported a ‘renewed
Union’. True, six republics had not allowed the ballot on
their territories, but the Soviet president had his ‘man-
date’. At the same time, however, Yeltsin launched a
Union-challenging presidential election campaign, which
he won resoundingly in June 1991.

Moscow now had two presidents, one elected by parlia-
ment (Gorbachev) and one (Yeltsin) by the people. That
was the background to the Union Treaty negotiations
between the leaders of nine republics and ‘the centre’ that
opened in late April 1991. The working text dropped the
word ‘socialist’, devolved most ministerial functions to the
republics, upheld the supremacy of republic laws, called
for the dissolution of the USSR Supreme Soviet, and made
clear that Union membership was voluntary. This was
worse than the deal on confederation that Gorbachev had
rejected nine months previously in the 500-day plan. In
late July 1991 an agreement was reached ‘in principle’.
Gorbachev went on television to praise the accord—
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without divulging its contents—and then left on 4 August
for vacation in the Crimea. The Treaty was to be signed in
Moscow on 20 August. Confident in the support of the
Kazakh leader Nursultan Nazarbaev, the Soviet president
claims he remained concerned about Yeltsin’s possible
abandonment of the settlement. But Leonid Kravchuk of
Ukraine did not even attend the negotiations.13

Two days before the signing ceremony, on 18 August in
the early evening, a group of top Soviet officials arrived
unsummoned at Gorbachev’s Crimean dacha with a pro-
posal for him to declare martial law. He refused. He also
refused to resign outright or claim illness and resign tem-
porarily in favour of his vice-president, Yanaev, returning
‘healthy’ when the dust settled. Rebuffed, the heads of the
KGB, army, police, military-industrial complex, and civil-
ian Soviet government went forward with the ‘illness’
scenario anyway. The demise of a unitary state had been
made plain by the text of the Union Treaty, which, hoping
to cause an uproar, they had leaked to Moscow News on 14
August (and which was republished in other papers the
next day). The demise was also clear from Yeltsin’s
imperious decrees asserting the Russian republic takeover
of the valuable USSR oil and natural gas industries on
Russian territory, as well as his proclamations on forming
a Russian republic KGB and a Russian defence ministry. If
members of the Soviet government needed further incen-
tive to act, the KGB chief exhibited the transcript of an
eavesdropped conversation on 29–30 July among Gor-
bachev, Yeltsin, and Nazarbaev that named every top USSR
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official for removal.14 On 19 August, the men who had
stood by as Eastern Europe broke away, sent tanks rolling
into Moscow.

Beer hall putsch

Even after becoming general secretary, Gorbachev—who
had never served in the army—had remained wary of the
Soviet military and the KGB. Using the pretext of the
embarrassing May 1987 landing right behind Red Square
of a small Cessna aeroplane flown from Germany by a
teenager, he cleaned house, thoroughly purging the
senior army ranks, and promoting the obscure Dmitry
Yazov to defence minister. In 1988, when Gorbachev dis-
armed Yegor Ligachev by sabotaging the Secretariat, he
transferred into that emasculated body KGB chief
Chebrikov, who had been making public noises about the
downside of reform. The new KGB chief, Vladimir Kry-
uchkov, later wrote that, at the time, he saw Gorbachev,
the man responsible for fulfilling his lifelong ambition to
head the KGB, as a hard-working leader who deserved full
support.15 In August 1991, however, Kryuchkov, pulling
along Yazov, confined Gorbachev at the Crimean dacha
and led a group that invoked the ‘emergency powers’
parliament had some time before granted the Soviet
president.

Announcing its existence on 19 August 1991, the State
Emergency Committee claimed eight members, after
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some had asked that their names be kept off decrees.
Their stated goals were to uphold the laws and integrity of
the Union, restore labour discipline, cut prices, and allo-
cate money to schools, hospitals, and pensioners. They got
expressions of ‘support’ from many provincial officials
around Russia (and marginal extremists in Moscow). They
sent out instructions to local branches of the KGB and
interior ministry to fight a war on crime. They instituted
a naval blockade of the Baltic republics, and moved
armoured troops into Leningrad—a bastion of ‘demo-
crats’—as well as into Moscow. But the Committee also
took pains to appear to adhere to the Soviet constitution.
It was nominally headed by the next in line of
succession—Vice-President Yanaev—though some had
hoped the lead would go to the supposedly more resolute
prime minister, Valentin Pavlov. After signing on as the
country’s new leader, Yanaev went home to drink. Pavlov
also took to drinking, and then summoned medical
assistance.16

Troop deployments were poorly coordinated among the
various ministries involved, but also timid. The chief of
Soviet ground forces flew to Ukraine, where there were
700,000 Soviet troops and officers sworn to loyalty to the
high command in Moscow. The general suggested intro-
ducing martial law in the Ukrainian republic, the preroga-
tive of republican legislatures, but the chairman of the
Ukrainian parliament said it was not necessary, and the
commander simply departed for Moscow.17 Russian Presi-
dent Yeltsin managed to fly from Kazakhstan the morning
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of the putsch (19 August), land at the main government
airport in Moscow, drive to his dacha, and then—although
KGB troops had surrounded his dacha—ride from there
with a small guard to the ‘White House’, site of the
Russian republic government. At this richly symbolic site,
the Russian leader rallied a core of defiant officials and
civilians, and issued decrees that countermanded those of
the putschists. Crack commandos positioned outside the
Russian White House never received a firm order to storm
the lightly guarded building. Their officers entered into
contact with Yeltsin.18

Perhaps nothing did more to undermine the ‘gang of
eight’ than the fact that they organized a televised press
conference—and submitted to unscripted questions.
Yanaev fumbled and appeared to be drunk. Not only Pav-
lov, but Yazov and Kryuchkov were absent. Failing to use
the state media effectively, the Committee also allowed
Western TV journalists to operate freely. At Soviet televi-
sion, some staff defiantly showed footage of the street
resistance in Moscow and Leningrad, letting the whole
country see what the various layers of the KGB, military
establishment, ministries, and party machine already knew
from CNN. Not even key telephones were cut off. From
inside the Russian White House, the ‘chief ’ of Yeltsin’s
newly created Russian republic KGB ‘was on the tele-
phone nonstop, talking with commanders in the Moscow
military district, with MVD forces, with KGB units’, accord-
ing to one eyewitness. ‘He was telling everyone roughly
the same thing: I’m calling at Yeltsin’s behest, don’t get
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tangled up in this business, keep your men and materiel
out of it.’ The general whom Yeltsin appointed as the Rus-
sian republic ‘defence minister’ did the same.19

One Russian commentator has noted that ‘the second
echelon of power stood aside’.20 So did most of the first,
despite their sympathies with the goal of saving the Union.
Nikolai Leonov, the KGB’s chief analyst, writes that
‘among the senior generals there was . . . disquiet, in-
decisiveness, disorder’, adding that he knew the putsch
was doomed the minute he saw its televised press confer-
ence.21 Another high-ranking KGB official remarked bit-
terly: ‘cowardly geezers who were good for nothing got
together, and I fell in with them like a chicken into the
plucker.’22 The Committee’s secret list of individuals to be
incarcerated counted seventy names, mostly the high-
profile ‘democrats’ whom the putschists despised. In the
event, just five people were taken into custody.23 (About
5,000 arrests had been carried out in one night of the Pol-
ish regime’s 1981 crackdown against Solidarity.) For those
inclined to emphasize the ‘ruthlessness’ of the plotters,
consider that Yanaev had been using Beria’s old Kremlin
office, and Pavlov had been using Stalin’s.

As late as Sunday 18 August, Defence Minister Yazov,
when asked by the conspirators about the next step, had
exploded, ‘We have absolutely no plan.’ Kryuchkov is said
to have interjected, ‘What are you saying, we have a plan.’
Yet Yazov recalled that, ‘I knew that we had no plan, aside
from the elementary talking points that had been read
aloud . . . on Saturday.’24 Twice the 68-year-old Yazov had
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been wounded at the meat-grinder front against the
Nazis. His first wife had died of cancer; his second was
crippled by a car accident in May 1991. By that time,
Yazov had served more than five decades in the Soviet
Armed Forces, only to watch Eastern Europe slip away
and the Union unravel. On 19 August the nuclear suit-
case with the codes for launching the Soviet doomsday
arsenal was removed from Gorbachev and brought to the
defence ministry, which already had the companion suit-
case. Despondency or rage could have led Yazov and the
General Staff to push some pretty large buttons.25

Instead, early on 21 August, Yazov convened the high
command and they collectively ordered all troops back to
the barracks.

Undone, the putschists decided to fly to the Crimea and
seek an audience with the one important person they had
detained though not harmed—Gorbachev. Even the insti-
gator of the plot, Kryuchkov, chose not to seek asylum in a
friendly country but to join the group on its supplication
flight. The veteran KGB general had been deeply involved
in the bloody crackdown in Hungary in 1956 and the
decade-long slaughterhouse of Afghanistan. But he had
always been a deputy. In the wee small hours of 22 August,
he was brought back from the Crimea on the Soviet presi-
dent’s plane, and arrested in Moscow by Russian republic
officials. From prison, Kryuchkov begged for an audience
with Gorbachev, writing, ‘Mikhail Sergeevich! What an
enormous feeling of shame—heavy, crushing, relentless,
it’s a permanent torment. When you were incommuni-
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cado, I thought, how rough for you, for Raisa Maksi-
movna, the family, and I came to horror, despair.’26

At a press conference following his return to Moscow,
Gorbachev thanked the Russian president for securing his
release and, to the astonishment of everyone, defended
the Communist Party. Yeltsin soon publicly embarrassed
him with evidence of the party’s complicity in the putsch,
and decreed an end to the party’s existence. Because the
Soviet parliament had failed to return from summer
recess and condemn the putsch, the Soviet president saw
no alternative but to force it to disband. Witch-hunts and
demoralization paralysed the Soviet executive branch,
including the KGB and the defence ministry, where
‘bedlam’ prevailed.27 Gorbachev, with Yeltsin’s prodding,
recognized the independence of Lithuania, Latvia, and
Estonia. The putsch, rather than save the Union, radically
accelerated its demise.

National trees in the Union landslide

Street resistance to the putsch was greatest in Leningrad,
but it was Yeltsin’s mounting of a hostile tank in Moscow to
address a crowd of resisters and news cameras that gave
rise to the comforting myth of the triumph of ‘democrats’
over Communists. This is a partial truth concealing a
much larger one. Well before the putsch, press freedom
and competitive elections had become regular features
of political life. The Communist Party’s monopoly had
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ended, and the move to the market was willy-nilly under-
way. Of course, Gorbachev resisted a full embrace of the
market and stubbornly clung to the Communist Party.28

But those who condemn the Soviet leader for his
reluctance to let go forget that a critical aspect of his
commitment to reformed socialism was hesitation to
employ the full force of the USSR’s repressive-military
machine. Gorbachev’s move to the right in November
1990 resulted from his own disorientation as well as KGB
and military pressures. Yet his temporizing, including his
repeated instructions for these groups to prepare plans
for martial law,29 paralysed them until the summer of
1991, by which time the Russian republic, and a Russian
president, had become authoritative sources of allegiance
for the central Soviet elite.

Initially, Yeltsin had played the Russian card against
Gorbachev without intending to break up the Union. So
did the Communist Party conservatives who formed a
Russian republic Communist Party in June 1990. These
opponents of Yeltsin supported Russia’s declaration of
sovereignty, which passed overwhelmingly, as a way to
undermine Gorbachev, and in their minds, to save the
Union. Even Yeltsin’s drive to create a Russian presidency
in 1991 envisioned using the new office not to displace
the Soviet president but to force Gorbachev to follow
his lead. Of course, the new institutions—the Russian
legislature and presidency, though not the Russian Com-
munist Party—fatally undermined the Union. And, as
Yeltsin’s success in fortifying alternative Russian republic
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institutions became manifest, his constituency at the top
expanded beyond a small group of naïve, inexperienced
‘democrats’ to officials of the USSR state, who saw a
chance either to preserve or to increase their power.30

A similar, and equally decisive, evolution took place in
Ukraine. In mid-1990, Leonid Kravchuk, who was about to
become the Ukrainian parliament leader, announced his
support for the Union Treaty, commenting that ‘to live
outside the Soviet Union, means to lose a great deal, if not
everything’. By the autumn of 1990, however, after
Ukrainian students had gone on a hunger strike for
independence—an act that helped bring down the inept
Ukrainian government—Kravchuk began insisting that
any ties to Moscow would have to be in accordance with
Ukraine’s declaration of sovereignty. In November 1990
he concluded a bilateral agreement with Russia that rec-
ognized each republic’s sovereignty. When, in the spring
of 1991, the second draft of the Union Treaty came under
discussion, Kravchuk, by then eyeing a run for a new
Ukrainian presidency, rejected it outright. And the more
he seemed capable of claiming the nationalist turf from
the small but vocal nationalist groups, the more the upper
strata of the survival-minded Ukrainian elite closed ranks
behind him.31

That the Union’s demise was ‘national in form,
opportunist in content’ was equally evident in Kazakhstan.
In June 1989 Nursultan Nazarbaev became Kazakh party
chief, and in April 1990 he was elected chairman of the
Kazakhstan Supreme Soviet. Later that year, Nazarbaev
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was nominated for the post of USSR Vice-President, but he
demurred. Along with his supporters in the Kazakhstan
elite, he manipulated nationalism to consolidate power in
the republic, yet, even during his campaign for the new
Kazakh presidency in late 1991, Nazarbaev resisted calls
for complete independence. True, the irrepressible prob-
lems created by the disarray in the planned economy as
well as the increasing dysfunction of Union ministries
compelled even reluctant republican leaders to assume
ever-greater responsibilities for economic crisis manage-
ment, communications, customs, and many other duties.
But ‘up until the very last minute’, one scholar has con-
cluded, ‘almost all of Central Asia’s leaders maintained
hope that the Union could be saved’, at least in some
guise.32

Thus, it was not nationalism per se, but the structure of
the Soviet state—fifteen national republics—that proved
fatal to the USSR, primarily because nothing was done to
prevent that structure’s use and misuse. ‘Reform’ involved
intentional devolution of authority to the republics, but
that process was radicalized by the decision not to inter-
vene in 1989 in Eastern Europe and by Russia’s assault
against the Union. Even so, the dissolution of the Union
was not inevitable. In India during the 1980s and 1990s
the central authorities killed many thousands of separat-
ists in the name of preserving the integrity of the state, at
little or no cost to the country’s democratic reputation.33

The Indian government consistently issued unambiguous
signals about what lines could not be crossed, and used
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force against secessionist movements that crossed them.
The Soviet leadership under Gorbachev not only failed to
draw clear lines, but also unintentionally spread national-
ism itself. The irresolute spilling of blood, in Georgia in
1989 and Lithuania in early 1991, served as a formidable
weapon in the hands of separatists, helping them recruit
‘nationalists’ among those who had been undecided,
while placing Moscow on the defensive and demoralizing
the KGB and army.

It was the central elite, rather than the independence
movements of the periphery, that cashiered the Union.
Had the putschists been effective, they would surely have
rallied many of the middle and upper layers of the vast
Soviet elite to the cause of preserving at least the core of
the Union. But their blatantly botched crackdown instead
widened the divisions in the elite that Yeltsin had opened
up by his Russian presidential campaign, alongside the
Union president, and by declaring the existence of a sep-
arate ‘Russian republic military command’ and a separate
‘Russian republic KGB’. After the failed putsch, Yeltsin
arrested some fifteen officials and compelled Gorbachev
to remove others for suspected complicity. But many hun-
dreds of thousands of USSR officers and officials made
their way to safety in the Russian Federation. Thus, the
larger truth about 1991 was that the ‘triumph’ of dem-
ocracy involved a bid for power by Russian republic offi-
cials, joined at various points by patriots and opportunists
from the all-Union elite—a process paralleled in Ukraine,
Kazakhstan, and other national components of the Union.

waiting for the end of the world

107



Anyone who has been caught in a landslide knows the
value of a large tree that suddenly comes into view and is
solidly rooted. Some caught on right away, others later.

Counter-putsch

Every republic that had yet to declare independence did
so either during or not long after the putsch—except Rus-
sia, which was manœuvring to become the legal heir to the
Union, while also keeping alive the possibility of some
inter-republican arrangements. Yeltsin advanced Russia’s
hostile takeover of Soviet institutions, yet he and several
other republic heads continued to negotiate with Gor-
bachev. None of the ‘agreements’ reached at the sessions,
however, was honoured outside the room. Then, in late
September, Yeltsin, apparently ill, disappeared for seven-
teen days ‘on vacation’. He returned in a decisive mood,
appointing a 35-year-old economics professor, Yegor
Gaidar, to lead the Russian government. To overcome the
deadlock over the destroyed planned economy, amid
warnings of a looming famine, Gaidar pressed for a Rus-
sian leap to the market independent of the indecisive
Union Treaty negotiations or the conflicting policies of
other republics. Among his first acts, he simply informed
the USSR Planning Commission that it was under Russian
jurisdiction and ordered that it plan steep reductions in
arms production for 1992—and the functionaries obeyed.
The Yeltsin entourage also annexed the Soviet finance
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ministry, mint, Academy of Sciences, and archives. Many
observers labelled these actions a ‘counter-putsch’.34

Yeltsin was not alone in undermining the Union. Krav-
chuk, while taking steps to claim Soviet military personnel
and equipment on Ukrainian soil for a Ukrainian army,
also announced a referendum on independence for
1 December. About 90 per cent voted in favour; there were
large pro-independence majorities in the ethnically Rus-
sian provinces of Eastern Ukraine. Even in the third Slavic
republic, Belarussia, the pro-Union yet survivalist leader-
ship declared its independence after the putsch, while
sponsoring a hasty name change to Belarus. The Belarus
leader, Stanislav Shushkevich, lobbied Yeltsin to cut a deal
with Gorbachev. But, whereas Yeltsin at least attended
the Union Treaty negotiations, Kravchuk did not. On
5 December Yeltsin told journalists that a Union Treaty
without Ukraine would be impossible. The Union seemed
dead, but the republic leaders could not figure out how to
get rid of the Soviet president. An opportunity to resolve
the uncertainty arose with a previously scheduled bilateral
Russia–Belarus meeting near Minsk for 7 December, which
Kravchuk agreed to attend. The night before the three-
way gathering, one of Yeltsin’s top advisers sought out an
acquaintance, the head of an American NGO in Moscow,
to try to clarify the difference between a commonwealth, a
federation, and a confederation.35

Aides to the three leaders worked most of the next day
and night. At noon on 8 December, they suddenly sought
to contact Nazarbaev, who turned out to be on a plane to
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Moscow for a meeting with Gorbachev scheduled for
9 December. Without Nazarbaev, the three Slavic leaders
announced that, ‘since the USSR is ceasing to exist’, they
had established a Commonwealth of Independent States
(CIS). The CIS had no common parliament, president, or
citizenship, only a vague pledge to work on collective
security. Shushkevich was assigned to call Gorbachev, but
only after Yeltsin had called US President George Bush.
Not long before the August 1991 putsch, Bush had
delivered his ‘chicken-Kiev’ speech in the Ukrainian cap-
ital, where he had warned against ‘suicidal nationalism’,
but, in an about face, Washington leaked that it would
recognize Ukrainian independence sometime after the
1 December referendum. As always, Gorbachev had been
counting on the leverage of an enormous Western aid
package.36 Instead, Bush became one of the last of the
opportunists to abandon the Union for the republics.

On 10 December, after the announcement of the CIS,
Gorbachev, still technically commander in chief, appealed
to the military high command, but the next day the gen-
erals received Yeltsin and chose to back him as the real
power and the only hope for salvaging a unified Armed
Forces. On 21 December a meeting to expand the
amorphous CIS to eleven members—all but Georgia and
the three Baltic republics—took place in the Kazakh cap-
ital. The leaders of the Central Asian republics, Belarus
and Russia, hoped, each for its own reasons, that the CIS
would become a workable entity, but the Ukrainian lead-
ership wanted merely to bury the Soviet state, which the

waiting for the end of the world

110



assembled republic leaders formally dissolved. Two days
later Gorbachev met Yeltsin and agreed to step down as
USSR president. On 25 December the red hammer and
sickle was lowered from the Kremlin, and replaced by the
red, white, and blue flag of Russia. On 27 December, four
days prior to the date Gorbachev was supposed to vacate
his Kremlin office, the receptionist called him at home
to report that Yeltsin and two associates were already
squatting in the coveted space, where they had downed a
celebratory bottle of whisky. It was 8.30 a.m.

Long fearing the ‘conservatives’, Gorbachev had mes-
merized and browbeaten them at party forums and
behind the scenes with what must have been intoxicating
wizardry. In the attempt to re-energize the system, he had
led them into territory they had never imagined; they
hated him for it, but were petrified of being left without
him. After he drew close to them in late 1990 only to
semi-abandon them in April 1991, they finally acted, yet
their scheme was based on his willingness to join in!
Yeltsin was a different matter. He would have been eaten
alive in Gorbachev’s position. But he achieved what
Gorbachev never dared: power rooted securely in the bal-
lot box. If Yeltsin’s memoirs cannot conceal the fact that
Gorbachev grudgingly provided him with the possibility of
office, and the cover for reckless taunting of the Soviet
establishment, Gorbachev’s cannot disguise his misplaced
scorn: the world renowned lion-tamer of the establish-
ment was upstaged by the guy who climbs out of the
Volkswagen. In the end, the Russian president proved too
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spiteful and the Soviet president too vain for the two to
embrace each other and save some form of the Union, yet
their complementary roles helped defang a dangerous,
well-armed police state.

Looking back at the putsch, some commentators cite
Gorbachev’s ‘failure’ to break out of the Crimean dacha
and discrepancies in when communications were halted
to suggest a wait-and-see complicity.37 Chief Investigator
Evgenii Lisov concluded that Gorbachev had offered no
hints, obliquely or directly, to suggest that he was with the
plotters, but they nonetheless calculated he would join
them after a few days. We may never learn the full story.
The more important point is that at various times Gor-
bachev might have tried to institute martial law and did
not. Flabbergasted by the fact that his socialist renewal was
leading to the system’s liquidation, Gorbachev more or
less went along. In sanctimonious, selective, and occasion-
ally distorted reminiscences, he presents this acquiescence
as an activist strategy—a disingenuous and, ultimately,
superfluous exercise. Yugoslavia’s bloody break-up, as well
as the careers of Slobodan Milosevic, Franjo Tudjman, and
their tinpot henchmen, will forever provoke additional
shudders over how events might have turned out across
northern Eurasia and the satellites of Eastern Europe.
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5

Survival and cannibalism in the
rust belt

[The Soviet economy’s] past is written into the com-
position and location of its capital stock, the patterns
of its roads and railroads, the size and type of its
plants, the distribution of its manpower, the kinds of
fuel it burns and ore it uses. Even a perfect leader
and a perfect reform, whatever those might be,
could not right in a generation what has taken two
generations to form.

(Thane Gustafson, Russia specialist, 1989)

‘I think’, says Ivan to Volodya, ‘that we have the
richest country in the world’.
‘Why?’ asks Volodya.
‘Because for nearly sixty years everyone has been
stealing from the state and still there is something
left to steal.’

(Hedrick Smith, The Russians, 1976)

At the end of George Orwell’s 1945 ‘fairy tale’, Animal
Farm, something extraordinary occurs. Recall that having
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overthrown Mr Jones in the Great Rebellion, the animals
of Manor Farm set about building a new world without
exploitation when the pigs, who assumed a leading role,
announce they are moving from the communal barn into
Mr Jones’s old manor house. The pigs even take to wear-
ing clothes and walking on two legs. Such a turn of events,
the pigs insist, is absolutely in keeping with the spirit of the
Rebellion and in any case is vital, because all the surround-
ing farms are still run by people, and remain hostile.
Sure enough, a neighbour, Mr Frederick, attacks with his
men. Entering into an alliance with another human neigh-
bour, Mr Pilkington, Animal Farm survives Frederick’s
onslaught.

To celebrate their improbable, draining victory, the pigs
host a visit of their wartime human ally. Curious, the rest
of Animal Farm’s creatures, who live badly yet retain a
sense of honour as inhabitants of the world’s only farm
owned and operated by the animals themselves, huddle
against the outer windows of the manor. Looking in, they
discover an uncanny resemblance between the pigs and
people. They also overhear Mr Pilkington compliment the
pig leader, Napoleon (Caesar in the French translation),
for the low rations, long working hours, and absence of
pampering of the lower animals on Animal Farm. Grati-
fied, Napoleon squeals that the pigs have just decided to
abolish the outmoded revolutionary name Animal Farm
and revert to the original Manor Farm!

Orwell vividly captured the betrayal of the people by the
elites as a key characteristic of the Soviet regime, but he
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got it only half right. Much of the Communist upper class,
enjoying de facto ownership of state-owned property,
mocked its slogans about the proletariat and social justice,
yet, even four decades after Orwell’s masterpiece, seg-
ments of the Soviet elite resisted abandoning the spirit
and practice of the Animal Farm ideology. Once Gor-
bachev’s reforms broke everything loose, however, even
ideologue ‘pigs’ got swept up in the pursuit of property.
The KGB and the army began wheeling and dealing
commodities, from arms to computers, for institutional
and private profit. The Central Committee, still railing
against the market, also established private businesses.
Individually, officials signed over to themselves deeds for
state dachas, vehicles, anything under their watch, at
bargain prices, if they paid at all. In the words of one
penetrating analyst, those in power ‘rushed to claim . . .
assets before the bureaucratic doors shut for good’.1 In
fact, the doors to property appropriation and self-
enrichment were only just opening. As the republics cast
aside the Union carcass and a rapid turn to the market
became official policy in Russia, the seizure of the
state-owned wealth of the USSR evolved into frenzy.

Most ordinary people had anticipated the onset of
American-style affluence, combined with European-style
social welfare. After all, these were the rosy images of the
outside world, transmitted by glasnost, which had helped
destroy what was left of their allegiance to socialism. But
instead, the people got an economic involution and mass
impoverishment combined with a headlong expansion of
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precisely what had helped bring down the Soviet Union—
the squalid appropriation of state functions and state
property by Soviet-era elites. Some functionaries ripped
out the phones, carpets, and wood panelling before flee-
ing. But most returned to their old desks, or reshuffled to
new ones, and used their official duties—licensing power,
affixing of state seals, authorizing or blocking invest-
igations—to enrich themselves far more than they could
or would have under Communism. Thus did the lead
Zeppelin of post-Communist euphoria crash and burn,
and the finger pointing begin.

Numerous analysts blamed the supposedly dogmatic
monetarist reforms, which were derided as ‘Thatcherism’
and ‘market Bolshevism’.2 But these critics neglected to
demonstrate that Russia underwent ruthless neo-liberal
reforms. It did not. Nor could it have. The same goes for
pie-in-the-sky alternatives. Critics of Russia’s rhetorical
neo-liberalism failed to specify who was supposed to have
implemented their suggested state-led ‘gradualist’
policies—the millions of officials who had betrayed the
Soviet state and enriched themselves in the bargain? No
Russian leadership, rising to power by virtue of the spiral-
ling collapse of central (Soviet) state institutions, could
have prevented the ensuing total appropriation of bank
accounts and property that the state owned on paper, but
that were in the hands of unrestrained actors. Of course,
members of the Yeltsin inner circle and his appointed
government, unable to halt the mass expropriations, did
not even try to do so. Far from it—top officials pumped
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out decrees and orders that brought them lucre. But so
did their subordinates, and their subordinates’ subor-
dinates, while factory directors reclassified profitable
operations inside ‘their’ factories and pocketed the pro-
ceeds, a legalization and enlargement of long-standing
black-market practices.

The infinite variety of scams that came to the surface
eloquently testified to entrepreneurial skills acquired
from decades of having engaged in ‘extra-plan’ dealings
for both plan fulfilment and personal gain. Now, there was
no plan. And there was no Communist Party discipline to
enforce even a meagre degree of control. There was, how-
ever, a ten-time-zone Russian rust belt, whose combination
of economic deadweight and scavenging opportunities
defined the decade of the 1990s. Nothing revealed the
bankruptcy of the late Soviet Union more than the bank-
ruptcy of post-Soviet Russia. The country’s predicament
was, therefore, not some supposed ‘cultural’ lack or
peculiarity, or an excess of bad foreign advice, or a small
band of thieving ‘oligarchs’.3 It was a problem of institu-
tions, as the story of Russia’s economic ‘reforms’ in this
chapter demonstrates, and as the story of Russia’s mish-
mash political order in the next chapter sums up. The
Soviet collapse continued throughout the 1990s, and
much of what appeared under the guise of reform
involved a cannibalization of the Soviet era.
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The illusions of reform . . .

Yegor Gaidar had an impeccable Soviet pedigree. Grand-
son of perhaps the Soviet Union’s best-loved children’s
writer, son of a top Pravda correspondent, he grew up
abroad in Tito’s Yugoslavia. As a teenager in the late 1960s,
Gaidar claims to have read a 1938 edition of Adam Smith,
Paul Samuelson’s basic economics textbook, and, more
importantly, a Marxist indictment of property monopol-
ization, The New Class, by the former second in command
to Tito, Milovan Djilas. Gaidar also acquired first-hand
experience of Yugoslavia’s touted industrial management
reforms. At university in Moscow in the 1970s, Gaidar
claims he read the copies of John Maynard Keynes, John
Galbraith, and Milton Friedman kept in the library’s
‘secret collection’, as well as Marx. More practically, he
closely studied Hungary’s ‘goulash Communism’, with its
small private sector. By his own telling, Gaidar remained
‘an orthodox Marxist’. But he wondered—like Gorbachev,
whom he had advised on perestroika’s Yugoslav–
Hungarian inspired 1987–8 economic reforms—how to
escape the cul-de-sac whereby state socialism empowered a
sclerotic bureaucracy while ‘market socialism’ proved dif-
ficult to realize in practice. As of November 1991, how-
ever, when Boris Yeltsin tapped the academic to head the
Russian government, all that was moot. ‘We were in a situ-
ation’, Gaidar later admitted, ‘where theory was
powerless’.4

In 1991 the budget deficit would exceed 20 per cent of
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estimated GDP, and 1992 threatened to be worse (it was).
Soviet gold reserves and foreign currency accounts had
disappeared, never to be found. Soviet foreign debt had
ballooned to $56.5 billion, and creditors were demanding
that the successor states assume full responsibility. Only
Russia did so—the price extracted for the Soviet seat on
the UN Security Council—assuming a formidable burden
at a time when the rouble was undergoing steep devalu-
ation.5 Russian industry was in free fall, caught between
plan and market and politically severed from suppliers and
customers in Eastern Europe as well as the other Union
republics. The officially measured economy declined 6 per
cent in 1990 and an annualized 17 per cent through the
first three-quarters of 1991. (In the worst year of the Great
Depression in the US, 1929–30, the drop was 9 per cent.)
Inflation at the end of 1991 was estimated at 250 per
cent—per month. Enterprises refused payments in
roubles, insisting instead on foodstuffs, vodka, or televi-
sions, especially of foreign origin, which could be distrib-
uted to workers in lieu of money wages. Shops were
emptier than at any time since the famine years immedi-
ately after the Second World War. Before Gaidar had lifted
a finger, Russia was utterly broke and in chaos.

He and his team—a mix of arrogant Young Turk
‘economists’, mediocre political operatives from Yeltsin’s
hometown, and old-hand former Soviet ministers—hoped
to impose monetary stabilization through fiscal discipline,
while also crushing the remnants of the planning system
and clearing a path for market behaviour. The Russian
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programme was advertised as ‘shock therapy’, on the
example of 1990 Poland and 1970s Chile, by the Inter-
national Monetary Fund, which was unhurriedly negotiat-
ing a large dollar loan to support Russia’s ‘transition’, and
by a handful of self-promoting foreign advisers. But the
idea of de-statization and painful belt tightening as the
path from socialism to the market derived not from for-
eign models but from Russia’s dire circumstances and
Soviet-era conceptions about the market being the oppos-
ite of the planned economy. Gaidar, in any case, violated
shock therapy, conceding that some prices, such as those
for bread and milk, would remain regulated, to protect
the population. Others in government insisted that liber-
alization of energy and fuel prices be ‘delayed’, to ‘pro-
tect’ Russian industry and enable the country to survive
the winter, and Gaidar acceded to the pressure.

On 2 January 1992 Russia ended most but far from all
Soviet-era administered prices in what was dubbed ‘a sin-
gle leap across the abyss’. Overnight, private trade ceased
to be the crime of ‘speculation’, and the country was soon
transformed into a bustling bazaar of buyers and sellers on
street corners. People who bought what turned out to be
unusable goods had no recourse, but shop queues disap-
peared and the goods famine was overcome. Monetary
stabilization, however, proved elusive. President Yeltsin
toured the country with hundreds of millions of roubles in
cash, which he magnanimously distributed to the folk like
the tsars of old.6 Even worse, the Soviet State Bank was
replaced by fifteen republic Central Banks, but the

survival and cannibalism in the rust belt

120



currency—the rouble—was retained, under the mistaken
view among some Russian officials and the IMF that a
single ‘rouble zone’ would promote economic reintegra-
tion. Only Russia’s Central Bank, having inherited all
Soviet printing presses, could issue paper roubles, but
crazily, all republic banks could issue credits in roubles.
‘In effect,’ wrote one journalist for Rolling Stone, ‘Russia
had fourteen ex-wives, each with a duplicate of the
Kremlin Visa card’.7

Fiscal pressure also emanated from Soviet-era industry.
Inter-enterprise debts soared to 800 billion roubles by
March 1992, and by July reached 3.2 trillion roubles—a
quarter of Russian GDP. It was as if firms were issuing
money (credits) to each other, appropriating the powers
of the central authorities. Gaidar, who had written his
Ph.D. on the benefits expected from granting autonomy
to firms, now watched as autonomous firms awarded
themselves free money. Their unilateral debt expansion,
moreover, became a powerful lobbying tool for extracting
the government subsidies that he had denied them.
Trapped, Gaidar caved in to new outlays, and between July
and September credits to industry blew giant holes in his
tight money policy. Inflation, which, despite the CIS bank-
ing fiasco and Yeltsin’s largesse, had been reduced to
around 7–9 per cent per month in July 1992, jumped
by the autumn to 25 per cent a month. So much for
implementing dogmatic monetarism!

At the same time that Gaidar struggled to impose fiscal
discipline, the entire Soviet epoch, no longer shielded
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by autarky, was being brutally re-evaluated by the world
market. Life savings in roubles that had had a certain
value in the Soviet era were, in the new circumstances,
wiped out. Rouble pensions for millions of people who
had worked all their lives became almost worthless. The
salaries of highly educated professionals—physicians,
scholars—became microscopic. Amid this impoverish-
ment, opponents of ‘reform’ proved far better at framing
public debate than proponents, who exhibited a we-know-
best distain for public explanation and naïvety about the
power of cynical exploitation of public relations. In a great
irony, it was not the Soviet past but ‘reform’ that was com-
pelled to stand trial. And, even before the IMF fiscal stabil-
ization loans came through, belatedly, in July—despite
Russia’s failure to meet the conditions set down—critics
bitter about the fall of the Union accused Washington of a
second ‘global plot’, this one to strangle Russian industry.
Hounded in the press and parliament, Gaidar barely
survived an attempt to sack him in April 1992, but in
December he was forced out.

Some analysts were quick to defend shock therapy,
arguing that it had not been implemented strictly. That
was true. But of what utility was an economic programme
said to work only in pure form when even its advocates
warn of real-world obstacles during implementation? The
theorists, anticipating strikes, called for the introduction
of a social safety net; this was not done, yet there were
few strikes. Instead, the social pressures came from man-
agerial elites. Bosses of the tens of thousands of large
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enterprises built in the Soviet period, explains one Gaidar
associate, ‘possessing material, labour, and financial
resources, and being better organized than anyone else’,
emerged as a dominant political force in policymaking.8

Gaidar had galvanized them, first by setting managers free
from the remaining controls of the planning bureaucracy,
then by seeking to cut them off from state credits. When
they fought back, the would-be shock therapist sought to
co-opt them with inflationary credits, but they turned
against him anyway. After leaving government, Gaidar
admitted having acquired in office ‘an infinitely better
idea of how real power works’.9

The era of ‘radical reform’ was pronounced over.
Russia’s new head of government, the Soviet-era gas
minister Viktor Chernomyrdin, stoked Western doomsday
prophecies by bemoaning the steep decline of industry.
But Chernomyrdin ended up, despite vacillations and
occasional reversals, implementing a more vigorous anti-
inflationary course than Gaidar had. This apparent mys-
tery is readily explained. First, in July 1993, Russia finally
managed to achieve what Gaidar had demanded: it cut the
other former Soviet republics off from issuing rouble
credits, and replaced the Soviet rouble with a new Russian
rouble. Secondly, Chernomyrdin hit a brick wall. Myriad
opponents of shock therapy who claimed that Gaidar
should have tried a gradual reform approach, directing
credits to priority industries, overlooked the fact that
his successor attempted to do just that—and failed.
Chernmyrdin discovered that neither the government nor
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the Central Bank had sufficient authority to enforce
investment priorities at the level of enterprises. He also
came to understand that free-flowing state credits—‘the
opiate of industry’—caused harmful inflation. And so,
with the assistance of the finance minister, the personifica-
tion of the industrial lobbies embraced a policy of tighter
credits and fiscal stabilization.10

Russia achieved a gradual monetary stabilization. Infla-
tion declined from 2,250 per cent in 1992, to 840 per cent
in 1993, to 224 per cent in 1994, and by September 1996
to an annualized rate near zero, thereafter for the most
part remaining low. Just as Gaidar had come to under-
stand basic politics, Chernomyrdin had come to under-
stand basic economics. One of his successors as prime
minister, Yevgeny Primakov (1998–9), using an even more
‘patriotic’ rhetoric about reviving industry, sponsored an
even tighter budget and credit policy. There was little else
that the central government could effectively do.11 For
Russia, which struggled just to gain full control over its
money supply, carrying out comprehensive economic
‘reform’ was an illusion. And therefore, Western advice,
whether misguided or sensible, was largely inconse-
quential. Russia’s was not, and could not have been, an
engineered transition to the market. It was a chaotic,
insider, mass plundering of the Soviet era, with substantial
roots prior to 1991, and ramifications stretching far into
the future.
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 . . . and the realities of marketeering

In the 1970s, the USSR, through oil exports and grain
imports, became more involved in the world economy, but
it still accounted for a minuscule 1.5 per cent of world
trade into the 1980s. Under the planned economy, there
were gaping differentials between domestic fixed prices
and world market prices—oil, for example, was priced
domestically at less than 1 per cent of the world price—
but, since foreign trade in the Soviet Union was a state
monopoly, the windfall revenues went to the state budget.
Already in 1986, however, a number of ministries besides
the Ministry of Foreign Economic Relations had success-
fully lobbied for permission to engage in foreign trade,
and soon this privilege was extended to select enterprises
and even individuals, usually with the proviso that they
would use export revenues to import goods in short
supply.12 Exporters failed to live up to their contracts to
overcome consumer shortages. Instead, they accumulated
fortunes that were hidden abroad by using mechanisms
that the KGB had developed to pay for industrial espion-
age: channelling funds through shell companies as well
as banks in offshore locations. In other words, well before
1991, a pattern had been set.

Russia was even more desperate to overcome still worse
shortages, including those of sugar and soap, and it fur-
ther ‘liberalized’ foreign trade. But domestic energy
prices remained under government fiat. In the summer of
1993 Russian prices for natural gas were still only 10 per
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cent of the world price (rising to 20 per cent by December
1993), while as late as 1994 domestic oil prices were still
less than half world price. This meant, ironically, that,
pursuing trade ‘liberalization’, the Russian government
became even more involved in the intrigue of granting
exclusive export licences. Predictably, the country rarely
saw the promised medicines or children’s clothes. ‘There
were’, Gaidar wrote, ‘always colossal numbers of oppor-
tunists buzzing around the government, proposing what
seemed, at first glance, attractive projects’. He added, pro-
tectively, that his close friend, Russia’s minister of foreign
economic relations, who signed the export licences, ‘had
never held a government post, and the only thing he’d
ever supervised was his own desk’.13 Cluelessness was not
the main problem (and anyway, Gaidar’s team was soon
out). The main problem was that Russian officials used
their positions of public power to pursue their private
interests.14

For official documents, bureaucrats ‘practically have a
price list hanging on the office wall’, in the words of a
Soviet-era convict who was handed assets to form one of
Russia’s biggest ‘banks’.15 Often state officials themselves
set up the private companies. And just try to fight it! Firms
denied export licences simply exported restricted, price-
controlled goods by invoicing them as children’s toys or
teapots and ‘coming to terms’ with customs inspectors.
Goods that Gaidar had crossed off the price-control list
in draft documents reappeared in final versions to be
signed by the president. In 1994 Chernomyrdin ‘limited’

survival and cannibalism in the rust belt

126



price-controlled exports to petroleum products, natural
gas, non-ferrous metals, timber, and fish—commodities
that accounted for 70 per cent of exports. Amid this mar-
keteering, vastly greater sums of capital fled Russia than
the IMF ever loaned to it. Most large-scale exporters vio-
lated Russia’s currency repatriation laws, but more nimble
ones took advantage of the tax treaty that the Soviet Union
had signed with Cyprus—again as a means for the KGB to
channel clandestine funds—which no one had repealed.16

Among the new loopholes created was an ‘offshore’
zone inside Russia, in the North Caucasus republic of
Ingushetia, ostensibly to encourage investment. Com-
panies registered in Ingushetia had to pay ‘fees’ to the
Ingush authorities and their Moscow partners, but then
legally thumbed their noses at Russia’s tax authorities.
Perhaps the biggest con involved the National Sports
Foundation (NSF), set up by President Yeltsin’s tennis
coach for ‘destitute Olympic athletes’ and allowed to
import sports equipment, then alcohol and cigarettes,
duty free. The NSF accounted for 95 per cent of imported
tobacco and spirits, and raked in more than $1.8 billion in
a few years. Athletes saw none of these profits. As other
‘charities’ scrambled to ape the NSF example, the defin-
ition of charity was stretched when the gas monopoly,
formerly run by Prime Minister Chernomyrdin, was
granted tax exemptions worth $4 billion in 1993 alone.
Staggering fortunes were amassed, beginning at the top
and extending down intricate ‘loot chains’ to the lowliest
beneficiaries.
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The lawlessness throughout officialdom was paralleled
by an increase in lawlessness on the streets. In 1994 alone,
more than 600 businessmen, journalists, and politicians
were murdered in bombings and grenade attacks over
‘market share’. In effect, a mega-merger had taken place
among the vast surpluses of Soviet-era ex-convicts, sports-
men, and KGB operatives, who formed extortion rackets
or private security forces—which were often the same
thing.17 But talk of ‘the mafia’ could be confused. Not the
plentiful private criminal groups, but those working for
the state engaged in the greatest extortion. For people in
business, it was well nigh impossible to be honest even if
they wanted to be. Much foreign trade involved not
government-licensed grand larceny or gangland racket-
eering, but un-licensed modest shuttle traders, who trav-
elled abroad by passenger train, bus, private car, even
chartered aeroplane, returning with suitcases of otherwise
unavailable goods, which they resold to eager consumers.
The small-fry entrepreneurs struggled to avoid taxes,
which were confiscatory, and to lessen customs duties by
paying bribes. The more successful their business became,
however, the greater the shakedowns by state officials.

Strictly speaking, this was not corruption, which presup-
poses the prevalence of rule-regulated behaviour, so that
violators are identified and prosecuted. Rather, this was
‘pre-corrupt’, a condition whereby everyone to varying
degrees was a violator, but only the weak were targeted.
Imagine Wall Street—corrupt as it is already—if regulation
were non-existent. Or American business if regulations
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functioned merely as a pretext for the petty to extract
‘fines’ and the powerful to crush competitors and those
without connections. Try starting a business, and compet-
ing against other businesses, without publicly maintained
roads, a government-overseen banking and credit system,
a powerful state agency to curb monopolies, or a well-
policed police force, to say nothing of safety for workers
and protection for consumers against swindles and dis-
eases. Capitalism without government regulation or with
random and manipulated government was not pretty. But,
like insider enrichment and conflation of the public and
the private, it had a long, illustrious history, and it still
predominated across the world. Russia, paradoxically,
needed both far, far deeper economic liberalization, and
much better government regulation.

The ambiguities of property . . .

In addition to Gaidar’s monetary stabilization and price
liberalization, the other lever for achieving the ‘transition’
away from Soviet socialism was privatization. Crafted by a
team under a different Young Turk economics instructor,
Anatoly Chubais, and funded largely by relatively minor
Western grants, Russia’s privatization programme wended
through the full bureaucratic maze for suggestions and
approvals, and then after considerable debate was passed
in general form into law by the Supreme Soviet in mid-
1992. Of course, de facto appropriation of state property
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and asset stripping by factory directors were already very
far advanced. Unable to reverse this mass opportunism of
self-privatization, Chubais schemed to institutionalize
and rationalize it. He also aimed to make regional and
municipal governments self-interested beneficiaries by
‘delegating’ to them something he could not have over-
seen: privatization of hundreds of thousands of small-scale
businesses. Chubais and his handful of associates concen-
trated on a ‘mass’ privatization of large firms—in a land
with more than 15,000 such state enterprises, and without
accumulations of private investor capital.

Between October 1992 and February 1993, a time of
hyperinflation and industrial depression, every man,
woman, and child in Russia, nearly 150 million people,
received a voucher with a nominal value of 10,000 roubles
—first worth $25, soon worth around $2—to be used in
property auctions. In anticipation of public sale, all large
state firms were compelled to become incorporated, but
as open joint-stock companies, to pre-empt the formation
by insiders of collective-farm-style closed partnerships
resistant to economic modernization. Vouchers were
made tradeable, permitting the acquisition of significant
share blocks by ‘outsiders’, in the hope that they would
pressure firms to become viable in market conditions.
Tirelessly working through the myriad technicalities of
history’s largest ever property re-registration and sale, the
Chubais group was guided by political goals: to beat back
anti-private property forces in the parliament and media;
to win over existing stakeholders (the sticky-fingered

survival and cannibalism in the rust belt

130



managers, many of whom opposed legal privatization for
fear they would lose de facto ownership); and to create
millions of new stakeholders in capitalism.

Shrewdly adapted to circumstances, privatization was
also, by design, a mad rush. In the chaos that constituted
the still forming Russian state, Chubais, like Gaidar,
believed that he had a unique chance to knock out Soviet-
era economic structures, and that such an opportunity was
destined not to last.18 The first auction held by the State
Property Committee—of the Bolshevik Biscuit Company
—took place in December 1992, only days before Gaidar’s
government was forced to resign. Chubais survived into
the new Chernomyrdin government, but most of the
implementation of mass privatization was ahead. In 1993,
when one province threatened to prohibit privatization
on its territory, threatening a domino effect, Chubais flew
there, perorated on regional television and at work col-
lectives, and forced the authorities to back down. That
same year the Property Committee’s offices in Moscow
were stormed in a mêlée, but $55 million worth of spent
vouchers, bundled together with unused condoms, went
untouched. The intruders either did not notice the
vouchers, or did not understand their value.19

Foreign consultants on the privatization staff sought a
very high profile, rendering the process vulnerable to
charges of being a ‘Western plot’, but foreign investors
were excluded from the bidding, in a supposed bow to
nationalists who decried the sale of Russia’s ‘patrimony’.
That exclusion robbed Russia of a critical lever for
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assessing, and perhaps raising the worth of, its patrimony.
The AvtoVAZ carmaker, for example, was purchased at
voucher auction for $45 million, whereas in 1991 Fiat had
offered $2 billion—and been turned away. Between 1992
and 1996, according to an investigation of hundreds of
companies, on average factory management admitted
paying about forty times less than their companies were
supposedly worth. The investigators noted that the
voucher value of all Russian industry—including some of
the world’s richest deposits of natural resources—came to
about $12 billion, less than the value at the time of
Anheuser-Busch. Russian state property was given away for
small beer, to make privatization an ‘irreversible’ political
reality.20

Another key aim, precluding a collective-farm-like own-
ership structure geared to blocking outsiders, was mostly
subverted. Offered three models by which to proceed,
almost three-quarters of large firms chose the option
whereby management and workers purchased a 51 per
cent controlling block of their company’s voting equity—a
variant introduced by the parliament, and reluctantly
accepted by Chubais to get the legislation through. True,
the state—meaning federal, provincial, and/or municipal
governments—kept substantial equity stakes in the
economy, and in theory these shares could later be sold
to ‘strategic investors’, who might demand painful
restructuring even if work collectives and managers
resisted. This was, perhaps unavoidably, an ambiguous
outcome: the state was generally not a good owner (hence
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the drive to privatize in the first place), while the main
method of private incorporation (majority employee
ownership) could hinder market-oriented restructuring
that presupposed mass lay-offs. Nonetheless, within just a
few years some 15,000 large and mid-sized enterprises had
been legally registered as ‘privately owned’. In its sweep-
ing scale and haste, the privatization was quintessentially
Russian. But Russia had never had so much private
property in its thousand-year existence.

A second stage of privatization (1995–8), involving
enterprises in ‘strategic’ industries previously excluded,
followed a very different approach. The central govern-
ment, having difficulty collecting taxes and properly man-
aging its finances, was running budget deficits, which
newly established private banks offered to cover with
‘loans’ if, as collateral, the government would put up the
shares it retained in oil, nickel manufacturing, and other
coveted sectors. Only twenty-nine concerns were involved,
but they were lucrative ones. Should the government fail
to repay the loans—a sure bet—the shares would be sold
at auction. Incredibly, Chubais allowed the private lenders
themselves to run the auctions. Preserving the appearance
of competition, the insider banks negotiated a division of
spoils at fire-sale prices. Worse, they paid with capital
acquired from their dubious commercial ‘management’
of government funds, such as federal tax receipts and fed-
eral customs duties, which should have been in govern-
ment accounts. Thus, commercial interests were in effect
‘loaning’ the government its own money, and thereby
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acquiring strategic industries for free. ‘Loans for shares’, a
poorly disguised, cynical ploy to create a top business elite
loyal to the Yeltsin regime (facing re-election), discredited
privatization even among many of its defenders.21

An even deeper problem than the perceived illegitim-
acy of privatization was its frequent irrelevance. By gaining
managerial control over a majority state-owned company,
well-connected types could simply ‘privatize’ cash flow—
that is, outsource the handling of cash receipts for exorbi-
tant fees to private companies they themselves owned.
Another favourite trick was for managers to sell a firm’s
products below wholesale to themselves, in the guise of a
middleman firm, and retail the goods at substantial profit.
Managers at majority private-owned businesses did the
same. Through such flimflam, thousands of Soviet-era
firms were looted independently of their ownership status or
the privatization process. Privatization did little to enable
rank-and-file shareholders to defend their paper property
rights. But larger institutional investors were winning
some property rights battles, and the increasing public
outcries over the need to guarantee property rights testi-
fied not only to the distance Russia still had to go, but also
to how far it had come.

 . . . and the barter of the bankrupt

Privatization was an end in itself but also a means to an
end: economic renewal. Even the foreign consultants who
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trumpeted privatization as a ‘rare success story of Russian
economic reform’ acknowledged that success would
‘ultimately’ be determined by ‘the speed and scope of
restructuring’ of industry, which they admitted had barely
‘begun’.22 A later survey of Russian industry uncovered
little evidence of restructuring, as well as negligible out-
sider influence over firms and substantial passive state
ownership throughout the economy.23 In ‘loans for
shares’, privatized enterprises did get outside manage-
ment, but they received virtually no new investment and
were not significantly restructured (instead, their rev-
enues were siphoned to fund other activities of the new
owners). At the start of the 1990s, two-thirds of the factory
equipment in Russia was judged obsolete, and one scholar,
commenting in 1998, argued that the rate of capital stock
obsolescence had since ‘speeded up dramatically’.24 The
upshot should have been unprecedented plant closure,
even worse than in the Western rust belt back in the 1970s.

Russian GDP, in a mere half decade, did shrink an eye-
popping 50 per cent, according to official measurements.
But Soviet economic output had been wildly over-reported
to ‘meet’ plan targets. In post-Soviet Russia, it was under-
reported to avoid taxes. No one knew the scope of post-
1991 unregistered economic activity, which may have
been equal to half the size, or more, of the measured
economy. Electricity consumption did not decrease nearly
as much as GDP. Unemployment was high (officially 12
per cent, probably closer to 20), but not commensurate
with GDP decline. And employment patterns bespoke a
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surprise. Unlike in the West, where small and medium
business accounted for two-thirds of employment, in
mid-1990s Russia legally registered smaller enterprises
employed no more than a tenth of the workforce.25

Instead, large firms (those with more than 500 workers),
which had accounted for about 83 per cent of production
and employment in 1991, accounted for 78 per cent of
official production and 63 per cent of official employment
in 1996.26 In other words, Russia’s story was not just GDP
decline. It was also the depressingly paltry number (even
taking into account the underground economy) of new
small businesses—whose proliferation in Poland provided
the key to growth—as well as a continued socio-economic
dependence on obsolete industrial giants.

While bureaucratic and credit barriers to opening and
operating small businesses, the country’s potential salva-
tion, were inordinately high, thousands of Soviet-era fac-
tories, whose output was often worth less than the inputs
they used, were somehow surviving. Tricking death, factor-
ies were shipping finished goods to their suppliers and
customers even when not paid for, and their loss-making
suppliers and customers cheerfully reciprocated. Such
direct firm-to-firm dealings, sometimes in complex three-
and four-way barter combinations, had helped Soviet
enterprises illegally meet their plan targets. Now, mutual
payment arrears, along with barter, held menacing market
valuations at bay, and even allowed unprofitable enter-
prises to expand.27 Worse, the circle of exchanging debts
and in-kind payments entrapped potentially profitable
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firms, too. Keeping afloat the incurable had in a sense
bankrupted everyone. Yet consider that almost one half of
Russian towns had only one major industrial firm, and
three-quarters no more than four. Such monopoly
employers, moreover, also owned and often maintained
urban mass transit systems, housing stock, hospitals, and
winter heating systems.

Market logic was further stymied by bankruptcy pro-
ceedings being used for cut-rate hostile takeovers of prof-
itable assets. When not colluding in such scams, regional
governments bestowed various non-monetary subsidies on
inefficient producers, claiming a need to maintain jobs
and services. The federal authorities, too, were subsid-
izers, tolerating the tax arrears of energy supply com-
panies so long as they maintained electricity to non-paying
customers, such as military installations or giant employ-
ers.28 Workers, even when paid only in kind or not at all,
hung on, eating in factory canteens and scavenging fac-
tory tools and materials for their own private economic
activities, as in Soviet times. If they were let go, workers
kept their factory-built Soviet-era apartments, for which
they paid only nominal fees for rent and utilities—any
attempt to remove state budget subsidies for electricity,
heat, and water just led to non-payments. In short, the
Soviet legacy worked as a hindrance to full marketization,
and as a safeguard against utter catastrophe.29

Soviet-era industry still dominated Russian employment,
but major shifts occurred. For one thing, two-thirds of
GDP was now in private hands. For another, the military’s
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share plunged from around 20 per cent (in the mid-
1980s) to under 5 per cent in 1998, while the energy sec-
tor’s share climbed from 11 per cent in 1991 to 32 per
cent by 1998. Russia became an export-dominated econ-
omy, but mostly of raw materials. Domestic oil production
had dropped by half, yet consumption fell, too, enabling
Russia to take advantage of high world oil prices during
much of the decade. Even more crucial for the economy
was the gas industry, which had been a top investment
priority under Brezhnev. Chernomyrdin strengthened the
gas sector’s monopoly structure, while partially privatizing
it with insiders. As a result, Russia’s gas behemoth, despite
utterly dubious tax breaks as well as breathtaking man-
agerial embezzlement, supplied a fifth of federal bud-
get revenues throughout the 1990s.30 In a sense, the
country was still living off its oil and gas—in a continuum
since the 1970s. But, instead of underwriting a global
military superpower, oil and gas financed far more modest
levels of government spending and more immodest
lifestyles of the reshuffled elites.

Oil and gas money also continued to encourage the
delay of painful economic restructuring. Retooling obso-
lete plants costs considerably more than building new
ones. In the former East Germany, factories—unable to
ignore or outfox the market like their Russian
counterparts—were not rebuilt; they were not even torn
down but abandoned as new ones were built nearby,
thanks to colossal capital transfers from a rich, con-
descending Western ‘uncle’. Over the course of the 1990s
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in Russia, total direct foreign investment amounted to just
several billion dollars per year, less than in tiny Hungary
(which if somehow picked up and dropped from above
into Russia could not be found again). No less important,
Russia’s banking system functioned not to make house-
hold savings available for productive investment but, peri-
odically, to wipe savings out, and, with a big invisible hand
from Western banks, to facilitate extensive money laun-
dering and capital flight. Perhaps $150 billion of domestic
capital fled Russia during the 1990s, an amount close to
four times the IMF loans extended as ‘aid’. Another $40
billion in domestic ‘mattress savings’ were also unavailable
for investment.31 The investment dearth was among the
reasons that, even as Russia’s continent of smokestacks
connived to maintain its wasteful, toxic output, it con-
tinued to be cannibalized for short-term gain. Perhaps the
only way to have ‘restructured’ Russia’s rust belt was to
have bombed it from the air.

Many analysts blamed the West, particularly the US,
for not coming up with a Marshall Plan for Russia, but they
were misguided on several counts.32 In the late 1940s,
Marshall money went to European bureaucrats who were
strictly accountable and guided by rules to spend funds on
imports not of consumer goods but of capital goods—a
form of basic industrial policy excluded in the 1990s by
the politically insurmountable American mythology of
stateless markets. Also, the Marshall Plan sustained a West
European recovery already underway. Russia was in a deep
depression—an altogether different prospect. In any case,
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to offer the Russians—which Russians?—anything close to
the investment necessary, the US government, even if it
had miraculously overcome ideological objections, would
have had to explain to American taxpayers how imple-
mentation was going to work, since Russia’s own govern-
ment failed miserably in efforts to direct investment,
especially when compared to its successes in aiding capital
flight. And what of accountability, in a country whose own
Central Bank speculated against the rouble, hid money in
offshore accounts, and spent hard-currency reserves on its
own salaries, perquisites, and bureaucratic aggrandize-
ment? The ‘aid’ (almost exclusively in the form of
loans) that was extended to Russia predictably disap-
peared, leaving behind a mountain of public debt, just as
had happened in Eastern Europe in the 1970s and
1980s, though Western governments later forgave much
of Eastern Europe’s debt.

In any event, all post-Communist countries, whether
subjected to state-led gradualism or elements of shock
therapy, saw GDP fall off a cliff. Ukraine held off price
liberalization and its privatization was less far-reaching
than Russia’s, but its inflation and asset stripping were
arguably worse, despite its free ride from not paying
Russia for gas supplies. Certainly Russian policymakers
can be blamed for not seeking to end the rouble zone
immediately, for not removing controls on energy prices,
and for trying to build political support with free state
credits to industry. Certainly faking auctions to hand
insiders strategic industries, just like facilitating foreign
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trade scams and using the gas industry as a private reserve,
was unpardonable. But the underlying cause of Russia’s
difficulties was not policy. Rather, the fundamental factor
was the Soviet bequeathal, one side of which was a socio-
economic landscape dominated by white elephants that
consumed labour, energy, and raw materials with little
regard for costs or output quality.33 The other side,
remarkably, was even more ruinous: unfettered state
officials whose larceny helped cashier the Soviet system,
and whose bloated ranks swelled with many grasping
newcomers.
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6

Democracy without liberalism?

Just as you cannot have capitalism where everything
is planned, so you cannot have capitalism where
everything is for sale, not at least if the saleable items
include employees at the public registry of titles and
deeds. Markets presuppose a competent and honest
bureaucracy . . . [And] the idea that autonomous
individuals can enjoy their private liberties if they are
simply left unpestered by the public power dissolves
before the disturbing realities of the new Russia.

(Stephen Holmes, American political
philosopher, 1997)

All my telephones were tapped. And I’m sure, not
just the telephones.

(Vyacheslav Kostikov, President Boris Yeltsin’s
loyal press secretary, 1997)

Well before Gorbachev came to power, it was evident that
among Communism’s greatest failures was its inability to
control Communists. But who would have guessed that,
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after the elimination of the party from the state adminis-
tration and well-intentioned democratic reforms, official-
dom would become far more shameless under Yeltsin than
it had been even under Brezhnev? Russia popularly
elected and revamped its legislature, and popularly
elected its president, even before the dissolution of the
Union. But the country did not manage to cut back the
number, or transform the behaviour, of the hordes of
executive branch officials it inherited. Nor did it manage
completely to overhaul the Soviet-era legal machinery, the
Procuracy and the KGB, and sufficiently bolster the very
weak Soviet-era judiciary. Democracy came to Russia atop
the debris of the Soviet Union’s expressly anti-liberal state,
the institutional twin of the industrial planned economy.

Historically, liberalism—a legal order geared to the
defence of private property and the civic rights of those
recognized as citizens—combined the proclamation of
universal principles with slavery or colonialism, and only
very belatedly, after considerable struggle, extended legal
protections, the right to form associations, and the fran-
chise to all male inhabitants, and finally to women. But
despite its glaring exclusions and deep flaws, liberalism, as
Alexis de Tocqueville might have noted, is more funda-
mental to successful state building than democracy.
Democratically elected office-holders, in multiparty sys-
tems, often behave like dictators unless they are con-
strained by a liberal order, meaning the rule of law. A
liberal order involves a powerful parliament controlling
the purse and issuing a steady stream of well-written laws,
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an authoritative judiciary to interpret and rule on the par-
liament’s laws, and generally consistent implementation
of laws and rules by a highly professional civil service, all
of which allows for the influence of civic organizations to
be felt. To put the matter another way, liberalism entails
not freedom from government but constant, rigorous
officiating of the private sphere and of the very public
authority responsible for regulation. In short, liberalism
—as is evident from its absence—means not just represen-
tative government but effective government, a geopolitical
imperative for prosperity in the hierarchical world
economy.

The Soviet system had served as a powerful shield
against the dictates of the world economy. But that isol-
ation could not have been maintained forever, and when it
ended, its consequences proved especially disastrous. Fur-
thermore, because the Soviet dictatorship had been dis-
tinguished by complete state ownership of property, the
USSR, unlike even authoritarian inflections of historical
liberalism, had had no corpus of laws for, or experience in,
adjudicating legal private interactions among self-directed
actors. True, the Soviet state had a huge body of laws, a
court system, and legal experts, some of whom offered
recourse to individuals wronged by state authorities. But
innumerable executive decrees, many of them secret,
asserted precedence over laws, and the executive power, if
it so desired, could trump any court or legal decision, just
as the executive commanded the legislature. The Soviet
Union was governed by men, not laws. That was the very
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reason the Soviet executive power had an extremely
difficult time governing itself.

Privatization in Russia was supposed to create a dynamic
society and reduce the inordinate number and power of
state officials. But it was precisely the members of Russia’s
arbitrary, unencumbered executive branch, at all levels,
who assumed responsibility for history’s most extensive
privatization (which as of 2001 still had a considerable way
to go), and over other key economic nodal points. Far
from being snapped, the nexus between holding execu-
tive office and exercising control over property and
resources was in some ways fortified. This circumstance
enabled the executive power to eclipse legislatures, des-
pite the latter’s formal budgetary responsibilities, and it
reduced Russian politics to a scrum to acquire and benefit
from executive office, irrespective of ideological tilting.
As individuals elected or appointed to positions of
state authority pursued private gain to a greater degree,
the commitment to the public good that had existed in
the Soviet Union—for health care, education, children’s
summer camps—eroded much more deeply, demoral-
izing rather than empowering society.

This intensified privatization of public office and neg-
lect of the public interest, both cause and effect of the
Soviet collapse, were accompanied by a transience of for-
mal organizations. From the late 1980s, a new political
‘movement’ was announced almost every week. By the end
of the 1990s, Russia had nearly 100 registered ‘political
parties’, but only one that was a real organization and
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countrywide—the relic Communists. Russia also had
nearly a quarter of a million legally registered NGOs (until
a forced ‘re-registration’ reduced the number to around
100,000, still a hefty total). Yet, despite all the babble,
dating back to the Gorbachev reforms, about the growth
of ‘civil society’, none of Russia’s NGOs came remotely
close to matching the robustness and influence of the
state-sponsored associations of the Communist period.
Without empowering roots in society, state power was
weak and it was unconstrained—except for the executive
branch’s own convoluted structures and officialdom’s self-
serving behaviour, both of which proved inimical not just
to the tasks of facilitating a liberal, market society, but also
to the aspirations of any would-be authoritarian ruler,
whether Boris Yeltsin or his elected successor, Vladimir
Putin.

Most Russia watchers were transfixed by Yeltsin’s per-
sonal failings (he did finally apologize upon resigning
slightly ahead of term), the chicanery of the ‘oligarchs’ (a
misnomer for publicity-craving goniffs), hideous as well as
pseudo nationalists (who also attracted broad media
attention despite their lack of effective organizations), the
supposed recalcitrance of the supposedly Communist-
dominated legislature (which assiduously protected its
perquisites by voting for initiatives of the Kremlin), and
the ascent to power of former KGB agent Putin (a pragma-
tist uncertainly pursuing order amid chaos). Remarkably,
analysts paid almost no attention to what really counted—
the multiple institutions and mundane workings of the
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executive branch—even as these analysts looked to the
executive branch to solve Russia’s problems. Here was the
fundamental quandary of successful ‘reform’, meaning
something approaching a liberal order: how was the inco-
herent Russian state going to solve the country’s problems
when the state was the main problem?

Lame presidentialism

Think back to the spring and summer of 1989, a time
when the first legislature worthy of that name came into
being in the Soviet Union. It was an awkward two-tiered
structure comprising a Congress of Peoples’ Deputies—a
kind of permanent Constitutional Convention—and a
smaller ‘working parliament’, the Supreme Soviet, selec-
ted from the Congress. Importantly, the nomination made
by the Congress’s chairman (Gorbachev) for the post of
prime minister was subject to a confirmation vote, after
which he submitted nominees for other government posts
to the deputies. Even the heads of the defence ministry
and KGB, Yazov and Kryuchkov, had to appear and answer
questions as part of the confirmation process. The two
future putschists were confirmed, but some nominated
ministers were rejected, and confirmed ministers could be
called back any time to submit reports and answer ques-
tions. Lawmakers also formed committees that investi-
gated the use of force on Soviet territory by the executive
branch. Gorbachev’s call for a law-based state—pravovoe
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gosudarstvo, akin to the continental notion of a
Rechtsstaat—began to resonate.

But, having sidelined the Communist Party and trans-
formed the parliament, Gorbachev found himself with
only indirect levers over the Soviet legislature and the
government. In March 1990, when he created a Soviet
presidency, supposedly adapting the French hybrid
presidential–parliamentary system, the government began
to report to both the president and the legislature, but the
legislature granted the president extraordinary powers,
such as the right to issue decrees with the force of law and
to impose martial law. Still not content, Gorbachev
remade the government (council of ministers), this time
supposedly on the US model, into a cabinet directly sub-
ordinated to the presidency. But then, in February–March
1991, he evicted the cabinet from the Kremlin to make
way for his own presidential staff, whose departments were
made to parallel the government ministries. In other
words, the structure of the Soviet presidency—redun-
dancy to the executive branch—reproduced that of the
Central Committee apparat, which Gorbachev had only
recently subverted.

Draining the CC apparat of its best functionaries, the
Soviet presidential staff grew quickly.1 But the president’s
ability to enforce decrees, and penalize non-compliance
by the central and regional bureaucracy, remained elu-
sive. Gorbachev had recreated the formal position of the
general secretary in the presidency, but he had no substi-
tutes for the bygone cult of the office of general secretary,
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the lost presence of Communist Party organizations
throughout all institutions, or the cohesion once provided
by Communist ideology and party ‘discipline’. (Vertical
subordination was further undermined by the expropri-
ations of state property, the assertiveness of republic legis-
latures, and the creation of republic presidencies.) The
Soviet state acquired a presidency suspended in the air, a
government made redundant by the presidency, and
members of a Soviet parliament expressing frustration at
their decreasing ability to direct the president or the gov-
ernment. Following the failed August 1991 putsch by the
marginalized cabinet, President Gorbachev dismissed his
government and abolished the Supreme Soviet. Soon, of
course, he, too, was gone.

Far from avoiding such self-defeating institutional
arrangements, the Russian leadership under Yeltsin—
obsessed with Gorbachev—copied them. First, Russia imi-
tated the cumbersome model of a Congress of People’s
Deputies and separate working parliament (Supreme
Soviet), the only one of the fifteen Union republics to do
so. Then, Russia imitated the general-secretary-like presi-
dency. But, whereas the Soviet legislature had acquiesced
in the aggrandizement of the Soviet presidency, the
Russian legislature, skilfully dominated by Yeltsin’s hand-
picked replacement as chairman, Ruslan Khasbulatov, dug
in its heels. A twenty-month tug of war ensued, which
seemed to turn on political programmes, since the presi-
dent backed market liberalization, while the Supreme
Soviet passed laws to increase industrial subsidies and
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pensions (without specifying how such measures would be
financed, and having overwhelmingly endorsed shock
therapy a few months before). The conflict also seemed to
pivot on principle, since Yeltsin talked of overriding the
Soviet-era Constitution still in force, while the parliament
talked of defending it (though members did not hesitate
to stockpile weapons). At bottom, the two sides were
pursuing parallel quests for absolute supremacy.2

Amendments to Russia’s Constitution confirmed the
president as ‘the highest official’ (article 121) but desig-
nated the Congress as ‘the highest organ of state power’
(article 104).3 Further ambiguity arose because the
Russian Supreme Soviet—just like the direct democracy
of Jacobin clubs, from which soviets (councils) were
descended—incorporated both legislative and executive
functions, while the Russian president enjoyed extra-
parliamentary powers to issue decrees with the force of
law, powers that after one year the parliament refused to
renew. To break a stand-off that included impeachment
efforts by the parliament and a March 1993 referendum
won by the president—58 per cent expressed confidence
in the president and 53 per cent in the painful eco-
nomic reforms—Yeltsin issued an illegal decree in mid-
September 1993 disbanding the two-tiered legislature,
and calling for new elections as well as a referendum on
a new Constitution. The leadership of parliament and
their paramilitary supporters countered with an armed
uprising, which ended in the presidential bombing and
storming of the parliament building.4 When the smoke
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cleared, the institutional settlements, like the clash itself,
evoked Soviet and even tsarist legacies.

Yeltsin unilaterally promulgated a new ‘presidential’
Constitution, which was passed in a plebiscite. (When the
preliminary voting results were reported to the president,
he took a pen and raised the ‘yes’ vote from around 50 per
cent to near 60 per cent.5) His Constitution re-established,
but modified, the legislature, which now comprised a
popularly elected lower house—the State Duma (a name
from the tsarist period)—and an appointed upper house
filled by regional officials from both the executive and the
legislative branches—the Federation Council (a name
evoking the Soviet era). But some ministers were no
longer subjected to confirmation votes, and even the leg-
islature’s ability to confirm the prime minister was
restricted by the fact that the president, like the tsar, could
resubmit rejected candidates and, following three votes
against confirmation, simply dismiss parliament. The
Constitution also granted the Russian president, like the
tsars and the politburo, permanent and nearly
unrestricted power to issues decrees with the force of
law—appropriating a prerogative of the legislature. For
the executive branch, the president could issue binding
orders, yet he also chastised the ministers (usually in front
of television cameras), as if he were not responsible for his
government’s policies.

These arrangements were said to have been modelled
on the French presidential–parliamentary hybrid, an
outgrowth of France’s monarchical traditions, but the
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Russian president’s formal powers far exceeded those of
his French counterpart. Also unlike the French example,
neither the Russian president nor the government he
appointed had any moorings in parliamentary majorities.6

Only one Russian prime minister, Yevgeny Primakov
(September 1998–May 1999), forged a kind of coalition
government—by voluntarily taking Duma deputies as
ministers—but, after having mysteriously sought to do
next to nothing, one day Primakov was summarily dis-
missed. (During two terms, Yeltsin sacked five prime min-
isters, around forty first deputy prime ministers, and more
than 170 ministers overall.) Further unlike France, the
Russian Constitution codified the practice whereby the
‘force ministries’ (the army, police, and renamed KGB) as
well as the foreign ministry reported not to the prime
minister, but to the president—as in Soviet times to the
general secretary, and before that, to the tsar.

In a further reflection of autocratic traditions, Russia’s
presidency commanded a formidable bureaucracy of its
own, whose departments paralleled and to an extent con-
trolled the government ministries—just like the depart-
ments of Gorbachev’s short-lived Soviet presidency had,
and, before that, those of the CC apparat had. Appropriat-
ing the very premises of the old CC apparat, Yeltsin’s
Presidential Administration grew to have even more staff,
spilling over into the Kremlin.7 And in a new Property
Office of the Presidential Administration, the Russian
presidency acquired a financial base independent of the
state budget that was even more phenomenal than those
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enjoyed by the tsars or the politburo. Amalgamating the
three former property offices of the Central Committee,
the Soviet Council of Ministers, and the Supreme Soviet
legislature, Yeltsin’s Presidential Property Office also
expropriated or established more than 200 private busi-
nesses, from tourism and newspaper presses to construc-
tion and mineral extraction, with more than 100,000 total
employees. It was the presidency, rather than the govern-
ment or the legislature, that became the owner of Russian
property abroad as well as of the Kremlin itself, Soviet-era
elite hospitals, state-awarded vehicles, countless elite
apartments, and the thousands of state dachas in or near
Moscow, including those that were awarded to, or taken
from, members of the legislature.

And yet, despite resources ‘staggering in their scale and
perplexity’,8 in the words of one scholar, the Russian
president’s effective power, like Gorbachev’s, turned out
to be highly circumscribed. Part of the reason was leader-
ship, or the lack thereof. Yeltsin valued surprise over strat-
egy in decision making, and suffered from severe mood
swings and health problems, disappearing for long
stretches without explanation. His presidency came to
recall the latter years of Brezhnev’s reign, when ‘court’
favourites enjoyed wide latitude because of the incapacita-
tion of the ‘tsar’.9 But Yeltsin’s enfeeblement was more
than just a matter of poor health or personal quirks. It
derived from the enigmatic political system. Defined as
‘the guarantor of the constitution’ (article 80), Russia’s
president did not govern; he was, like the tsar, a separate
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branch of government unto himself, the ‘ruler’ of those
who governed. With the government detached from
parliament and dependent on presidential whim, the
duplicative Presidential Administration turned out to be
less effective than even the CC apparat had been in over-
coming the disconnected departmentalism of Russia’s
nearly 100 federal ministries and executive agencies.

Eighty-nine fiefs

As a part of the Union, Russia had been tied together by
the centralized rule of the party and by the warring
Moscow ministries that owned the major physical assets
in localities. The sudden end of party rule and planned
economy meant the onset, willy-nilly, of new centre–peri-
phery relations. That prospect was further complicated by
the same structural legacy that, as a result of Gorbachev’s
actions (and inactions), had made the Union vulnerable
to separatism. The Russian republic, too, was a federation
comprising, among its eighty-nine subunits, thirty-two
nationally designated territories—either national repub-
lics or the lesser-status national districts. Several of Russia’s
national districts unilaterally raised themselves to the
higher form, but only five of what came to be twenty-one
national republics inside Russia had a majority of the
titular nationality.10 The country’s population, over four-
fifths Russian, was more ethnically homogenous than that
of Spain or the UK. Russia’s regional politics were shaped
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not by broad-based national movements, but by the formal
existence of internal nation-state structures for largely
unconcentrated minorities. By contrast, no ‘autonomous
republic’ existed for the huge Russian populations
concentrated in regions of Ukraine or Kazakhstan.

Watching the Union republics, including Russia, con-
duct insurgencies against Moscow, Russia’s national and
even non-national subunits began to assert the priority of
their laws over federal ones. One republic in the Russian
Federation, Chechnya, did more—it declared independ-
ence. In late 1991, Yeltsin decreed a state of emergency in
Chechnya, but then immediately rescinded his order.
Over the next several years, neither side displayed much
wisdom or commitment to negotiations. Chechen gang-
sters—connected to Russian criminal groupings—en-
gaged in local oil siphoning and hostage taking as well as
international narcotics and weapons smuggling. Moscow
conducted covert operations to destabilize the Chechen
regime, with mixed results. In December 1994, the
Russian army launched a frontal assault, despite a warning
by the General Staff that a ‘small victorious war’, along the
lines of the recent US intervention in Haiti, was impos-
sible in Chechnya.11 By mid-1996, after a brutal, disorgan-
ized military fiasco, Moscow sued for peace, leaving the
status of Chechnya unresolved and ceding a free hand
to the Chechen warlords. Neither Russian nor Chechen
sovereignty offered much to the civilian population.

For all the drama of the Chechen War, which resumed
in 1999, separatism was not the main challenge bedevil-
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ling Russia’s federation.12 Only one other republic,
Tatarstan, also declared independence, but in February
1994—ten months before the onset of the Chechen
War—the Tatar leadership signed a bilateral deal with
Moscow renouncing its declaration in exchange for far-
reaching autonomy and budgetary concessions from
Moscow. Sakha (Yakutia), which had not pushed for
independence, received much the same. Like Tatarstan,
Sakha affirmed itself as part of Russia and achieved
increased control over valuable resources on its territory,
and its elites used these resources to consolidate their
rule. Indeed, in all of Russia’s internal republics, ‘presi-
dential’ systems were created, so that Russia soon had
twenty-one presidents, in addition to the federal presi-
dent, and twenty-one extra presidential administrations
(which were redundant to the government ‘ministries’ of
the internal republics). Simultaneously, gubernatorial
and mayoral bureaucracies expanded in Russia’s fifty-
seven non-ethnic provinces and federal cities.

Everywhere, an executive-branch aggrandizement took
place, irrespective of whether regions were ruled by
‘democrats’ or Communists. In Krasnodar province, for
example, old party elites lost scarcely a step after 1991 as a
national-populist rose to power locally and maintained his
position by doling out goodies and patronage. Tomsk
province was convulsed by a strong democratic movement
centred on the regional legislature, yet by 1994 pluralist
politics had faded and the executive ran roughshod over
the legislature. A similarly high-handed executive formed
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in Perm province, but they skipped the interlude of
democratic movements and went directly to dividing the
spoils of office. For Krasnodar, Perm, and even ‘demo-
cratic’ Tomsk, one scholar has persuasively argued, ‘the re-
establishment of executive dominance can be attributed
to the continuation of old practices by incumbent politi-
cians, by the weakness of the democratic opposition, or by
presidential moves against [the federal legislature]’.13 But
in St Petersburg, ‘democrats’ dominated both the execu-
tive and the legislature. Yet the St Petersburg regional
legislature never managed to operate effectively as
policymaker.

That ‘democratic’ St Petersburg came to resemble
‘Communist’ Krasnodar suggested systemic factors at
work. Across the country, one could trace a movement
over the years 1989–94 of officials from high Communist
Party posts first to elected regional soviets, then to the new
regional executive bodies, which appropriated the local
Soviet-era Communist Party headquarters sporting the
best offices and communication equipment. This national
trend could not be explained by the usual invocation
of the baneful influence of Moscow’s ‘robber barons’. Nor
could primary blame fall to the Kremlin, since the Kremlin
was preoccupied with carrying out its own executive-
branch aggrandizement at the federal level (as was Mos-
cow’s city government). Rather, the triumph of an
executive-dominated, winner-take-all spoils system was
rooted in the executive branch’s manipulation of property,
which was transferred to insiders connected to the execu-
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tive or to members of the executive themselves. Regional
legislatures busied themselves with acquiring ‘their share’
of the goodies distributed by the local executive.

What followed upon the loss of Communist Party and
planned economy centralism was not so much ‘decentral-
ization’, as many commentators suggested, as the forma-
tion of eighty-nine largely disconnected fiefs. Moscow’s
relations with the regions were semi-regulated by compli-
cated budgetary politics and bilateral ‘treaties’, many of
which, like local laws, contradicted the Federal Constitu-
tion. Branches of federal agencies—police, customs, tax
collection—were dependent on regional bosses for offices,
heat, salary supplements, and housing. Of course, reg-
ional barons and republic presidents did not completely
control local property. But they used their office to confis-
cate revenue-generating businesses, subsidize friendly
media, and choke off hostile media. Compelled to submit
to elections, regional executives, especially in Russia’s
national republics, wielded powers over candidate regis-
tration, budget funds, and other means to block potential
opponents. Many still lost re-election bids, but their
successors often continued the flouting of federal laws.
Kremlin pressure, and threats by President Putin to try to
return the country to a system of centrally appointed
regional leaders, did curb some of the most outlandish
behaviour. But the Russian Federation—a product of the
Soviet era, the Union’s dissolution, and improvised
bargaining—stood some way from becoming a functioning
federation.
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Towards the rule of law?

Alone among the Union republics, Russia did not have its
own KGB—until May 1991, when one was established and
given a handful of offices inside USSR KGB headquarters.
After the August 1991 putsch, Yeltsin forced Gorbachev to
appoint a person who would dismantle the Soviet KGB,
but he simultaneously named a conservative career police
official to run the incipient Russian KGB (which, though
subdivided into foreign and domestic intelligence and
variously renamed, was still colloquially known by its
infamous Soviet-era acronym). At the time the Union was
dissolved, the Russian KGB had grown by annexation
from twenty-three officers to 20,000. Soon, it would
expand to more than 100,000 and appropriate the
USSR KGB’s wealth of office buildings and other installa-
tions. This survival of the domestic arm of the KGB testi-
fied to Yeltsin’s opportunism and political weakness: he
had a mere dozen or so loyal clients, many from outside
Moscow and thus lacking roots in the capital’s deeply
rooted, expansive patronage groups. It also testified to the
undertow exerted by institutional legacies, and to the
sheer number of Soviet state personnel that Russia
inherited.

For the post-Soviet KGB, which still occupied the same
armada of buildings in historic central Moscow, there
were no more ideological nonconformists to persecute.
Catching foreign spies was complicated by the fact that so
many former and present KGB operatives were privately
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selling classified information, not all of it bogus. Anti-
terrorist (and terrorist) operations claimed substantial
man hours, but so did clandestine surveillance on the
state elite, and the compilation of damaging dossiers on
businessmen and politicians for cash. To spy on his staff
and government, the Russian president formed his own
mini-KGB, the Presidential Security Service (PSS), out of
the former KGB directorate that had both protected and
kept tabs on the Soviet elite.14 The PSS also established a
private firm, which specialized in the blackmail of the
president’s enemies and the assistance of court favourites.
Yeltsin disbanded a rival ‘parliamentary guard’ that had
been set up by a former first deputy chief of the USSR
KGB, Filipp Bobkov, for Khasbulatov. But Bobkov then
took numerous KGB operatives with him to a private
media and financial company, MOST, which in effect
acquired its own private KGB.15 The gas monopoly,
too, formed its own private KGB, as did many avowedly
criminal groups.

Most KGB agents in private employ were either moon-
lighters who retained their state posts or those who had
left the agency yet remained in the ‘active reserves’. What-
ever the case, the fragmented organization’s mystique and
discipline were gone. What endured were many notorious
practices, which—like other state ‘services’—had become
available to the highest bidder. Supposed transcripts of
eavesdropped conversations among the high and mighty
became a staple of Russian politics, yet these proved
useful primarily for boosting newspaper circulation and
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TV ratings. For attacking rival businessmen and politi-
cians, a far more effective tool—also available for private
hire and susceptible to political manipulation—was the
new 40,000-strong tax police, whose power flowed from
the rich ambiguities of Russia’s prolific tax regulations
and the lethal rates. Another handy weapon in political
and commercial warfare turned out to be the state pro-
curators and courts staffed by judges who, like the KGB
operatives, were inherited from the Soviet Union.

No aspect of Russia’s transformation was more over-
looked or more important than legal reforms. Back in
1989, the ‘Principles of the Law on Court Organization’
passed by the USSR Supreme Soviet had established the
presumption of innocence, a defendant’s right to an
attorney to combat coercion during confessions, and the
introduction of jury trials to force prosecutors to prove
accusations. But the Soviet Ministry of Justice, which con-
trolled judges’ wages and court budgets, aggressively sub-
verted plans for the bureaucratic independence of the
judiciary. So did the Soviet Procuracy, which was signifi-
cantly larger and better financed than the court system,
and had no parallel in a liberal order. Performing the
functions of a public prosecutor, a procurator also had
responsibility for ‘overseeing legality’, which meant the
operation of the courts and state administration. The
Procuracy, still lodged in its Soviet-era edifice, did little to
ensure that the higher-ups in the executive branch
behaved legally, yet it doggedly fought elimination of its
power to supervise the courts.
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Even before the end of the Union, Russia’s Supreme
Soviet adopted a ‘Concept of Judicial Reform’, outlining
how Russian law and practice could be brought into line
with international norms. The ‘Concept’ proposed estab-
lishing judicial control over the police, investigators, and
procurator, institutionalizing the presumption of inno-
cence as well as the right against self-incrimination, elim-
inating the accusatory functions of judges, and having trial
by jury. A July 1993 ‘Law on Court Organization’ enacted
some of these goals, such as reviving jury trials
(reintroduced, experimentally, in nine of Russia’s eighty-
nine regions). In addition, the 1993 Constitution reduced
the scope of the Procuracy’s jurisdiction, though, in a
1995 ‘Law on the Procuracy’, the agency reacquired
broad oversight powers over state administration. Also,
whatever the law, many procurators simply skipped trials,
leaving judges to interrogate defendants rather than act as
neutral arbiters. Procurators even more than judges
continued to wield vast formal powers on legal matters,
though both groups were subjected to political pres-
sure and, given their minuscule salaries, to financial
inducement.16

A minority of high-level legal officials, guided by the
view that Russia constituted a part of Europe, continued
to provide impetus for legal reform—as had happened
throughout modern Russian history. They struggled to
have Russia’s court system meet the new demands of a
private-property, Constitutional order. The Soviet-era
Supreme Court retained general jurisdiction over the law,
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and higher courts continued a trend to show little defer-
ence to lower courts, issuing reversals even on findings of
fact.17 But the Soviet system for settling commercial dis-
putes, state arbitrage (an underused administrative
agency), was remade into arbitrage courts, and, in
another innovation, a Constitutional Court was estab-
lished (it was suspended by President Yeltsin in 1993–4,
and, when revived, its powers were curtailed, but it groped
its way towards issuing authoritative opinions on the
country’s Basic Law18 ). The formation of this tripartite
judicial system was accompanied by a plethora of new
laws, and an increase in the number of legal professionals,
though these remained relatively few, to say nothing of
their quality. For example, the position of ‘people’s
assessors’—non-professionals who had ruled alongside
judges in the Soviet period—was eliminated, yet many
were drafted to serve as judges. Over the 1990s, Russia’s
feeble population of judges nearly tripled from 6,000 to
around 17,000—giving the country still only one judge for
every seven or so KGB operatives.

Court funding, lacking a separate line item in the
federal budget, was haphazard and severely inadequate.
Judges, like most other federal officials (except the KGB),
became dependent on regional executives for housing,
heat, and everything else. The 1993 ‘presidential’ Consti-
tution afforded the president the power to nominate
judges for the high courts, and to appoint judges to all
federal courts, but the term ‘federal’ was not defined;
Boris Yeltsin took it to mean all courts in the Russian
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Federation, but many regional leaders appointed local
judges and even unilaterally restructured the judiciary on
their territory. Plans to create inter-regional federal courts
went unrealized. All of this reinforced the conspicuous
disunity of the Russian Federation’s legal space. Even
Constitutional Court decisions could not be easily
enforced outside Moscow—or inside, for that matter.
Implementation of judicial decisions was a general prob-
lem, while decrees on combating organized crime granted
security officials extraordinary powers of search and seiz-
ure that partially undermined the trend towards the pro-
tection of suspects’ rights. Even many well-intentioned
laws were very poorly written.

Inheriting Soviet institutional structures, and confront-
ing difficult real-world challenges, Russian legal reform
faced an uphill climb. The country experienced a great
expansion of judicial jurisdiction, averaging in the mid-
and late 1990s more than five million civil cases and well
over one million criminal cases per year, yet many
wronged parties sought redress not in the courts, where
attorneys were necessary (and costly), but through free
petitions to the local procurator, as in Soviet times, or
through political connections. The ‘demand’ for law did
not immediately follow upon its supply.19 And yet, the
greater role played by bribes, even the violent attacks on
judges and court premises, perversely demonstrated the
increasing importance of Russia’s resource-poor, be-
leaguered legal machinery. Rather than functioning as a
set of universally applicable and consistently enforced
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rules, the law in Russia remained a source of unpredict-
ability, but further efforts at legal reforms were likely,
driven partly by shifting business interests, and partly by a
spreading practical desire to become competitive in the
world economy.

Institutional kasha

Proponents of ‘reform’ inside and outside Russia, using
self-serving categories such as ‘democrat’ (for themselves)
and ‘Communist’ (for their enemies), obscured the fun-
damental issue of what happened to the remnants of the
Soviet state. There was no mass emigration, no demolition
of state office buildings—on the contrary, they were all
packed to the hilt, and many underwent extension. Gran-
diose numbers of state personnel as well as long-
established practices, even many entire agencies, endured
the break-up. And, just as the nature of the collapse pro-
foundly shaped the entire post-Soviet environment, so
Soviet-era institutions and officials, as formidable ‘facts on
the ground’, exerted immense influence on the scope and
pace of any directed change. Of course, multiple new
institutions were created. But, even when staffed by people
with little or no experience in the Communist Party
apparat or Soviet state, the new executive institutions bore
the unmistakable stamp of the Soviet epoch, and even of
the tsarist period.

Critics of ‘reform’ were right: Russia possessed its own
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traditions. But their refrain that, by following the West’s
prescriptions Russia had ruined itself, mistook reformist
rhetoric for institutional realities.20 The critics, insisting
that Russia should follow its own ‘path’, seem not to have
noticed that, for the most part, Russia did just that. Critics
also failed to make plain that, in an unsentimental world
consisting of powerful countries with liberal systems, their
‘defence’ of Russia’s institutional traditions condemned
Russia’s people to fall well short of their aspirations for
prosperity. All cultures, not just Russia, are unique.
Institutions differ markedly just within the G-7. But either
a country has some form of an effective regulatory civil
service, or it does not. Either a country has some version of
a strong judiciary to enforce the rule of law, property
rights, and the accountability of officials, or it does not.
Either a country has a reliable banking system to make
affordable credit available, or it does not. Russia did not.
And the international power hierarchy (known as the
world economy), making no allowances for culture, pun-
ished Russia for lacking efficacious variants of such institu-
tions. Russia’s entire economy ($350 billion) was valued at
little more than total US health care fraud.

Russia’s institutional landscape defied simple character-
ization. Democratic but not liberal, it had a constitution-
ally all-powerful president with limited effective power.
Indeed Russia had more than twenty presidents. It had a
boisterous parliament that often rhetorically pined for the
days of Communism even though the Communist-era par-
liament had been a neutered lap dog. It had a federation
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without federal buildings in its regions and with regional
executives sitting in the upper house of its Federal legis-
lature (until they were kicked out in 2000 by Putin and the
lower house). It had a grossly oversized KGB and a grossly
undersized judicial system. It had a maze of laws that were
not enforced and lacked some of the most elementary laws
necessary for its new conditions. Its elites were under con-
stant, illegal surveillance and only became more and more
brazen. Its university law faculties became some of the
most sought after in admissions, requiring—for those not
gifted enough to pass on merit—among the highest illegal
under-the-table payments. Its most corrupt politicians
were among the loudest campaigners against corruption,
while the constant decrying of corruption helped encour-
age the phenomenon, convincing officials that bribe
taking was so ubiquitous there was no point in resisting.

Nowhere were the paradoxes of post-Soviet Russia more
evident than in its media. Russia boasted very lively, pro-
fessional media. Yet much of what appeared as ‘news’ in
Russian media was paid for outright, infomercials camou-
flaged as reporting. Such cosiness might bring to mind
American media dedicated to the entertainment industry,
but, in Russia, commercial and political interests were able
to purchase news column inches or news airtime to pro-
mote themselves and attack their enemies, with no
acknowledgement of their sponsorship, in the same media
that deftly and courageously exposed lies in government
reports on the Chechen War, and financial scams tied
to the politically powerful. Equally striking, the main
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‘private’ television station, NTV, one of the country’s
foremost champions of a liberal, market order, took out
loans for hundreds of millions of dollars and simply did
not pay them back. When a complex combination of the
gas monopoly and Putin’s Kremlin forcibly pressed to
have the loans paid, they seemed to be trying to eliminate
one of their chief critics, rather than upholding the sanc-
tity of contracts, but in fact the two pursuits could not be
separated. Freedom of the press, like any other right, can
be sustained only when it is adequately and properly
financed.

Putin and much of the political establishment around
him appeared much more receptive to problems of
upholding shareholders’ rights than human rights. That
even Russia’s best newspapers and TV stations yielded
their integrity for cash and political expediency was widely
known, but the country’s media were still valued as
indispensable to public life, and they were often the only
source of reliable information available in the other
former Soviet republics. Similarly, elections took place
regularly, and, though subject to financial and political
pressures, they were not rigged as in Belarus, Ukraine,
Transcaucasia, or Central Asia. In Russia, the advent of
democracy without liberalism had done much to reinforce
the anti-liberal attributes and chaos of the state, but it also
provided important political tools for reconstruction.
Such was the contradictory, yet relatively less discouraging
outcome of having to create new institutions when the
main ingredients were Soviet institutions, and the country
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was not compelled to transform itself to qualify for
entrance into the European Union. Ultimately, it was the
Russian ambition to compete successfully against the
liberal great powers that kept the issue of continued
institutional change on the agenda.

Despite a multitude of changes, the post-Soviet social
and political environment was littered by giant shards of
old elites—a populous factory-director class with extensive
inter-regional connections developed during the planned
economy whose weight outweighed the over-hyped olig-
archs affixed to the oil sector; a huge KGB and security
establishment whose operatives often remained in close
contact even if they moved to private ‘security’; and an
elephantine Moscow bureaucratic caste mirrored in
regional executive bodies. As both the driving force and
the debris of a debilitating imperial collapse, these elites
lacked the old cohesion provided by ideology, an over-
arching organization, and an external threat, or new
cohesion provided by strong, well-defined political parties
or a clear-headed dialogue on the national interest, to say
nothing of a sense of civic responsibility. A parade of
patchwork ‘anti-Communist’ electoral coalitions, defined
each time merely as the ‘party of power’, indicated the
absence of effective organization. Entrenched in patron-
age groups, elites were only tenuously connected to the
rest of society, which was itself disorganized.

The country was no longer a dictatorship, and had
developed multiple and openly competitive sources of
power. But too little of that infighting and contestation
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was regulated by the rule of law, and functionaries
remained some distance from becoming a civil service.
Uncertain and ongoing, Russia’s predicament demon-
strated a number of what should be self-evident truths.
That civil society and a liberal state were not opposites but
aspects of the same phenomenon. That government was
not the enemy of liberty but its sine qua non. That private
property without good government was not worth what it
otherwise would have been. In short, that good govern-
ment was the most precious thing a people could have.
Russia’s challenge was not cultural or economic but
institutional, a problem of governability, especially of its
governing institutions. This was the same challenge, in
countless variations, across much of the contemporary
world.

democracy without liberalism?

170



7

Idealism and treason

Despite oppression, despotism . . . and the privileges
of the ruling echelons, some of the people—and
especially the Communists—retain the illusions
contained in their slogans.

(Milovan Djilas, The New Class, 1957)

. . . the threat from Soviet forces, conventional and
strategic, from the Soviet drive for domination, from
the increase in espionage and state terror remains
great. This is reality. Closing our eyes will not make
reality disappear.

(US President Ronald Reagan, Soviet Military
Power, 1987)

For most of its history, the Russian empire was a highly
vulnerable great power striving for more than it could
achieve, ambitions that were a source of pride but also of
great misery. Under the stress of the First World War, the
empire disintegrated, yet most of its territory and its great-
power mission were revived in a new form, the USSR. The
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Second World War brought the USSR deeper into Europe
and Asia than Russia had ever been. But the system-
against-system competition with the US and its allies
strained the Soviet bloc—and its increasingly antiquated
inter-war physical plant—to the breaking point, a circum-
stance acknowledged by Andropov and then Gorbachev,
and cited by apologists for Ronald Reagan’s military
spending spree. Because the follow-on George Bush
administration supposedly showed ‘restraint’ as the con-
querors of Berlin initiated a humiliating retreat—and the
Americans immediately began expanding NATO
eastwards—those officials, too, awarded themselves high
honours. The kudos was misappropriated. Gorbachev
served up the severed head of his superpower on a silver
platter and still had to employ all his artifice to cajole two
US administrations to the banquet.1

Soviet socialism lost the competition with the world’s
most advanced countries, and could not have won even if
it had spent far less on missiles and tanks. The crucial
reasons for defeat were not the costly (for US taxpayers)
fantasy of Star Wars (the KGB had sounded the alarm well
before Reagan came along), but the crucial bipartisan
resolve of containment, and, behind that, the Second
World War victory over fascism and the post-war capitalist
economic boom, consumer revolution, massive invest-
ments in social welfare, and decolonization. These
momentous shifts meant that Soviet socialism could not
provide a better standard of living, a more substantial
safety net and just society, or a superior political order to
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that of the capitalist, welfare-state democracies. Of course,
it was the USSR that lost more than twenty million lives to
defeat Nazism. And it was the Soviet example that helped
inspire, or frighten, groups in the West to push for the
expansion of job programmes, unemployment benefits,
pensions, medical subsidies, home mortgages, and public
school lunches. And it was American cold-war hotheads
who not only opposed the social welfare, but under the
cover of ‘national security’ damaged the ultimate weapon
of strength: open, accountable, democratic government.2

Just because it could not sustain the multidimensional
global rivalry did not mean that the world’s largest-ever
police state—with a frightening track record of extreme
violence—would suddenly liquidate itself, and, even more
unexpectedly, do so with barely a whimper. In the 1980s,
Soviet society was fully employed and the regime stable.
The country had low foreign debt and an excellent credit
rating. It suffered no serious civil disorders until it began
to reform and even then retained the loyalty of its shrink-
ing but still formidable Armed Forces, Ministry of Interior,
and KGB. It was falling behind, but it could have
attempted a retrenchment without the upheaval of pere-
stroika. If unbearable competition with the US were the
foremost concern that guided Soviet actions, why would
the Soviet leader have exhausted himself trying to dem-
ocratize the Communist Party? Why, having achieved deep
disarmament, did he widen the political transformation
and attempt to revive the radical-democratic system of
soviets? Why, once it was clear that the survival of a
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centuries-old state was at stake, did the Soviet leader not
employ the awesome force at his command and deliver a
knock-out blow to the republican drives for independ-
ence? Because perestroika was not simply about global
rivalry, but also about reclaiming the ideals of the October
revolution.

Only in hindsight does the Soviet collapse appear pre-
dictable. The simultaneous demise of socialism and the
USSR could have been foreseen only by someone who
knew that socialism was born as non-capitalism and
commanded allegiance, dependent on the image and real-
ities of capitalism; that capitalism, and world geopolitics,
had changed fundamentally from the inter-war to the
post-Second World War period to the detriment of social-
ism; and that lifting censorship would make this evident.
One also needed to know that the Soviet administrative
structure, rather than being ‘mono-organizational’, was
bifurcated into party and state; that the USSR was both a
unitary state and a federation of national states that Mos-
cow had helped foster; and that, although the Communist
Party was redundant to state institutions, it was indispens-
able to the integrity of the Union. Above all, one needed
to know that the October revolution was accompanied by
deeply felt ideals, which endured all the nightmares, and
that a quest to recapture those ideals would not only arise
from within the system but, given the above-mentioned
institutional arrangements, destroy it.

Astonishingly, perestroika accomplished what even the
fantasists in the US national security establishment never
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dared to dream, and in the process made a dangerous early
1980s American brinksmanship look good.3 What would
the ‘victorious’ Americans have done, or would they even
have been around, if the Soviet leadership had decided to
utilize its immense war machine to hold power at all costs
or to bring the world down with itself ? And after 1991, what
would subsequent US administrations have done if post-
Soviet Russia had decided to profit, or wreak havoc, by
transforming, say, Iran into a nuclear power on a par with
France? Expand NATO into Romania? Both the causes
behind the peaceful, surprise end of the cold war, and the
geopolitics of the post-cold war, were poorly understood in
Washington, whether under Republicans or Democrats.

Dissolved by its own ideals and elite

At Moscow University in the early 1950s, Gorbachev’s
Czech roommate, Zdeněk Mlynář, recalled of young
Mikhail that, ‘like everyone else at the time, he was a Stalin-
ist’, adding, shrewdly, that, ‘in order to be a true reforming
Communist, you have to have been a true Stalinist’. Mlynář
should know: a former Stalinist, he went on to help draft,
beginning in 1966, the Czechoslovak Communist Party’s
reformist ‘Action Programme’, which was published in
April 1968. By then, Mlynář had become the chief ideo-
logue of the Prague Spring, whose ‘Action Programme’
called for retaining the party’s control while sanction-
ing a free press and competing associations—in short,
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something close to perestroika. Back in 1967, invited to
explain Czechoslovakia’s political reform plans in Moscow,
Mlynář also paid a social visit to Gorbachev in Stavropol.
The two talked of a renewed socialism devoid of Stalinist
‘distortions’, the enchanted fable for the educated, Marxist
idealists of their cohort.4 In fact, Lenin had not been less
dictatorial or less ruthless than Stalin. But the myth that
Lenin had been different, the myth of a redeemable party-
led socialism, turned out to be of overriding importance.
It had, in the post-Second World War conjuncture, the
dissolving impact on Soviet structures that the First World
War had on the then intact Habsburg state.

Gorbachev’s ascent to the pinnacle of power in Moscow
was not preordained, but neither was it a historical
accident. It was a consequence of an inescapable gener-
ational change in the party leadership. Even Gorbachev’s
supreme tactical skills, so crucial for the full unfolding of
perestroika, were not an accident, since such skills were a
prime reason for his ascent as the top representative of his
generation. Ligachev’s timidity may also seem an accident,
but he was elevated to the party’s number two position by
Gorbachev, who knew his deputy’s weaknesses—and party
history. Khrushchev’s removal by the apparat, an event
that helped motivate Gorbachev’s 1988 sabotage of the
party Secretariat, which unhinged the Union, was also not
some happenstance. Under the pressure and logic of
events, Khrushchev had brought forth the vision of a
humanistic socialism as the party’s answer to Stalinism, but
his reforms resulted in his ouster. Khrushchev’s sacking,
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and Brezhnev’s caretaker reign, gave rise to the mistaken
view that the key to Soviet politics was a struggle between
‘reformers’ and ‘conservatives’, a notion that misled
Gorbachev as well as the voluminous commentary on
him. The key was different: reform seemed necessary,
but it would be tantamount to destabilization.

Those rare analysts, such as Vladimir Bukosvky, a dissi-
dent and then émigré, who did understand the Catch-22
nature of Soviet politics, predicted that, following a
destabilizing reform, a system-saving crackdown would
ensue, to be followed in future by another futile cycle of
reform and reaction.5 But Gorbachev proved Bukovsky
wrong by not cracking down. Again, Mlynář provides the
answer. In 1969, after Soviet tanks had crushed the Prague
Spring, he was expelled from the party; eight years later,
he joined a group of Czechoslovak intellectuals, artists,
and former apparatchiks who initialled an appeal to the
regime to uphold human rights—what became known as
Charter 77. Mlynář had taken the next step in his evolu-
tion from committed Stalinist: discovering the impossibil-
ity of reforming socialism, he repudiated socialism, but he
kept his humanist vision. That is also what happened to
Gorbachev.6 For him, amid the turmoil of perestroika, to
have returned to Stalinist methods to preserve the system
would have not only destroyed his international reputa-
tion but made a lie of his whole inner life. After 1991,
Gorbachev remained a man of his convictions, recasting
them as Western social democracy. The ‘God that failed’
had a leftist, not just a rightist, incarnation.
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Only a few of Gorbachev’s politburo colleagues shared
his socialist romanticism, but even fewer matched his
craftiness. He knew that opponents of his specific initia-
tives were not united and hesitated to demonstrate lack of
confidence in the general secretary. Wielding the prestige
of his office, he refrained from praising any politburo
member in front of the rest, while making sure to convey
his support for each in private. Outside the politburo, he
knew that duty to party discipline inhibited his opponents
from voting against proposals put forth in the party’s
name.7 But perestroika was a party programme in more
than name. For all his authority and hocus-pocus, Gor-
bachev could have got his way for so long only because
everything he set out to do was within the framework of
the revolution: raise industrial output’s quantity and qual-
ity, advance peace, revitalize the Communist Party, acti-
vate the masses, reinvigorate the soviets. Only in 1990–1
did he begin, reluctantly, to discuss a possible market
economy and the remaking of the Union, inducing party
stalwarts to accuse him of being an agent of Washington.8

But Gorbachev and his destabilizing quest for humane
socialism had emerged from the soul of the Soviet system.

The October revolution’s ideals—a world of abun-
dance, social justice, and people’s power—also informed
Boris Yeltsin’s anti-Communist populism (which used as
its vehicle another fundamental element within the Soviet
system: the republics). Glasnost revealed, for those still
unaware, that the revolution’s ideals were embedded in
institutions that made them not only unrealized but also
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unrealizable. Glasnost provoked outrage, because the
ideals were still powerful and people clung to them, in
their own ways. Of course, for many there were no ideals
to recapture, just a system to overthrow (the very few dissi-
dents) or to perpetuate (the many ‘patriots’). But anyone
who spent time in the USSR during the late 1980s and
early 1990s knows just how passionately hopeful much of
the heartland was. It was an ambivalent hope, full of scep-
ticism, and rooted in a visceral separation of the Com-
munist Party from Soviet (people’s) power and justice.
This is what Gorbachev tapped during the 1989 Congress
of People’s Deputies that riveted the country. Then,
Yeltsin came along and brought the promise of the ideals
without the party and apparatchiks! The people, and some
suddenly former party members, embraced him as they
had embraced no one else.

When Yeltsin launched his populist crusade he was
probably no less sincere than Gorbachev had been, but it
was obvious Yeltsin had less of a sense of post-Communism
than Gorbachev had had of the structural booby traps
of the old system. Attempting to rule Moscow, let alone
Russia, with a tiny group of self-styled ‘democrats’, some
cronies from the Urals, and other administrative in-
competents brought a rude awakening. Yeltsin quickly
became a willing vehicle for the human detritus of the
Soviet-era institutions that had smothered the revolution-
ary ideals and had been stirred by Gorbachev’s efforts to
bring them to life. True, the vast elite underwent trans-
formation, yet most of it survived, especially the upwardly
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mobile second and third echelons. At the same time, freed
from Communist Party ‘discipline’ and legitimated by
elections, office-holders became far more venal than they
or their predecessors had been when Yuri Andropov had
begun assembling a team of earnest apparatchiks, headed
by Gorbachev, to combat official corruption. The acclaim,
and then loathing, for Yeltsin afforded further evidence
that long-held dreams for a better, more just world were
structures in the Soviet socio-political landscape, and the
main chemical agent in the system’s unexpected, relatively
peaceful dissolution.

China offered an important counterpoint. Many people
regretted that Gorbachev had not followed the Chinese
model of reforms. Under Deng, the Chinese leadership
bolstered the party’s monopoly by allowing—at first
grudgingly—market behaviour to flourish, while main-
taining political controls with repression. But China did
not have to overcome the wreckage of the world’s largest
ever assemblage of obsolete equipment. Heavy industry in
China was in deplorable shape, yet the population was 80
per cent peasant. Also, China’s economic boom was made
possible by massive direct foreign investments, some $200
billion in the 1990s, mostly from overseas Chinese (and
secondarily Japanese and American investors); Russia had
no Hong Kong or Taiwan. Finally, the ambiguous results
in China—the widespread unpaid debts, the unsecured
property rights, the official malfeasance—were not neces-
sarily so different from those in Russia. And the Chinese
process was far from over.9 Be that as it may, China’s
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example was further proof that socialism with a human
face precipitated the Soviet collapse. Instead of a Deng or
Beria-type ruthless pragmatist, Soviet reforms were carried
out by someone willing to sacrifice centralized power in
the name of party democracy but hesitant for ideological
reasons to support full-bore capitalism—in short, by a
Khrushchevian true-believer.

The armageddon that never was

Academic Russia watchers, formerly known as Sovietolo-
gists, survived the collapse. Prior to 1991, one side (the
left) had staked its reputation on the argument that a
reform group would materialize and change the system,
perhaps making it democratic; the other (the right) had
insisted that the system was incapable of reform. Since
Soviet socialism proved to be unreformable and Gorbachev
the reformer presided over the system’s docile replace-
ment by a democratically elected government, each side
refused to concede defeat, a boldness backed by tenure.
Both were wrong. Neither had a clue about the insti-
tutional dynamic that tied the fate of the Union to the fate
of socialism—the party’s simultaneous redundancy and
indispensability to the federal Soviet state. The right’s
realism about the Soviet system’s coercion and insoluble
contradictions was wilfully blind to the elements of popu-
lar consent and positive content in the revolution’s endur-
ing ideals, which were crucial for converting reform into
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repudiation. The left’s romanticism about a reform that
would make socialism humane was, as the right argued, an
illusion, but this illusion sustained what the right thought
impossible—the top-down, self-dismantling of the system.

How many Sovietologists understood the depth of
Gorbachev’s reform-socialist beliefs, the mortal danger
they posed to the system, and their likely evolution, fore-
shadowed by Mlynář (and many others), into a humanist
repudiation of Leninism? Who appreciated the profound
gulf between the seemingly similar ‘conservative’ number
two men—Mikhail Suslov, who helped orchestrate the
palace coup against Khrushchev, and Yegor Ligachev, who
never moved to oust Gorbachev yet drew so much mis-
comprehending attention? Which analysts understood
that the republics, especially the Russian republic, could
be vehicles to power for ambitious members of the middle
echelon and irresistible safe harbours for the drifting,
well-armed top elites? Russia as a refuge from the Union!
Who recognized that unconstrained access to state-
owned property and state bank accounts would turn elite
betrayal, unintentionally augmented by Gorbachev’s
renewal efforts, into a mass movement? Idealism unleash-
ing the basest opportunism? There was a Shakespearian
quality to the system’s surprise, yet ultimately logical
self-destruction, inaugurated by romanticism and con-
summated by treason.

A fortunate blend of fair and foul, of principled
restraint and scheming self-interest, brought a deadly sys-
tem to meek dissolution. No republic branch of the KGB
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broke openly from the Union until early August 1991,
when the Georgian KGB proclaimed its allegiance to the
Georgian president.10 Interior ministry police troops—
about 350,000 strong—were becoming more dependent
on local authorities for resources, but they were also
undergoing deepened militarization at Moscow’s direc-
tion.11 As for the army, republics were assuming greater
responsibility for the draft and conscripts were increas-
ingly serving on the territory of their home republic, but
‘somewhat surprisingly’, a top expert concluded, the
Armed Forces ‘did not collapse overnight. The major
command structures proved fairly resilient.’12 Thankfully,
however, reform socialism meant breaking with anything
that resembled Stalinism or Brezhnevism, including
domestic military crackdowns; even the men who
belatedly attempted in August 1991 to salvage the Union
chose not to mobilize more than a tiny fraction of their
available might, which in any case they failed to use. In this
light, perestroika should be judged a stunning success.13

Reform socialism also, unintentionally, incited Soviet
elites to tear their system apart, which they did with gusto.
In this light, too, perestroika was a success.

Remember the mesmerizing maps of Eurasia covered
with miniature tanks, missile launchers, and troops repre-
senting the Soviet military that appeared on American
television for Congressional debates over Pentagon
appropriations? This hyper-militarized USSR, during the
troubles of perestroika, did not even attempt to stage a cyn-
ical foreign war to rally support for the regime. Remember
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the uproar over Saddam Hussein’s August 1990 invasion
of Kuwait—right amid the Soviet drama—and his alleged
possession of weapons of mass destruction? Iraq’s capabil-
ities were trivial next to the Soviet Union’s. Remember the
decades of cold-war warnings, right through the 1980s,
about the danger of a pre-emptive Soviet first strike? Even
if Soviet leaders had calculated that they were doomed,
they could have wreaked terrifying havoc out of spite, or
engaged in blackmail. Remember the celebrated treatises
equating the Soviet and Nazi regimes? The Nazi regime,
which never acquired atomic weapons, held on to the last
drop of blood. Remember the wrath that Franklin
Roosevelt incurred for ‘handing over’ Eastern Europe to
Stalin at Yalta? Roosevelt had not a single soldier on the
ground. Gorbachev had 500,000 troops in Eastern
Europe, including 200,000 in Germany after the unifica-
tion. The Warsaw Pact command and control structure
remained operational right through the end of 1991.

It was Gorbachev who ‘handed over’ Eastern Europe.
Flabbergasted by events, he turned over the jewel in Mos-
cow’s crown, Berlin, which had been paid for with the
highest price in lives world history has yet seen, and in
return he got some cash and credits, soon to be wasted, as
well as empty promises of partnership. At a 1994 cere-
mony to mark the completion of troop withdrawals, Boris
Yeltsin, in a depressed, drunken state, grabbed a baton
and started conducting a German orchestra, causing a
scandal. How much worse it all might have turned out, if a
strong leader and faction of the Moscow elite had shown
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ruthless determination to uphold the empire, or, even
after the situation had ceased to be salvageable, had
indulged in malice or lunacy. Much had changed in the
world since the 1940s, but the bloodbath of Yugoslavia’s
demise in the 1990s certainly gives pause. Historically,
such a profoundly submissive capitulation, as took place in
the Soviet case, was a rarity.14

Less ‘reform’ than ongoing collapse

The complacency attending the Soviet collapse was
matched only by the chutzpah among outsiders, such as
officials of the Reagan and (first) Bush administrations, in
pirating credit for it. And outsiders’ arrogance only grew
in relation to post-Soviet Russia. President Clinton’s
Administration awarded itself a prominent role in guiding
the Russian ‘transition’. But this characteristically Ameri-
can self-promotion, which involved relentless ‘pro-consul’
visits to Moscow, soon became embarrassing. Eventually,
even the White House began to understand that Russia
would not become a liberal polity or secure market econ-
omy overnight. ‘Blame’ for Russia’s ‘failure’ was craftily
shifted to the International Monetary Fund (whose organ-
izational chart had the US Treasury Secretary at the top).
The IMF had much to answer for, of course, but the
more important point was that the role of Washington
and the outside world—during both the ‘credit’ and the
‘blame’ phases—was absurdly exaggerated. Mostly, the
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self-assigned role of the West in ‘promoting’ but not
financing with direct investments Russia’s ‘transition’ had
the effect of empowering anti-Western sentiment inside
Russia, and anti-Russian sentiment in the West.

Russia’s reform conundrum, beyond achieving a dif-
ficult macroeconomic stabilization, entailed the need to
create altogether new state capacity, including the root-
edness of the state in organized social constituencies and
individuals’ identities, when a massive and dysfunctional
anti-liberal state, alongside a non-market and time-warp
economy, was the chief inheritance from the USSR. That
is why, at the most basic level, Russia did not undergo
sustained liberal reform; it was simply not possible, given
the social and institutional landscape inherited from the
Soviet period, as well as the loss of the limited constraints
that had been in place on state officials. The discourse of
‘neo-liberal reform’, which presupposed near complete
extirpation of the Soviet era, did have the effect of moving
political battles (and to an extent, socio-economic struc-
tures) more quickly to the question of the proper forms,
rather than the very existence, of private property and the
market. Of course, ‘reform’ also galvanized initially dis-
oriented, and very large, Soviet-era interest groups. Rais-
ing expectations wildly proved to be a self-defeating
endeavour. Ultimately, it was ‘reform’, rather than the
Soviet inheritance, that took the blame for the country’s
lingering woes. At the same time, however, the 1990s can-
nibalization of the Soviet era amounted to a kind of
‘reform’, imparting some severe lessons and painfully
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opening the way for new, albeit still circumscribed,
possibilities.

To put the matter another way, the Soviet collapse was
a collapse, rather than an overthrow (as in Poland), and,
in post-Soviet Russia, the collapse continued.15 Outside a
rich and spectacularly renovated Moscow, and cities in
Moscow’s orbit, the slide proceeded apace throughout
the 1990s. Long-distance trains and urban mass-transit
systems still functioned, but Soviet-era hospitals and
schools were decaying or closing, while power grids were
ageing and not being replaced. In more remote areas,
Soviet-built airports were overgrown with weeds and riv-
erboats rusted along once popular routes to dilapidated
summer camps. Russia’s Soviet-era prison complexes,
bulging with over one million inmates at any given time
(more than in the entire Soviet Union during its last dec-
ade), had to handle up to five million detainees who
passed through the system annually, at least 100,000 of
whom suffered from drug-resistant diseases, which spread
to the rest of society. Alcoholism, which also did not
begin in 1991, affected up to twenty million Russians,
one-seventh of the population. Life expectancy at birth
was in decline (essentially since the 1970s), and the
population was shrinking. Untreated toxic wastes con-
tinued to flow into contaminated rivers and water tables.
‘No other great industrial civilization so systematically
and so long poisoned its land, air, water, and people,’ two
analysts wrote of the Soviet Union, adding of Russia that
‘no advanced society faced such a bleak political and
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economic reckoning with so few resources to invest
toward recovery’.16

Doubtless the most spectacular dimension of the col-
lapse was the disintegration of the world’s largest-ever
military—as if the old televised maps depicting Soviet
capabilities had been a mirage. The Union’s break-up was
one cause of the military’s crumbling: many systems, such
as Soviet-era radar and air defence systems, were largely
unsalvageable, since they were integrated structures with
indispensable parts spread in different republics. Lack of
money was equally responsible. In 1989, the USSR built
seventy-eight submarines and ships; a decade later, Russia
built four, one of which, the Kursk, blew itself up and sank.
Almost all the weapons still produced by the radically
downsized military-industrial-complex were for export,
since foreign customers paid for deliveries. Much of even
the intact equipment Russia inherited from the Soviet
period had to be abandoned for want of spare parts and
maintenance. Suddenly, Sweden’s navy was estimated to
have three times the strength of Russia in the Baltic Sea,
and Turkey twice the strength of Russia in the Black Sea.
In the Far East, the Russian navy essentially ceased to exist,
rusting in port. In ground forces, Russia inherited 186
Soviet divisions, about two-thirds the number that had
existed back in 1985, but by 1996 Russia had just thirty
divisions—on paper. At most ten were battle ready. Secur-
ity issues, like the environmental and health quagmire,
were as pressing as political and economic changes.
Meanwhile, police troops of the Interior Ministry had
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ballooned to twenty-nine divisions, and the tax police as
well as the new Emergency Ministry personnel were mili-
tarized, like US SWAT teams, as if Russia were fighting a
society-wide domestic war.

While Soviet-era buildings housing the ministry of
defence and the General Staff were jammed to capacity by
members of the still immense military establishment, army
conscripts were fed dog food, and sadistic hazing became
so violent that commanding officers stopped going near
the barracks; anyway, who had time to supervise troops
when shovelling manure on the side to feed one’s family?
Desertions and evasions of call-ups numbered in the hun-
dreds of thousands. In 2000, President Putin, who had
begun a career in the KGB right when it had started
secretly warning of the country’s nosedive, and whose sub-
sequent life experience had revolved around the failure to
institutionalize market capitalism in St Petersburg, prom-
ised to arrest and possibly even reverse Russia’s decline.
Perhaps he would succeed—he did manage an important
tax overhaul in 2000, creating incentives for business
activity and transparency. But that same year, having
worked over many months trying to sort out infighting
among the top brass over the direction of military
‘reforms’, he announced that troop strength would be cut
from 1.2 million to 800,000, even though the mobiliza-
tion for the second Chechen War (in 1999) had turned up
well under 100,000 grunts, so that ‘contract fighters’ had
to be hired. Putin’s spokesman then rescinded even the
announcement that reductions of non-existent troops had
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been agreed to by the generals. Crucial military ‘reform’,
in other words, was a lot like 1990s economic ‘reform’: a
mixture of breast beating over what needed to be done,
all-out resistance to common-sense initiatives, and em-
bezzlement of what allocations were made.

News reports, meanwhile, of interdicted nuclear smug-
gling (exclusively from civilian sites), missile command
posts disrupted by ‘entrepreneurs’ prospecting for the
marketable copper contained in cables, and strategic
rocket forces staging strikes over wage delays demon-
strated over and over that this was no ordinary collapse. It
would be better for all concerned if Russia had profes-
sional, disciplined armed forces that could guarantee its
security and reliable control over its weapon stockpiles,
including approximately 1,300 tons of highly enriched
uranium as well as between 150–200 tons of plutonium.
(Around eight kilograms are sufficient for a bomb.)
Weapons elimination or secure storage was, far-sightedly,
being funded by the US, but only partially.17 Russia also
had the world’s largest assemblage of chemical weapons,
44,000 metric tons. (A single phial of sarin gas caused
terror in the Tokyo subway.) In 1993 Moscow signed the
Chemical Weapons Convention, which the Duma ratified
in 1997, agreeing to destroy its arsenal within ten years
(with a possible five-year extension), but finances
remained a pipe dream.18 Finally, Russia had plenty of
experts who knew how to manufacture biological
weapons.19 In fact, its hundreds of thousands of nuclear,
chemical, and biological weapons scientists and tech-
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nicians, acting with or without the government’s blessing,
could have altered the strategic balance of any world
region. ‘Only the intense pride and patriotism of Russian
nuclear experts has prevented a proliferation catas-
trophe’, concluded a team of concerned scientists, who
added that, ‘virtually everything else in Russia is for
sale’.20

Whither Russia? Eurasia. But whither the world?

In 1983, one perceptive scholar, surveying the hollowing
of Communist ideology, predicted that Russian national-
ism ‘could become the ruling ideology of state’.21 A
decade later, warnings about nationalism became highly
fashionable. But such warnings went unfulfilled. To be
sure, Boris Yeltsin had sought to rally liberal nationalists
with his campaign for Russia’s rebirth, which, however,
turned out to be more collapse. Hardline nationalists
drifted toward the re-established, ageing Communist
Party, whose cynical leader, Gennady Zyuganov, had con-
veniently been away ‘on vacation’ when the president
bombed the parliament in October 1993, and returned to
fill the void in the ‘opposition’. A chauvinistic grouping,
led by the media clown Vladimir Zhrinovsky, also gar-
nered a limited protest vote, for a time, while a handful of
avowedly fascist associations, some affiliated with the re-
constituted Communists, engaged in sporadic acts of vio-
lence, most of which went unpunished. But the pundits,
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mesmerized by rhetoric and confusing the existence of
chaos with the possible onset of powerful dictatorship,
were wrong: the much-feared red–brown (Communist–
fascist) coalition failed to materialize. Chauvinistic
nationalism, as well as a potentially helpful liberal nation-
alism, remained weak, disorganized political forces in
Russia. When Leninism committed suicide, essentially
nothing took its place. Except ‘transition’ and ‘reform’.

Palpable regret over the dissolution of the Union did
not signify a desire, generally understood to be futile, to
bring the past back. But because the ‘greatness of Russia’
had been fused with Communist ideology, a colossal void
opened. In 2000, Russia was still without words to its post-
Soviet national anthem. President Putin agreed to bring
back the Soviet-era anthem, for which new words were
written. The music had first been introduced in 1943, and
provided inspiration in the war against Nazi Germany.
Putin also brought back the red Soviet flag—but only for
the Russian army, and without the hammer and sickle.
The red flag had flown over the captured Nazi Reichstag
in 1945. That defining episode in Russia’s climactic his-
tory, in many ways the pivot of the twentieth century, was
emotionally what endured from the Communist epoch.
For fascism to come to power in Russia, it had much to
overcome psychologically, never mind that millions of
stormtroopers or squadristi were nowhere on the horizon,
and that the populace, still though generally unburdened
of Soviet ways of speaking, wanted what it had desired
before perestroika began: a mixed economy, political
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liberalization with limits, and a state that ensured public
order and some measure of social justice.

Only five countries, which were already better off and
which were close to and willingly emulated Germany/
Austria or Scandinavia—Slovenia, Hungary, the Czech
Republic, Poland, and Estonia—managed a first rush of
liberal reform, and were poised for a second push (greatly
aided by European Union accession and its requirement
of institutional ‘harmonization’).22 Even the touted cases
of Latvia and Lithuania resembled the disasters of Ukraine
and Belarus (both partially subsidized by Russia), though
the Caucasus and Central Asia were still worse in their
economic and political involution. The one exception of
comparative well-being in the East was the city of Moscow
and its surrounding region, whose population and wealth
exceeded that of all the (relatively) successful countries
except Poland. Thus, Russia was struggling, but it had a
megalopolis whose extraordinary concentration of talent
and material resources helped partly compensate for insti-
tutional shortcomings. And, relative to its immediate
neighbours, Russia was in far better shape, a very sad
commentary on the others. Indeed, on the eve of the
tenth anniversary of the collapse, the cheering for the end
of the Union had given way in a majority of former Soviet
republics to sober reflection. But circumstances had dic-
tated that the Union, minus the three Baltic states, could
not have been saved, in order to be transformed, without
substantial bloodshed.

The modern world is not a democracy of nations but a
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hierarchy, as anyone whose country is not among the
richest and most powerful could readily attest. Only
breathtaking naïvety allowed both Gorbachev and Yeltsin
to assume that Moscow would be admitted to the elite club
of nations out of sympathy, or on its own terms. Putin
seems more sanguine, harbouring no illusions about
‘partnership’ with the US and identifying Russia’s inter-
ests, properly, with Europe, though not at the expense of
its interests (and former markets) in Asia, from Iraq and
Iran to India, China, and the Korean peninsula. The
problem is that Russia is generally outside processes
of world integration. Of the world’s three main blocs, two
of which partially overlap security systems, and all three of
which have the US as a centrepiece—NAFTA; Pacific
Rim/US–Japan Alliance; European Union/NATO—
Russia has no prospect of joining any. But, even though it
is geographically farther from the heart of Europe than at
any time since the eighteenth century—with the excep-
tion of its Kaliningrad enclave—Russia’s best hope, as a
great power and a dignified country, is probably to try to
join the euro.

Russia’s future also entails some kind of reintegration
within its own potential NAFTA, the phantom CIS. As in
the aftermath of the British and French colonial empires,
or the aftermath of the Japanese and German wartime
systems, Russia—given its size, capabilities, and energy
resources—could be expected to maintain a position of
diplomatic and economic strength in lands it used to
rule. By world standards, that would not be a return to
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imperialism, but an expression of what is usually called the
power of the market. But whether, in the meantime, the
present world economy under US hegemony would go the
way of the first—the late-nineteenth-century one under
British imperial hegemony—remains to be seen.

No one knows the future, of course, but every histor-
ian knows that the current conjuncture will change.
Nineteenth-century Britain, whose vast commercial and
geopolitical empire was mind-boggling, had refused to
tolerate the abrupt rise of German power on the contin-
ent, especially German ambitions to build a navy begin-
ning in 1898. Sucking in all the great powers on either
side of the Anglo-German rivalry, the First World War and
its consequences, including fascism, Nazism, Soviet social-
ism, and the Great Depression, ended the first world
economy and culminated in the Second World War, which
brought even greater death and devastation. But that war
also ushered in a second world economy with a new,
and differently organized, commercial and geopolitical
empire—the United States.23

Only the Soviet Union, among the great powers, had
been defiantly out of step with the changes wrought by the
Second World War and the dominance of the basic US
model, but in 1991 the Soviet outlier came crashing down
peacefully. This turn of events may have exposed, and
even helped unloose, the instability inherent in the
second world economy. Capitalism is an extremely
dynamic source of endless creation, but also of destruc-
tion. Interconnections bring greater overall wealth but
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also heightened risks. And the USA—bearing a titanic
national security establishment not demobilized after the
cold war, exhibiting a combustible mixture of arrogance
and paranoia in response to perceived challenges to its
global pretensions, and perversely disparaging of the very
government institutions that provide its strength—makes
for an additional wild card.
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1. Mikhail Gorbachev and Yegor Ligachev, visiting Prague, 1969, one year after
the crackdown against the Prague Spring. The two provincial party chieftains
learned first hand that the Soviet presence in Eastern Europe was widely
opposed as an occupation regime.



2a. Leonid Brezhnev, bedecked with
medals and propped up by his
bodyguard, Vadim Medvedev (right),
October 1979. The Soviet leader had
just delivered a speech in East
Germany, whose party boss, Erich
Honecker (left), outlived Brezhnev,
but was swept away in 1989, right
before East Germany disappeared.

2b. KGB chief Yuri Andropov (in white hat), on a rest cure in his native
Stavropol province, teaming up in dominoes with the local party host, Mikhail
Gorbachev (in worker’s cap), 1970s.
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4. Cover of Stars and Films, 1966, translated into Russian from Polish. Foreign
films and Western mass culture invaded the Soviet bloc. Top row: Shirley
MacLaine (US), Audrey Hepburn (US), Marcello Mastroaianni (Italy), Monica
Vitti (Italy); middle row: Leslie Caron (France), Larisa Luzhina (Estonia), Jean-
Claude Brialy (France), Jacqueline Sassard (France); bottom: Inna Gulaya
(Ukraine), Brigitte Bardot (France).



5a. KGB delegation in Gdansk, Poland, 1979, site of mass strikes that led to the
formation of Solidarity in 1980. Second from right, head of Soviet esponiage
and later KGB chief Vladimir Kryuchkov. Third from right, Oleg Kalugin, who
had worked in the Washington station and became the youngest person ever to
reach general rank. Far right, Nikolai Leonov, who rose to become chief
analyst.

5b. General Secretary Andropov, half
dead upon taking over for Brezhnev,
1983.



6a. Chernobyl, 1986. The exploded reactor, history’s worst nuclear accident,
radiated millions of people, including flimsily clad emergency crews, but
helped transform the slogan of glasnost (openness) into a reality. Russia and
other post-Soviet states continue to operate reactors identical in design to the
one at Chernobyl.

6b. The AvtoVAZ car factory purchased from Fiat in the 1960s, and more
modern than the bulk of Soviet manufacturing. AvtoVAZ made more cars than
any other factory in the world, but required thirty times more man-hours to
produce a car than did a US or Japanese factory, to say nothing of quality. In
the late 1980s and throughout the 1990s, AvtoVAZ was looted by management.



7. Mikhail Gorbachev, addressing the newly established Congress of People’s
Deputies, May 1989. The Congress shattered many taboos, not least of which
was the fact that its proceedings were televised live.



8a. Suppression of a demonstration by the self-styled ‘Democratic Union’,
Pushkin Square, Moscow, June 1989. Responding to glasnost by raising Russia’s
pre-Communist white, blue, and red flag and calling for restoration of the
‘bourgeois order’, the DU assembled fewer than a dozen protesters, who were
hauled away in the mini-bus. Just over two years later, the tricolor would replace
the hammer and sickle over the Kremlin.

8b. Yegor Ligachev, 1990. Ligachev commanded vast authority throughout the
Soviet establishment, and eveyone, especially the press, expected him to wield
that power and bring a halt to the reforms. But he never did.



9a. The Soviet High Command, Red Square, 7 November 1989, just before the
Berlin Wall was breached, and Eastern Europe was not prevented from break-
ing away. Only the commander of ground forces (second from left) would play
an active role in the failed August 1991 putsch to ‘save’ the Union.

9b. Gorbachev with Chancellor Helmut Kohl, Stavropol, July 1990, when the
Soviet leader voluntarily acceded to the unification of Germany with inclusion
in NATO.
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11a. The Ukrainian flag was unfurled in the republic’s Supreme Rada (par-
liament) on the day the deputies voted to declare independence, 24 August
1991. The majority of the Ukrainian elite came very late to the cause of
independence. A statue of Lenin overlooks the proceedings.

11b. Armenian casualties of an Azerbaijani pogrom, which served as the
rationale for Soviet military action in Baku, Azerbaijan, January 1990. The
intervention took place after the pogroms had ended, and was designed to
chasten nationalists and restore a pro-Moscow regime. By 1990–1, resolute
use of force remained the only way of holding the Union together in order to
try to transform it.



12a. Elite KGB troops, facing demonstrators and readying their truncheons,
which they mordantly called ‘democratizers’.

12b. The August 1991 coup plotters were a gang of eight, but not everyone
showed up for their own press conference led by the unsteady Gennady Yanaev
(right); missing were (left inset) the hardline prime minister Valentin Pavlov,
who drank himself into the hospital, and (right inset) Defense Minister Yazov
along with KGB chief Kryuchkov.



13a. Anatoly Chubais, chief of the State Property Committee responsible for
privatization. To accompany his gesture (palms spread)—normally associated
with the tall tales of fishermen who embellish the size of their catch—one of
Chubais’ many enemies appended a caption, ‘everyone will receive a voucher
this big’.

13b. Having saved her
girlhood locks, a woman sells
them at a specialty shop in
St Petersburg. Her monthly
pension was reduced to $16
by hyperinflation; her hair,
worth slightly more, would be
exported to the West for
wig-making.



14a. Wide diameter pipes for
siphoning off Russia’s wealth (they
went to build a new gas pipeline,
early 1980s). Under Brezhnev,
Gosplan invested prodigiously in
the gas industry, and after 1991
the gas monopoly, a state within the
state, provided one-fifth of the
Russian government’s budget
revenues, despite highly dubious
tax breaks and phenomenal
embezzlement by management,
linked to the prime minister.

14b. Deadly toxins from nickel mining and smelting plants waft over the Arctic
city of Norilsk, 1990s. The factories in Norilsk constitute the world’s single
largest point source of sulfur dioxide emissions. They were built by Gulag
(prison) labour and, after the Soviet dissolution, brought windfall export
profits for management and then for new owners, a Moscow financial syndicate
that concocted the infamous ‘loans for shares’ scam.



15a. T-72 tanks lined up for retreat. By fall 1994, from East Germany alone,
the Russians withdrew more than 4,000 tanks, 1,300 planes and helicopters,
3,600 artillery pieces, 8,200 armored vehicles, and nearly 700,000 tons of
ammunition (including nuclear-tipped shells), plus half a million soldiers and
civilians (along the same corrider used by Napoleon during his infamous
retreat in the opposite direction). Russia’s was the biggest pullout ever by an
army not defeated in war.

15b. Main entrance, the Central Committee’s city within a city, 1991; a small
crowd, concerned that evidence of party complicity in the August putsch was
being destroyed, helped force the closure of the complex. Not long thereafter,
the expansive CC site was reopened and again jammed with functionaries,
having been rechristened the Presidential Administration.
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1. History’s cruel tricks
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