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FOR NIKA

MAY HER ALTERNATIVES ALWAYS BE GOOD AND HER FATE HAPPY
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	INTRODUCTION ALTERNATIVES AND FATES

History is not determined by fate. There is always an alternative.

MIKHAIL GORBACHEV

Most of our history is the lessons of missed opportunities.

YEGOR YAKOVLEV, GORBACHEV-ERA REFORMER
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MANY writers, perhaps historians and novelists more than others, find themselves returning again and again to some big theme that captivated them early in life. For me, it has been political alternatives in history, roads taken and not taken, in Russia in particular. Though the chapters of this book treat diverse subjects and were researched and written over many years, several appearing in full or in part in other places, they do not stray far from that theme.1

In the beginning, it had nothing to do with Russia. Growing up in a segregated small town in Kentucky, in the 1940s and 1950s, I accepted the world around me, as children do, as perfectly normal. But at the age of fifteen or sixteen, events in my life caused me, as Corinthians instructs, to put away childish things. I began to understand segregation was a terrible injustice and to wonder if there had been an alternative—though I did not yet use the word—in Kentucky’s history. After all, I knew my state had produced the Civil War presidents both of the Union and the Confederacy, Lincoln and Jefferson Davis.

A few years later, when I began studying Soviet Russia as an undergraduate at Indiana University, Robert C. Tucker, the professor who became my mentor—and eventually my friend and colleague at Princeton—pressed me to settle on a more specific interest in the country. When I could not, he asked if I had any special historical or political interests apart from Russia. Still not far removed from home, I replied, “Whether or not there had been an alternative to segregation in Kentucky’s history.” Tucker then sent me on my intellectual way: “Good. The question of alternatives is a very big and understudied issue in Soviet history.” So it became, and has remained, for me.

I began with the faction in the Soviet leadership, headed by Nikolai Bukharin, who opposed Stalin and the emergence of Stalinism at the nation’s fateful turning point in 1928 and 1929. This led to my biography of Bukharin and, many years later, to the first chapter of this book. Having entered the field during the high point of Nikita Khrushchev’s anti-Stalinist reforms, I was then drawn to the alternative for the Soviet future his policies had represented in the 1960s. That interest eventually led me to the subject of my second chapter, the return of Stalin’s surviving victims after his death.

Khrushchev’s overthrow, in 1964, reaffirmed the belief of many of my colleagues that fundamental reforms in the rigidly authoritarian Soviet system were impossible, partly because they saw no alternative historical experiences or traditions to inspire or sustain them. Seeing a viable anti-Stalinist tradition connecting Bukharin’s opposition in the 1920s and Khrushchev’s political revivalism thirty years later, I disagreed. During the next two decades, my main project was identifying proreform forces and their ideas inside the murky bureaucratic realm of the ruling Communist Party.2

As a result, I was not surprised by the emergence of Mikhail Gorbachev as the Soviet leader in 1985. Historical and political alternatives were at the center of his increasingly radical reforms, from retrieving what he and his supporters believed were lost ideas from the Soviet 1920s to the first multicandidate elections in 1989. (Gorbachev was, as I will explain later on, a kind of heretic, and heretics by nature believe above all in alternatives.) Those historic developments are the focus and context of chapters 3 through 6, especially the two that argue the Soviet Union was reformable and that there had been an alternative to its breakup in 1991.

Even the concluding chapter on contemporary issues derives from “alternativism” and personal experience. Studying the Soviet Union during much of the long Cold War, and living there for prolonged periods, I came to hope, and to think possible, that my country and the other one so large in my life would eventually cease to be adversaries. By 1989, first and foremost because of Gorbachev, though not him alone, that alternative seemed to have been realized. Why it turned out to be another missed opportunity is the subject of chapter 7.

Here I should explain briefly what I mean by historical alternatives. These are not the imaginary or hypothetical constructs of what-if, counterfactual history, though that is a legitimate intellectual exercise, or what some writers dismiss as a “non-existent subjunctive in history.” I am interested in alternative possibilities that actually existed at turning points in Soviet and post-Soviet history, ones grounded in realities of the time, represented by leaders, and with enough political support to have had a chance of being realized.3 We may disagree as to their chances but not that real people fought—and often died—for them.

No what-ifs or other fictions are needed to understand, for example, that the Bukharinist opposition to Stalin’s political and economic policies represented a different Soviet road forward, one with widespread support in the Communist Party and in society. Khrushchev’s reforms, which were embraced by young people, members of the intelligentsia, and even significant numbers of Party and state officials, had the potential for more far-reaching change in the Soviet system twenty years before it was actually initiated, when some observers thought it was too late. Gorbachev’s call for a full-scale Soviet reformation had broad elite and popular support, and although his personal popularity collapsed under the weight of the alternative he pursued, Boris Yeltsin initially claimed to represent the same cause.

One reason this book may not be well received by many of my colleagues is that they never believed there were any real alternatives in the seventy-four-year Soviet experience. During the forty-year Cold War, when the academic field was formed, they saw a “straight-line” history predetermined by one or more ineluctable factors—the ruling Party’s organization, its ideology, or Russia’s bleak traditions.4 But history written without defeated alternatives is neither a full account of the past nor a real explanation of what happened. It is only the story of the winners made to seem inevitable. Nonetheless, that view was so orthodox that the few American scholars who challenged it—we were known as “revisionists”—were sometimes accused of having dubious political motives.5

Not so coincidentally, something similar, though far worse, befell Soviet historians. For decades, those who wanted to write about historical alternatives to Stalinism, and implicitly to the latter-day system, were prevented from doing so by harsh censorship and even repression. Soviet authorities and unorthodox historians understood the importance of this “deviationism,” as such heresy was officially branded. Thus one of the prominent scholars persecuted for believing Bukharin had been right was banished as the “alternativist [Victor] Danilov,” as that historian of collectivization defiantly also characterized himself.6

Gorbachev’s historic reforms and the end of the Soviet Union brought “alternativism” ( alternativnost), for reasons examined in chapter 6, to the forefront of Russian historical and political thinking. Since 1991, scholars and other intellectuals have been debating whether there were “unrealized alternatives” to the 1917 Revolution, Stalinism, the termination of Khrushchev’s initiatives, Gorbachev’s approach to reform, and the disappearance of the Soviet Union. Many of them are still searching for “a road that leads to the Temple.”7

In the United States, however, the “school of inevitability” has regained its dominant position. For reasons also examined in chapter 6, most American scholars, other intellectuals, and media commentators once again treat nearly seventy-five years of Soviet history as having been “closed to real alternatives.”8 As a result, interest in its “losers”—Bukharin, Khrushchev, and Gorbachev, among others—has fallen.

Those names are associated with a related theme of this book—fate, as it is understood in Russia. The words “fate” and “destiny” exist in most languages, but a nation’s experiences may instill in them different meaning. For Russians, who believe their history, during which “dozens of generations lived on the edge between life and death,” has been especially “accursed,” “fate” is not usually the triumphant “destiny,” as Americans often say, of a champion athlete. It is an ominous development, “some sinister Beethovean knock … at the door,” a tragic outcome.9

On a personal level, Russians may ask, for instance, about the “fate” of a new friend’s parents or grandparents during Stalin’s terror, which victimized millions of people, or in World War II, when 27 million Soviet citizens perished. Generations also think and are thought of in terms of their collective “fate.” In modern times, they include the military officers of the 1930s made “comrades of a tragic fate” by Stalin’s blood purge; the schoolboys who went to the front in 1941, only three of every hundred of whom ever returned; and the generation of the 1960s, known as “the children of Khrushchev,” who believed in the late 1980s “history is giving us another chance” to reform the Soviet system.10

Above all, Russians associate the “fate” of leaders with alternatives they represented at ramifying junctures in the nation’s history. The association sometimes suggests the fatalistic Russian proverb “You can’t escape fate,” but most often it refers to “fateful choices” of the kind historians have emphasized in historic events elsewhere.11 And because the roads chosen and not chosen by Russia’s leaders have so often been unhappy ones for the nation,12 they are connected thereafter with the “tragic fate” of those figures—foremost among them in Soviet history, Bukharin, Khrushchev, Gorbachev, and even Lenin. In the pages that follow, the fates of alternatives and leaders therefore remain joined.

In that connection, I should disclose my personal relationships with several people who appear in this book. I was born the year of Bukharin’s execution, but decades later developed a friendship with his widow, who figures prominently in the first chapter, and with other Gulag survivors who do so in the second chapter. I have had friendly relations with Gorbachev for more than twenty years; there is even an opinion (though not mine) that my biography of Bukharin once influenced him in a significant way.13 But still exploring alternatives, I also got to know Gorbachev’s main rival in the last Soviet leadership, Yegor Ligachev, the subject of the third chapter. And during the events covered in chapters 6 and 7, I was part of a small group that discussed them with the first President George Bush.

Critics may think these relationships have affected my objectivity. I prefer to think that I gained important insights from them while maintaining my scholarly distance. It is for readers to decide.

WORK on a book about many subjects and so long in the making requires considerable help along the way. My most important intellectual debt is still to Robert C. Tucker, who, in his ninety-first year, remains the pioneering alternativist he has always been. Thirty years of discussions with Russian friends and acquaintances, not all of them mentioned in the book, also enriched my knowledge and understanding of events in many ways. Early on, the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation twice gave me financial support for a large project I promised to complete long ago. This is the final installment, and again, belatedly, I acknowledge my gratitude.

At various stages, I benefited from the indispensable work of three excellent assistants—Yeugenia Shvets, Andrey Grigoryev, and then Arina Chesnokova. In addition to contributing to my research, they provided the necessary computer-era services my typewriter cannot perform. And most recently, I became indebted to Peter Dimock, my editor at Columbia University Press. Without his wise advice, encouragement, and forbearance, as I missed one deadline after another, this book would still be an unfinished manuscript.

Above all, I am again boundlessly grateful to my wife Katrina vanden Heuvel for all manner of support, help, and guidance. A Russian-speaking and very knowledgeable observer of that country, and my companion of many years in seeking to understand its past and present, she repeatedly took time from her duties as editor and publisher of The Nation to correct my memory, understanding, and style. Whatever remains uncorrected is despite her best efforts.

Last but very far from least is our beloved daughter, Nika. It is unusual, as I explained in a previous book, to thank a child for anything other than forgiving an author’s absence, but it has been different with Nika. She has been with us during almost every stay in Russia, more than thirty, since her birth in 1991. As she grew and learned the language, her perceptions of what we experienced there challenged and sharpened my own. It is one reason this book is lovingly dedicated to Nika.

S. F. C.

New York City

March 2009

NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

There are various ways of spelling Russian names in English. In the text, I have used the form most familiar or accessible to general readers, not the one used by most scholars. It means, for example, Yegor Yakovlev rather than Egor Iakovlev; Trotsky rather than Trotskii; and Tatyana Zaslavskaya rather than Tatiana Zaslavskaia. In the notes, however, wherever Russian-language sources are cited, I have used the Library of Congress system of transliteration (though without soft or hard signs) so that specialists will more easily recognize and locate them.
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	1 BUKHARIN’S FATE

I wrote the [prison manuscripts] mostly at night, literally wrenching them from my heart. I fervently beg you not to let this work disappear…. Don’t let this work perish. I repeat and emphasize: This is completely apart from my personal fate. Don’t let it be lost!… Have pity! Not on me, on the work!

BUKHARIN, PRISON LETTER TO STALIN, 1937

Why is it that [Bukharin’s] heresy, so often condemned, so often refuted, so often punished, is so often resurrected? Why does this ghost not keep to his grave, though the stake is driven into his corpse again and again?

BERTRAM D. WOLFE





THE answer to Wolfe’s luridly worded but essential question is to be found in the formative history of the former Soviet Union and Communist world more generally: A long and widely held belief that there had been a “Bukharinist alternative” to the horrors of Stalinism and that it could be resurrected for reforming that system after Stalin.

Nikolai Bukharin was only one of the Soviet founders killed by Stalin, but his political fate was special.1 Barely twenty-nine years old when the Bolsheviks took power, he was the youngest, most genuinely popular, and perhaps most interesting intellectual member of the Communist Party leadership that forged the new Soviet state during the years of revolution and civil war from 1917 to 1921. Lenin, with whom he had a periodically feuding but essentially sonlike relationship, called him the “golden boy of the revolution,” the “favorite of the entire Party,” and its “biggest theorist.” Those special tributes alone were more than enough to doom him in Stalin’s terror, which swept away virtually the entire original elite of the Soviet Union.

But it was Bukharin’s role in the 1920s that would make him Stalin’s most important purge victim in the 1930s. In 1921, after four years of draconian political and economic measures that helped win the civil war but left the economy in ruins and the Party’s own constituencies in rebellion, Lenin introduced a fundamental change of course known as the New Economic Policy, or simply NEP. Until Stalin abolished NEP in 1929, it was, to use language popularized later in Soviet history, the first era of Communist liberalization or, as would be said during Mikhail Gorbachev’s reforms of the late 1980s, the first perestroika.

Though the NEP 1920s were far from democratic, compared to the decades of despotic terror, bureaucratic tyranny, and deprivation that followed, they were for many citizens a long-remembered “golden era” in Soviet history. Alongside state-owned industries, banks, and transport, private enterprise and market relations were officially encouraged, especially in peasant agriculture, small-scale manufacturing, and retail trade. The Communist Party maintained its repressive political monopoly but permitted much more social, intellectual, and cultural diversity than would ever again be the case until the Gorbachev years. By the mid-1920s, the economy, devastated by years of war and revolution, had largely recovered, civil peace had been restored, and Moscow had become, like Weimar Berlin, a leading cultural capital of Europe.

Lenin created NEP, but after the leader’s death in 1924, as his heirs on the ruling Politburo and Central Committee split into factions warring over power and policy, Bukharin became its greatest interpreter and defender. Regretting his own extremist views during the civil war, he now warned repeatedly against the abuses of power inherent in the Party’s political monopoly and ideological zealotry—great policy leaps beyond the people’s wishes, warfare actions against society, rampant bureaucracy and administrative caprice, economic monopolism, and elite privilege. He advocated instead conciliatory policies to encourage both the private and state sectors to evolve into socialism in mutually beneficial conditions and without further bloodshed. Indeed, in a private letter to the head of the secret police that anticipated democratization under Gorbachev sixty years later, Bukharin wrote: “I think we should move more rapidly toward a more ‘liberal’ form of Soviet rule.”2 He called this philosophy and program “socialist humanism.”

Henceforth Bukharin’s political fortunes and historical reputation were linked inextricably to NEP. From 1925 to 1928, he and Stalin led the Party’s pro-NEP majority against the several left oppositions headed by Leon Trotsky, Grigory Zinoviev, and Lev Kamenev. And when Stalin himself turned against NEP at the end of the 1920s, for a draconian kind of rapid industrialization based on forcing the country’s 125 million peasants into state-run collective farms, Bukharin’s adamant protests put him at the head of the so-called Right Opposition—the last great struggle inside the Soviet Communist Party against its ascendant general secretary.

Even before Stalin’s ruthless measures of 1929 through 1933 had left perhaps 10 million peasants dead or enslaved in a vastly swollen Gulag of forced labor camps, Bukharin presciently understood their “monstrously one-sided” intent—and their consequences. Evoking “Lenin’s Last Testament,” a series of short articles in defense of NEP written by the dying leader in 1922 and 1923, Bukharin protested that socialism could not and must not be achieved through “military-feudal exploitation” of the country’s peasant majority. “Stalin’s policy is leading to civil war. He will have to drown the revolts in blood.” The outcome, he warned, “will be a police state.”

Bukharin’s prophetic opposition, undertaken on the eve of the Soviet Union’s most fateful and ultimately irreversible turning point after 1917, would never be forgotten in Russia or forgiven by Stalin. In late 1929, as catastrophe unfolded across the land, the new Stalinist majority stripped Bukharin of all his leadership positions—member of the Politburo, editor of the Party newspaper, Pravda, and head of the Communist International. Once the Party’s co-leader and most authoritative ideologist, Bukharin saw his ideas and policies denounced as “anti-Leninist” and “rotten liberalism.” He no longer had any real power or influence over political events, though he remained a nominal member of the Party Central Committee and later served as editor of the government newspaper, Izvestia, until his arrest on February 27, 1937.

Bukharin was not seen again publicly until March 2, 1938, when the last and most spectacular of the three Moscow show trials opened in a glare of international media attention. (The eleven-day trial made worldwide headlines, though news of Bukharin’s execution, on March 15, was overshadowed by Hitler’s march into Austria.) By now Stalin had falsely condemned all of Lenin’s other co-leaders as covert enemies of their own cause, but none as completely and grotesquely as he would defame the “favorite of the entire Party.” Bukharin’s defense of NEP, special relationship with Lenin, and lingering personal popularity were the greatest reproach to the official cult of Stalin’s infallibility, which had grown in almost direct proportion to the rural holocaust caused by his leadership.

Twenty-one defendants sat in the dock, several of them prominent old Bolsheviks, but for Stalin it was the inquisition and confession of Bukharin that really mattered. The alternative he represented in 1928 and 1929 had to be criminalized and thereby rendered forever anathema. After only the first day, the Stalinist press made clear the trial’s purpose and preordained verdict: “Bukharin sits there with his head bowed low, a treacherous, two-faced, whimpering, evil nonentity who has been exposed… as leader of a gang of spies, terrorists, and thieves…. This filthy little Bukharin.” As the pseudojudicial proceedings moved toward their inexorable outcome, Stalin, through his mouthpiece-prosecutor, Andrei Vyshinsky, leveled an exceptional accusation against Bukharin: “The hypocrisy and perfidy of this man exceed the most perfidious and monstrous crimes known to the history of mankind.”

For many years to come, Bukharin’s trial would be an enthralling and emblematic mystery of twentieth-century politics, the subject of philosophy and fiction: Why had he—indeed, all the illustrious old Bolsheviks in the dock—confessed to preposterously false charges? (Not a few foolish Western observers, it might be remembered, from foreign Communists to the American ambassador in Moscow, actually believed the charges, or said they did.) Perhaps the most popular explanation, elaborated in Arthur Koestler’s famous novel Darkness at Noon , argued that Bukharin, in his fictionalized counterpart Rubashov, morally bankrupt and sincerely repentant for his past opposition, willingly confessed as a last service to Stalinism.

In fact, Bukharin did not really confess, as was clear even from the edited transcript of the trial published at the time in the heavily censored Soviet press and then in a “stenographic” volume. Forced to participate in the grotesque spectacle, if only in the hope of saving his family, his tactic was to accept personal responsibility for the general indictment dictated by Stalin while denying all its specific charges: “I plead guilty to… the sum total of crimes committed by this counterrevolutionary organization, irrespective of whether or not I knew of, or whether or not I took a direct part in, any particular act.” Lest anyone fail to understand that the second part of that statement negated the first, Bukharin went on to discredit his whole “confession” (and allude to the torment being inflicted in Stalin’s prisons) with a simple aside: “The confession of the accused is a medieval principle of jurisprudence.” As for the crucial charges that he had plotted to assassinate Lenin and commit other terrorist acts, overthrow the Soviet government, and betray the country to fascist Germany and Japan, he flatly and repeatedly rejected them: “I do not plead guilty… I do not know of this… I deny it… I categorically deny any complicity.”

Indeed, if Bukharin’s presence in the dock was a capitulation to Stalin, his conduct there was a last struggle against Stalinism. Taking on his assigned role as representative of a martyred Bolshevik movement, and especially of his own pro-NEP policies of the 1920s, he tried to show—through double-talk, code words, evasion, and digressions—that the criminal accusations were really political falsifications and the doomed Bolsheviks actually the revolution’s true leaders, whose non-Stalinist conceptions of socialism were being eradicated. Stalin’s bullying prosecutor and judge, panicked by Bukharin’s “acrobatics” and refusal to follow the jailhouse script, tried to frighten him from “following definite tactics… hiding behind a flood of words… making digressions into the sphere of politics,” but he persevered day after day. In his final statement he again “confessed” to the indictment but then, according to a foreign correspondent in the courtroom, “proceeded… to tear it to bits, while Vyshinsky, powerless to intervene, sat uneasily in his place.”

By the 1960s, several Western historians had reexamined the published transcript and concluded that Bukharin’s trial, “degrading as it was in many respects, may fairly be called his finest hour.”3 In the Soviet Union, however, it took much longer, including three and a half decades after Stalin’s own death in 1953 and five subsequent leaderships, to overturn the court’s verdict. After a struggle at high levels—the future maximalist Boris Yeltsin, then a candidate member of the ruling Politburo, initially opposed the move as “too early”—Bukharin was fully exonerated and restored to official honor at Gorbachev’s insistence in 1988, a year marking both the fiftieth anniversary of his execution and the centenary of his birth. The subject of popular biographies, novels, and films, his historical reputation continued to grow in public esteem right up to the end of the Soviet Union three years later.4

THE Soviet judge who formally reopened Bukharin’s case files in 1988 remarked, “He was a fighter to the end, despite the conditions in which he found himself.” It has always been possible to imagine those terrible conditions, but only recently have terror-era archives begun to reveal more about what happened to him during the year between his arrest and execution. Even today, however, more, not everything, is the correct word. Despite the opening of many former Soviet archives, access to two of the most important ones remains highly restricted and much of their historical material yet to be declassified.

The NKVD archive, which contains most of the records from the “investigation and interrogation” of Bukharin in prison, is still under the control of its post-Soviet successor organization. Special permission is required from that ministry in order to see any of its files, for which no catalogue or other inventory is made available. Even when shown a large quantity of documents, as I was, one cannot be sure they are complete. Probably they are not, but the archive is so vast and its history so long and secretive that not even the staff of Lubyanka, as the secret police headquarters is commonly called, seems to be certain.

Incongruous as it may seem, the Russian Presidential Archive, where significant parts of Stalin’s enormous personal archive are still kept, is even more inaccessible. Sometimes called the Kremlin Archive, it passed in 1991 from Gorbachev’s control to Boris Yeltsin’s and then to Vladimir Putin and Dmitri Medvedev. Some holdings have been transferred to open repositories. But none of its unique remaining materials, not even remote historical ones, can be seen except on instruction of the president, his chief of staff, or a high official acting on their authority. Nor does this zealously guarded citadel of secrets make known a list of its full holdings, though it is known they include the original typed stenograph of Bukharin’s trial with handwritten “corrections” by Stalin and his hanging judge, Vasily Ulrikh.5

An often unanswered question therefore haunts surviving members of a victim’s family and historians even today: Do missing materials confiscated during Stalin’s terror still exist? Are they preserved somewhere in those once “top-secret” and still reticent archives, were they bureaucratically mislaid or privately stashed elsewhere, or were they destroyed many years ago?

Russian writers like to quote Mikhail Bulgakov’s aphorism, “Manuscripts do not burn,” but many did in Stalin’s Soviet Union. Some examples are well known and especially lamented. In the bureaucratic language of an official investigation, it was reported that the last prose fiction of Boris Pilnyak, arrested with him in 1937, “has not been preserved.” Several unpublished works by Isaac Babel and the great scientist Nikolai Vavilov suffered the same fate. Not even Lenin’s letters were safe, a number of important ones evidently having been destroyed along with his old comrades who had received them. But we can never know how many manuscripts, eminent correspondence, government documents, photographs, films, and even paintings perished in the bloody years from 1929 to 1953, when Stalin’s regime tried to repress anything that suggested there had been any legitimate alternatives to his leadership and policies.

Some were lost indifferently in the crude haste of millions of arrests, searches, and confiscations; others were frantically discarded by their owners or relatives in fear of such nocturnal visits; but many more were systematically destroyed by the terror regime. From the central Lubyanka Prison in the late 1930s, “a soot-stained chimney… sprinkled Moscow with the ash of incinerated manuscripts.”6 Scores of incinerators no doubt were also flaming in provincial Lubyankas throughout Russia and the other Soviet republics. Later, Stalin’s political police and its successor, the NKVD and KGB, destroyed masses of paper when Hitler’s armies approached in 1941, again when Nikita Khrushchev’s revelations threatened the organy in the 1950s and early 1960s, and once again, now shredding instead of burning, after the failed putsch against Soviet President Gorbachev in August 1991.

And yet a great many forbidden manuscripts and other materials did survive Stalin’s long reign of terror and its aftermath. Some were saved in secret acts of private courage—by relatives and friends of victims who took the great risk of hiding poems, letters, and photographs for decades. But most were actually “preserved forever”—as they were often stamped by the terror apparatus itself—buried in the ever swelling archives (“vaults” seems a more fitting word) of the NKVD and of the chief terrorist, Stalin. There is no fully satisfactory explanation for why the “Boss,” as his top henchmen called him among themselves, allowed so much incriminating evidence to be preserved—was it his seminary education or his self-ordained role as “greatest scholar on the planet”?—but for this, if nothing else, the nation could be grateful.

An authentic despot has the personal power to make time for what truly interests him, no matter how petty it may seem. Amid all the political, economic, and social upheavals of the Soviet 1930s, Stalin received and at least scanned an enormous volume of confiscated materials, commonly scrawling on them the instruction “Send to the archive” or, more evocatively, “Let all this ‘material’ lie deep in the archive.”7 Thus did his personal papers grow year by year and decade by decade into a vast and long-impenetrable repository of forbidden history and culture.

Where, then, are Bukharin’s own personal papers, a large and rich collection accumulated during an extraordinary life of revolution, power, and writing? Immediately following his arrest in February 1937, NKVD men hauled away a “mountain of paper” from his Kremlin apartment, the truck “overflowing” with materials, including unpublished manuscripts, photographs, letters from Lenin, and other historical documents.8 None of it has ever been found.

Consider two subsequent examples. During his year in prison, Bukharin wrote several (evidently revealing) undelivered letters to his wife. One of them, dated January 15, 1938, two months before his trial began, was found fifty-four years later; the others are still missing. When his trial finally got under way, all the proceedings were filmed and sound-recorded on Stalin’s orders by NKVD cameramen. Those reels might tell us what actually happened in the courtroom, but they have disappeared. Indeed, it is astonishing that not a single frame of film or photograph showing the faces of the defendants at this most infamous political trial of the twentieth century, an era of unprecedented visual artifacts, has ever been made public.9

Nonetheless, archives have now told us more about Bukharin’s fate, however grudgingly and fragmentarily, than most historians ever expected to learn. He spent his last year “dangling between life and death” in Stalin’s leading factory of false confessions, Lubyanka Prison, fully in the hands of NKVD “investigators” who were under pressing orders to “prepare” him for the trial. Bukharin immediately understood, as he wrote to Stalin from prison, that “they can do with me here anything they want.”10 Except when taken through always dark corridors to an interrogation room, he was confined in a tiny cell harshly lit around the clock by a naked bulb, alone for months but periodically with a cell mate who was actually an informer. Interrogations to extract his testimony for the script being dictated and constantly enhanced by the Kremlin Scenarist usually began late at night and continued into the early morning hours.

For three full months, Bukharin adamantly refused to “confess”—that is, to play his designated role at the trial—despite prospects of physical torture, threats against his family, and shattering face-to-face confrontations with his cherished young protégés of the 1920s, who had been brutally beaten and forced to give lurid testimony against him. Asked to make admissions that “contradict my whole life, my entire being,” as he also wrote to Stalin, Bukharin refused “to slander myself out of fear or for other analogous reasons.” But on June 1 he capitulated and began inventing “testimony,” probably because he learned that the country’s top military commanders had now been arrested and was shown their signed statements incriminating him. If those armed and tough men could be taken and broken so quickly—they were brutally tortured—there would be no way out for him. The “other analogous reasons,” most fearfully the fate of his family, became inescapable.

For the next nine months Bukharin went along with the Lubyanka inquisitors but haggled stubbornly over the terms of his confession. At first he tried to limit his “crimes” to a history of “theoretical mistakes” and “political opposition,” but those concessions were far from what Stalin needed. Finally Bukharin agreed to take on the part of leader of the “counterrevolutionary criminal bloc,” but he continued to be vague about specific misdeeds. His tenacious recalcitrance may have been one reason why the trial was postponed at least twice. On several occasions, high-level emissaries from Stalin—notably the NKVD chief, Nikolai Yezhov, and the prosecutor, Vyshinsky—came to deal personally with him. Among other things, they promised he would live if he played the role well. Bukharin desperately wanted to believe them but never really did, and he repeatedly asked to be given poison, “like Socrates,” instead of being shot.

Always a fragile personality—“soft” and “artistic,” according to people who knew him—Bukharin was already debilitated by months of persecution and a hunger strike undertaken before his arrest. Unlike so many other victims, he seems not to have been physically tortured in prison. But all the other agonies inflicted in Lubyanka—over his family and closest friends, his impending trial, his historical reputation—were enough to leave his “soul shattered and in torment.” His “grief and boundless anguish” brought on episodes of “hallucinatory delusions,” even an occasional loss of vision, and though he seems to have always revived, his “physical and spiritual strength [were] weakening.” (There are hints he may have been given drugs to calm or manipulate him.)

Those rare glimpses of Bukharin’s condition in prison are from four letters he sent to Stalin from his cell between April and December 1937. Of all the documents found in archives, they are the most painful to read. On the other hand, they must be interpreted cautiously because different light might be cast on their meaning by several other prison letters he wrote to his captor that have disappeared.11 Two of the four might be interpreted simply as the pathetic pleadings of a completely broken man. Filled with lachrymose professions of “true devotion” and “enormous love” for his persecutor, along with fantasies of being freed to live under a pseudonym, they assured Stalin, “I acknowledge myself to be entirely yours” and “I would be ready to carry out any of your demands.” But the long, densely rambling letters can also be interpreted more complexly, particularly in light of other evidence that Bukharin remained “a fighter to the end,” as part of a cruelly inequitable negotiation.

Throughout his imprisonment, Bukharin tried desperately to “bargain” (vytorgovat) with Stalin, whom he had known well for many years, but without enraging his now tyrannical suspicions, envies, and personal cult. The Lubyanka prisoner had only one thing to offer: his willingness to satisfy Stalin’s profound need for his participation in the macabre trial designed to delegitimate any ideas about a Bukharinist alternative. The Kremlin Inquisitor, on the other hand, had unconstrained power of life and death not only over Bukharin but over his large family, most ominously his twenty-three-year-old wife, Anna Larina, whom Bukharin, at almost forty-six, had married three years earlier; their infant son, Yuri; and Bukharin’s thirteen-year-old daughter, Svetlana, by a previous marriage. (Also at Stalin’s mercy were Bukharin’s elderly father, younger brother, and two previous wives.) In return for going through with the trial, Bukharin wanted assurances of their well-being.

Assurances were given, but falsely. Bukharin went on trial in March 1938 without knowing that his wife and son had been taken from their Moscow apartment nine months earlier, Anna to begin a twenty-year journey through Stalin’s prisons, labor camps, and Siberian exile, and Yuri a two-decade odyssey under another family name through foster homes and orphanages. Reunited only in 1956, both survived to be present at Bukharin’s 1988 rehabilitation, but not for the reason he had hoped. Many “wives and children of enemies of the people” were summarily shot in the 1930s, but Stalin kept some alive in case they were needed for future trials; spouses made handy coconspirators, and sons and daughters grew into adult defendants. (Svetlana was not arrested until 1949.) The tyrant died, at seventy-three, before he could invent lethal scenarios for all of them.

But Bukharin was also bargaining for something else, second in importance only to his family. It, too, only Stalin could grant. A man for whom politics had always meant writing—his publications numbered in the hundreds12—Bukharin wanted permission, exceedingly unusual in that place of debasement, to write in his cell: “I simply would not be able to survive here if not permitted to use paper and pen.” Stalin must have interpreted the letter as Bukharin intended, “I would not be able to play my role,” and gave the order. Knowing it could be reversed at any moment, the Lubyanka author tried to ensnare his captor in what he was writing. Bukharin’s letters carefully apprised Stalin of his projects, even proposing he write a preface for one of them. As weeks turned into months, and tightly handwritten pages into large manuscripts, Bukharin more and more wanted his prison writings to survive him: “Have pity! Not on me, on the work!”

Those writings are the most remarkable discovery of an archival investigation into Bukharin’s Lubyanka fate. In barely one year, while constantly being interrogated and tormented about his family and the next ordeal that awaited him, this middle-aged intellectual, so often said to have been weak, found the moral and physical stamina to write four books (the equivalent of about 1,400 typewritten pages)—a study of modern politics and culture, a philosophical treatise, a thick volume of thematic poems, and an unfinished novel about his childhood in pre-revolutionary Russia.

Exactly how Bukharin managed to write the manuscripts in those circumstances is left to our imagination. The only other person who probably knew was a shadowy thirty-five-year-old Lubyanka officer directly in charge of interrogating and preparing him for the trial, Captain Lazar Kogan; not long after, he, too, was arrested and shot. An educated and soft-mannered man who had begun his NKVD career specializing in intellectual cases, he must have been specially chosen for Bukharin’s. Kogan was, of course, a loyal agent of the terror—he was awarded an Order of Lenin in murderous 1937 and on his daughter’s ninth birthday that year wished her to “be a worthy daughter of your country and its leader, Comrade Stalin”—but his few surviving traces suggest a complex relationship with his famous victim during their months together in Lubyanka.13 Hoping to help her husband, Anna Larina was allowed to meet Kogan once and thought she saw “unspeakable remorse in his eyes.” Whatever the full truth, he provided his prisoner with writing materials and books, boosted his morale, and watched the manuscripts grow.

Unless more documents are uncovered, perhaps in Kogan’s own files, which, in accord with regulations concerning present and former agents, Lubyanka authorities have refused to provide, all we can know with certainty is that Bukharin wrote mostly at night and early morning, sleeping sporadically in the harsh light that blurred his vision, working without a typewriter, sources he needed, or even a reliable supply of paper, using the backs and margins of used sheets when he ran out. We should not be too surprised. It was the same Bukharin who then appeared at the show trial so carefully planned by Stalin and found ways “to tear it to bits.”

When Bukharin was taken to be shot, three of his prison manuscripts evidently were still in his cell, including his unfinished memoir-novel, the other having been confiscated months before. All four, along with almost everything else he wrote in Lubyanka, were sent by his jailers, acting on standing orders and their own fearful instincts, to the Kremlin Boss. It is not known whether Stalin read them carefully, but he certainly looked at them. He then buried them deep in his personal archive, the deepest archaeological recess of the Terror Era. They were excavated, at my initiative, fifty-four years later, in 1992.

The role I unexpectedly played in this saga was an outgrowth of my biography of Bukharin, published in the United States in 1973 and eventually in the Soviet Union in 1989, and my close personal relationship with his widow and son from the time we first met surreptitiously in 1975 in pre-glasnost Moscow. While researching that book from afar, I came across vague reports that Bukharin had written some kind of manuscript in prison, as indeed he hinted at the trial, but neither I nor his family, who were still living with a restrictive official stigma, could learn anything more for many years. Only in 1988 did an aide to Gorbachev, who had read and publicly remarked on my book, tell me privately that not one but four such manuscripts existed in closed archives.

On behalf of Anna Larina; her artist son, Yuri Larin; and myself, I began asking for the manuscripts. Gorbachev, although sympathetic to the request, was already locked in a bitter political struggle with Communist Party opponents who resented his revelations about Soviet history and particularly about those kinds of “Party documents.” Nonetheless, I still was optimistic in 1991 that he would soon authorize release of the manuscripts. Suddenly, however, with the end of the Soviet Union and his own political office, Gorbachev no longer controlled any of the archives.

In 1992, Anna Larina, now almost eighty and ill with cancer, and I took a different approach. Believing that the Bukharin family was the legal and moral heir to his works, and, according to recently adopted law, had a juridical right in the “new, democratic Russia” to examine all files related to his case, Larina formally named me her proxy and requested that the relevant archives give me full access to the materials. To our surprise, the former NKVD/KGB archive, under the Ministry of Security, responded promptly and more or less positively. My work in that storehouse of historical horrors soon began.

I quickly learned, however, that not even the top archive officials of the new Russian state could authorize access to the Presidential Archive, where the manuscripts and other essential materials were held. It could be done only by someone at the highest levels of the Yeltsin government. Nor was it a good political moment. The end of Communist rule had diminished public interest in all the Soviet founding fathers, and the new government seemed interested only in archival documents that would discredit Gorbachev and enhance its upcoming trial of the Communist Party. The prison writings of a martyred founding father embraced by the last Soviet leader served neither purpose.

Through a mutual Russian friend, I had earlier met a person who now had the power and perhaps the inclination to help, Gennady Burbulis. One of Yeltsin’s closest and most influential aides, he had become a high-ranking official in the first post-Soviet government. In July 1992, ironically during the opening session of the government’s trial of the Communist Party, I approached him in a corridor and asked his help. Though not a politician with any sympathy for the Soviet founders, Burbulis knew Anna Larina’s saga from her best-selling 1988 memoir and was moved by her desire to learn everything about her husband’s fate.14 Within minutes I was in his office while he spoke on the phone to archive administrators, and within a few weeks photocopies of the four manuscripts were in our hands. Another large batch of materials from the Kremlin Archive soon followed, just before its doors again slammed shut.

Thus were Bukharin’s widow, son, and daughter, the historian Svetlana Gurvich, able to encounter him anew across an enormous chasm of time and suffering. For Anna Larina, who died in 1996, there was just enough time left, with the help of family and friends, to help prepare her husband’s last writings for publication in his homeland.

TWO of Bukharin’s prison manuscripts, unlike the poems and autobiographical novel, were overtly political and therefore had to be written on a razor’s edge between what he desperately wanted to say—to the despot and to posterity—and the desperate plight of his family. Like his later courtroom statements, they must be read on two levels, the outwardly conformist and inwardly polemical, for the non-Stalinist meanings embedded in obligatory Stalinist ritual. Also unlike the poems and novel, the other two manuscripts were very much of their time, the 1930s, a decade already unfolding in the catastrophic ways that would shape the rest of the twentieth century.

Once inside Lubyanka in 1937, Bukharin was given almost no news of the outside world, but by the time of his arrest Hitler and Mussolini were in power, their military ambitions clear, and the Spanish Civil War under way. With those developments on his mind, Bukharin completed the first prison manuscript, Socialism and Its Culture, at an astonishing pace, evidently within four weeks of being permitted to write, partly because it was the second half of a larger work begun before his arrest to be called The Crisis of Capitalist Culture and Socialism . The first volume, The Degradation of Culture and Fascism, was among the papers taken from his apartment and never found, but the nature of the overall project is clear. For Bukharin, “culture” meant modern civilization; fascism was its mortal crisis and socialism its only possible salvation.

Forced to stand trial as the last original Bolshevik, Bukharin was also the last great Soviet antifascist of the 1930s. Alone among Soviet leaders, he had worried about fascism as a new phenomenon and special menace ever since the early 1920s. By the mid-1930s, that worry had grown into profound alarm: not only was Hitlerism in power and ever more virulent, Stalin was speaking publicly of the Nazi Führer as merely another capitalist dictator with whom he could do realpolitik business. (Bukharin no doubt knew of Stalin’s secret diplomacy, already under way before 1937, that would lead to the Nazi-Soviet Pact of 1939.) Right up to his arrest, Bukharin used all his remaining personal authority and political positions to urge, in articles and speeches, that the Soviet Union put itself at the head of the antifascist struggle and collective European security. (For this some Western and Russian historians think he represented another alternative, one that might have prevented the enormous Soviet losses in World War II.)

A leading twentieth-century Marxist and Soviet founding father, Bukharin naturally remained loyal, even in Lubyanka, to Marxism and to the Soviet Union. In addition, Stalin’s modernizing goals, however brutally pursued, were his as well. But Bukharin knew, as he had made clear before his arrest, that the Stalinist regime, much like Hitler’s, was growing into an “omnipotent ‘total state’ that de-humanizes everything except leaders and ‘superleaders.’” Socialism and Its Culture tried to overcome that nightmarish paradox. It argued effusively for the “humanist” potential of the Soviet system while pleading with the despot for its humanization, even a “transition to democracy,” so that the nation could play its essential antifascist role. Bukharin believed deeply in those historic Soviet missions, even while knowing they were being terribly deformed under Stalin, and a final opportunity to testify on their behalf was another reason he agreed to stand trial.

Though he hoped Socialism and Its Culture would reach a world “at the crossroads of history,” it was, in effect, a book-length policy memorandum to Stalin. Its urgent importance for Bukharin was clear from letters to Stalin begging him to save the confiscated (and still missing) first volume and publish both quickly, under a pseudonym if necessary, with a preface by the Kremlin leader. (What better way to wed Stalin to Bukharin’s policies?) Here, too, Bukharin failed. Seventeen months after the trial, Stalin’s pact with Hitler helped unleash world war while leaving Soviet borders virtually defenseless when Nazi armies came in June 1941. Before they were finally driven back into Germany in 1945, at least 27 million Soviet citizens had been killed. If we still honor a handful of political figures elsewhere who understood the dangers of appeasement and fought it, their counterpart in Lubyanka Prison should be added to the list.

By his seventh month in prison, September 1937, Bukharin had largely completed a second manuscript, a collection of poems of “universal scope” entitled The Transformation of the World. Though outwardly “chaotic,” he explained in his letter to his wife, the collection was based on a “plan.” Most of the nearly 200 poems were reflections on previous centuries—particularly their great thinkers, cultural figures, and rebels—and an epic telling of Soviet history from 1917 to the 1930s, culminating in the ongoing “struggle of two worlds,” socialist humanism and fascism. In that respect, the second manuscript was an expansive poetic rendition of the first. Whatever the literary quality of the poems—expert Russian opinion is mixed—they are of compelling interest.

Carefully dated with the time of composition, the poems were written during the months when Bukharin was being intensely pressured for the false testimony Stalin demanded. Composed after midnight, when he was returned to his cell from those nocturnal interrogations, they can be read as a chronicle of his emotional state and a quest for spiritual escape. Two sections of the volume, one entitled “Lyrical Intermezzo,” are especially moving. Along with autobiographical themes that reappear in the novel, they express his intense love for Anna, longing for their brief life together, and yearning to be free. For any historian of the terror, they are an unexpected view into the soul of a condemned man.

By then Bukharin seems to have understood that he was doomed, which meant the antifascist manifesto would not be published, and to have begun thinking about his posthumous legacy. He had already started another “big” project, Philosophical Arabesques, and now considered it the “most important thing” and his most “mature work.” Even though he lacked most of the books needed for such a wide-ranging treatise (Kogan gave him a few from the prison library and apparently from his own collection), it was full of erudition and remarkably precise references. It, too, was written very quickly, because “much of it was in my head.”

This third prison manuscript mattered greatly to Bukharin for at least two reasons. In 1921 he had published a philosophical work, Historical Materialism, that immediately became a canon of international communism. Translated into many languages, it established him as a major Marxist thinker and the Party’s “biggest theorist.” Stalin could not really obliterate that reputation, but serious intellectual and political challenges to Marxism, in addition to the theory and practice of fascism, had arisen since 1921. The still proud and intellectually ambitious Lubyanka inmate wanted to respond to those challenges and complete his long-standing project of bringing nineteenth-century Marxism fully into the twentieth century.

Something else equally personal was on Bukharin’s mind. In 1922, while exalting him as the movement’s best theorist, Lenin had added a biting caveat, as only a father figure can: Bukharin “has never studied and, I think, never fully understood dialectics.” Since dialectical under-standing was thought to be at the center of Marxist theorizing, Lenin’s paradoxical qualification rankled and lingered. (Most of all, it reflected generational differences between the two men: Lenin’s Marxism was imbued with nineteenth-century German philosophy, particularly Hegel, and Bukharin’s with early-twentieth-century sociological theory.) Now on the eve of his own death, in a last discourse with his dead leader and revered friend, Bukharin undertook, as “Ilich [Lenin] recommended,” a book that would be “dialectical from beginning to end.”

Whether or not Lenin would have approved, the result was anything but conformist. When Philosophical Arabesques was published in post-Communist Russia, an eminent Moscow philosopher noted the “illusions Bukharin shared with many Communists of that time” but emphasized his “secret polemic with Stalinism.” The “tragedy of this manuscript,” he continued, was in having been kept hidden for so long:

If the ideas Bukharin developed in this manuscript had been made known even in the 1950s or 1960s, they could have led to a fundamentally new Marxist philosophical vision. The kind of philosophy Bukharin outlined here was not the same as the Stalinist version of Marxism, a Marxism crucified…. Many themes first raised and discussed by Bukharin were new for Marxist philosophers even in the 1960s! And the people who kept this manuscript under lock and key… are guilty not simply of degrading Marxism, which was transformed into ideological solder, but of a barbaric attitude toward… culture, and not only Russian culture.15

History often inflicts cruel ironies on its most engaging victims. Bukharin finished his solitary Lubyanka effort to redeem Soviet Marxism just as Stalin’s regime was celebrating the twentieth anniversary of the Communist revolution, overnight on November 7– 8, 1937. Five nights later, he began his autobiographical novel. The first seven chapters were written by mid-January 1938, when he thought the trial was about to begin and his time had run out. Another postponement, to early March, allowed him to write fifteen more.

Even the twenty-two chapters in this manuscript, which take Nikolai “Kolya” Petrov (Nikolai “Kolya” Bukharin) through childhood to about age fifteen and Russia to the eve of the failed revolution of 1905, a kind of dress rehearsal for 1917, are themselves unfinished. No professional writer, which Bukharin certainly was, would consider any major work complete without revisions, even further drafts. Bukharin had neither time nor paper for such perfections.16 All his prison manuscripts were written not only at an astonishing pace but with almost no corrections. Misled into believing that they would be given to his family, he expected his elderly father, a great lover of literature, to “polish the poems and the novel.” (When the manuscripts were finally retrieved half a century later, a decision was made to publish all of them unedited, if only to honor the circumstances in which he wrote them.)

How It All Began, the title I gave the English-language edition, was written as a novel, but it was virtually a memoir. None of the people were invented or really disguised. In addition to the later world-famous Kolya Petrov-Bukharin, for example, four of the main characters from his childhood became people well known in Moscow political society after 1917: his father, his brother, and two cousins, one a prominent Bolshevik revolutionary and historian, and the other Bukharin’s first wife. Elderly friends and members of Bukharin’s extended family who were still alive when the novel was obtained in the 1990s were amazed by how exactly he had portrayed those people. (All of them would share his fate under Stalin in one way or another.)

Above all, little Kolya Petrov of the novel was fully recognizable in the legendary Nikolai Bukharin of Soviet history. The Russian Huck Finn (“Kolya’s hero”) with a classical education, who dismayed his mother and grandmother by already knowing “everything he’s not supposed to,” grew into the most iconoclastic and intellectual member of the Soviet leadership. The boy who fell in love with painting became the revolutionary who ruefully admitted having had to choose between art and politics. The impish and athletic schoolboy “monkey” was still walking on his hands and springing from trees over courtyard walls in the 1920s and 1930s, now for the amusement of an ailing Lenin and the venerable writer Maxim Gorky. And Kolya’s childhood passion for assembling menageries wherever the family migrated through the Russian empire remained with Bukharin everywhere he later lived, from Moscow’s Hotel Metropol to the Kremlin, their abandoned denizens still running wild after his execution.

Even the writing of the novel, the only one he ever undertook, can be traced to the literary enthusiasms young Kolya inherited from his underachieving but beloved father. (“He goes out to buy sausage and comes back with a canary.”) Though the most surprising of his prison manuscripts, it is consistent with the Soviet leader who wrote extensively about literature and culture, gathered the best writers around the newspapers he edited, Pravda and Izvestia, and repeatedly did what he could to protect three of Russia’s greatest and most endangered poets—Osip Mandelstam, Boris Pasternak, and Nikolai Zabolotsky. Nor was little Kolya’s raucous humor uncharacteristic of the zestful man later renowned as a Kremlin caricaturist and punster.17 He never stopped telling the novel’s story of his hapless Latin teacher, a native Czech, who translated the proverb “Life is short; art is long” for his Russian students as “The belly is short, but the thing is long.”

We might wonder how Bukharin recalled those distant childhood years in such detail after decades of political upheaval and his own wide-ranging travels and activities. His memories had been refreshed by romance earlier in the 1930s, when he; his brother, Vladimir; their father; and his cousins related their life stories to his new wife Anna. But Bukharin gave an additional explanation in the novel: “Children, like grown-ups, have their superstitions, prejudices, heartfelt dreams, ideals, and unforgettable incidents in life, which are stored in the memory forever and which suddenly, at terrible or tragic moments in life, come swimming into consciousness, surprisingly vivid, in full detail, down to the wrinkles in somebody’s face or a spider’s web illuminated by the evening sun.” Lubyanka Prison, of course, was such a terrible and tragic moment.

How far Bukharin hoped to take his story and Russia’s is not entirely clear, but clues strongly suggest that he wanted the novel to encompass or culminate in 1917. In his next to last available prison letter to Stalin, he said it was to be a “big novel,” which presumably meant in scope and content and thus including the “Great Revolution.” There is also the somewhat enigmatic title Bukharin put on the manuscript, Vremena, whose Russian meaning suggests an unending process of time linking the past, present, and future. In the Soviet Marxist imagination, the revolution of 1917 was a kind of nexus between Russia’s previous history, ongoing developments, and Communist future.

Why did Bukharin choose to write about the beginning of his life at its very end? Working on a previous prison manuscript, he had assured Stalin that it “calmed me somewhat”; memories of childhood and a loving family may have eased his adult sorrows. But the contents of How It All Began hardly suggest that emotional escape from Lubyanka was its primary purpose. For that, he might have written exclusively about his lifelong passions for nature or art, which are secondary themes of the novel. A political man to the end, Bukharin chose autobiography as his last subject for a political reason.

By 1937, entire generations of Russian revolutionaries, Bukharin’s in particular, were being massacred in Stalin’s terror, their biographies and ideals criminalized in the name of their own once-sacred cause. Though isolated in prison, Bukharin witnessed firsthand the fate of his contemporaries, having been brought face to face with childhood friends who also were being tortured into falsifying his life and their own. For his sake and theirs, he wanted to leave behind a personal testimony of how it had really been—a testament to the idealism that had led them as young students to become Marxist radicals in tsarist Russia—and how, he still hoped, it might be.18 An unembellished memoir would have been too dangerous and less likely to survive; a novel must have seemed the safest approach and, after the strain of composing three rigorously Aesopian manuscripts, the freest.

As a result, How It All Began was the least self-censored of Bukharin’s Lubyanka manuscripts, though it, too, was laced with anti-Stalinism. Even under a pseudonym and without its specific family history, the novel could not have been published in the despot’s Soviet Union. Multicolored pictures of pre-1917 Russia, sympathetic portrayals of doomed classes, and humanistic characterizations of future Leninists now condemned as “enemies of the people” were already forbidden. And writers were being shot for less literary sedition than Bukharin’s fleeting mirror images of Stalin’s regime in its considerably paler tsarist predecessor.

No NKVD censor or interrogator would have overlooked, for example, the contemporary parallels with a tsar tightening “all the screws in the terrible system of power”; with a predecessor “officialdom, the chinovniks [obedient bureaucrats] of all varieties… thick-headed, arrogant, and ‘patriotic,’ the kind who threw the word Yid around contemptuously”; or with an old regime that promoted people “who seemed to have been born for police interrogation, provocation, and torture chambers” and under which the “best heads are cut off, the flower of the nation, as though by a mowing machine.”

Certainly no one in Stalin’s Russia would have been permitted to say, as does one of Bukharin’s characters long before it actually happened, “You have transformed your party into a barracks…. You have killed all freedom of criticism among yourselves and you want to expand this barracks to include everything and everyone.” And most Soviet readers, with their instinct for interpreting what could not be written, would have guessed that the author of such lines was somewhere in a successor to those tsarist prisons where “behind thick walls, interrogations went on, uninterrupted, through the nights.”19

For some readers, however, the importance and pleasures of How It All Began, when it was published, lay not in its polemic with Stalinism but in its intimate portrayal of Russian society and a characteristic family on the eve of a great upheaval. The Russian literary scholar Boris Frezinsky, for example, praised Bukharin’s “outstanding writer’s memory for all of life’s details,” his “lush and vivid language,” and his “panorama of social, political, and artistic life.”20 The venerable Russian children’s writer and poet Valentin Berestov ranked the novel among the “best accounts of childhood in Russian literature.” Other readers, including historians, singled out its description of everyday existence in the empire’s remote provinces, particularly Bessarabia; re-creation of the sights and smells of old Moscow; and portraits of Russia’s half-impoverished lower-middle classes, from which so many revolutionaries sprang.

Indeed, How It All Began may be the most authoritative firsthand account we have of how and why so many of tsarist Russia’s best and brightest young people had already defected from that system on the eve of the twentieth century’s most fateful revolution. It is this that Bukharin wanted posterity to understand—how they began to identify with the “lower orders of society,” to “look at the world from the bottom up instead of from the top down,” and why “this world of misery entered [their] soul forever”; how “sedition had crept” into the homes of loyal tsarist parents and why boys privileged to study at elite tsarist-era high schools embraced the “gleaming weapons of Marxism.” Bukharin’s own story was to stand for all his boyhood contemporaries who soon would be swept into power by a revolution they so wanted and who, twenty years later, would be destroyed in its aftermath.

Bukharin probably knew that the twenty-second chapter, where the manuscript of the novel breaks off, would be his last. Reliving the death of his youngest brother three decades before, he wrote: “The sooner it’s all ended, the better.” But it was not yet the end of his novelistic alter ego. Immediately after sentencing Bukharin to death, Stalin demanded another humiliating ritual, a formal plea for mercy. Bukharin wrote two, on March 13 and 14, 1938, the first perfunctory but the second an elaborate profession of complete political and psychological repentance: “The former Bukharin has already died; he no longer lives on this earth…. Let a new, second Bukharin grow—let him even be called Petrov.” Whether or not Stalin already knew the ruse, they were, of course, one and the same Kolya.21 He was shot the next night.

BUKHARIN’S political afterlife has been almost as dramatic as was his actual biography. The struggle over his official historical reputation in the state he had helped create—whether or not he would continue to be an anathematized “enemy of the people”—began soon after Stalin’s own death in 1953. During the next three decades, until the end of the Soviet Union itself, Bukharin’s status was an important source of conflict between Communist Party anti-Stalinists, who wanted to reform the system of near-total political and economic control inherited from its creator, and neo-Stalinists who did not.22

From the mid-1950s to 1964, the de-Stalinizing reforms of the despot’s successor, Nikita Khrushchev, repeatedly raised the “Bukharin question” in the Party’s leadership councils, as well as among university students who demanded in 1955 and 1956, “Give us Bukharin to read.” Behind the scenes, investigators appointed by Khrushchev reported that the infamous Moscow trials of the 1930s, including Bukharin’s, had been “falsified.” (Khrushchev even circulated among top leaders one of Bukharin’s prison letters to Stalin.) Indeed, on a public occasion in 1962, a high Party official unequivocally informed Soviet historians, “Neither Bukharin nor Rykov [Soviet premier in the 1920s and Bukharin’s erstwhile ally] was, of course, a spy or a terrorist.”23 Many Communists understandably expected Khrushchev to formally exonerate Bukharin, as his widow and son, now living in Moscow but still under a political cloud, fervently hoped.

Later, in forced retirement, Khrushchev regretted that several considerations had dissuaded him from doing so.24 The decisive factor was not Bukharin’s guilt or innocence, or even Khrushchev’s secondary role in his arrest in 1937, but the more ramifying issue of Lenin’s NEP and its abolition by Stalin. For Communist conservatives, NEP remained what Stalin had said it was in 1929—a necessarily temporary stage in Soviet development leading inevitably to the traumatic economic upheaval he imposed on the country in the early 1930s. To reinterpret NEP as a historical alternative to that formative turning point would raise grave questions about the foundations of the existing Soviet system, particularly the monopolistic state command economy and the millions of bureaucrats who administered it.

Party reformers had no less compelling reasons for insisting on the heresy that NEP had been a lost and incalculably preferable alternative to Stalinism. Recalling its Leninist pedigree, they emphasized NEP’s “mixed” economy of private and state property, market relations and planning, socialist aspirations and capitalist practices, and its commitment to nonviolent, evolutionary development. Those hallmarks of the 1920s, along with the decade’s more tolerant political and cultural policies, pointed to the kinds of reforms they sought in the current Soviet system, which they called a “new” or “second edition of NEP.”25

All thinking about reforming the ailing Soviet economy, an observer noted at the time, “leads to NEP.”26 Both conservatives and reformers understood that the political road back to NEP was blocked by its most important defender, whose fate had been sealed with its destruction. As we will see in the next chapter, more than 700,000 Stalinist victims were exonerated under Khrushchev. But because of growing conservative opposition, which soon led to Khrushchev’s overthrow, and his own desire to ameliorate the Stalinist system, not dismantle it, he stopped short of Bukharin. During the long conservative Brezhnev era that followed, Khrushchev’s successors rigidly prohibited all such historical reconsiderations. They needed an orthodox Stalinist past to safeguard the system it had produced. In that spirit, they reimposed a full ban on Bukharin, even informing his family that the criminal charges behind his execution “have not been removed.”27

But just as the post-Stalin Kremlin could no longer monopolize the Communist idea, its official anathema no longer dictated Bukharin’s reputation in other ruling Communist parties. As anti-Stalinist ideas spread from Yugoslavia, Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia to China, those reformers were also led back to “lost” antecedents and to their political ancestor, Bukharin. During the short-lived Prague Spring in 1967 and 1968, to take a dramatic example, Czech reformers discovered that his ideas “make themselves heard, so to speak, in the language of the contemporary era.”28 The Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia ended overt Bukharinism in Eastern Europe, but within a decade it was flourishing in China. Launching their own NEP in the late 1970s, Chinese Communists “began seriously studying Bukharin” and then publishing his writings.29

Nor did “this ghost… keep to his grave” in the Soviet Union. During the repressive Brezhnev years, economists continued to explore, within the constraints of censored publications, NEP’s contemporary possibilities. A Western study of their writings found it “astonishing… how many ideas of Bukharin… were adopted by current reformers” without mentioning his name. Elsewhere, his name was being mentioned, though privately. In 1977, a seventeen-year-old schoolboy, Sergei Baburin, who grew into a Russian presidential aspirant in the 1990s, sent a letter to Brezhnev demanding Bukharin’s rehabilitation. And by 1980, two of Boris Yeltsin’s future “radical reformers,” Anatoly Chubais and Yegor Gaidar, were secretly discussing NEP and Bukharinist ideas with like-minded economists.30

Meanwhile, in the growing number of uncensored Soviet manuscripts circulated by hand, known as samizdat, Bukharin was already heralded as the historical representative of a road not taken in 1928 and 1929. Thus, the leading pro-Soviet Marxist dissident, Roy Medvedev, concluded that if Bukharin had defeated Stalin, “neither collectivization in its Stalinist form nor the terror of the 1930s and 1940s would have occurred.”31 Many anti-Soviet dissidents (and Western academics) insisted that there had never been any Communist alternative to Stalinism, one charitably calling Bukharin the “Don Quixote of Bolshevism.” But others agreed with Medvedev, lamenting Bukharin’s failed opposition to Stalin’s brutal measures against the peasantry as “Russia’s greatest tragedy.”32

Not surprisingly, then, when an unequivocal and determined anti-Stalinist finally became Soviet leader in 1985, one of his first priorities was to fully rehabilitate NEP and “Bukharin in particular.”33 If he did not end the anathema on both, Mikhail Gorbachev could not even begin his mission of dismantling the Stalinist system of all-encompassing controls and replacing it with a substantially marketized and democratized one. To legitimate this “heresy,” as it was already being viewed inside his own Communist Party, he needed Bukharin’s heretical alternative of the 1920s. As one of Gorbachev’s top aides later explained, the decriminalization of Bukharin “opened the floodgates for a reconsideration of our entire ideology.”34

Bukharin was posthumously rehabilitated, legally and politically, in March 1988, which marked both the centenary of his birth and the fiftieth anniversary of his execution. What followed, in the phrase of two Russian historians, was a “Bukharinist Boom.” All the Soviet founders killed by Stalin were soon exonerated, but only Bukharin become the “focus of public attention” and the subject of a “dialogue with the living dead.”35 This new attention included hundreds of mass media tributes, new editions of his writings, three biographies in addition to his widow’s best-selling memoirs, a year-long exhibit of his life at the Museum of the Revolution, three feature films, and an array of novels, plays, and poems.

During the three years following his rehabilitation, Bukharin was virtually canonized as Lenin’s rightful heir, anti-Stalinist prophet and hero, and forerunner of Gorbachev’s perestroika reformation. Most importantly, the rediscovery of Bukharin unleashed tidal waves of truth telling about the Stalinist past, especially the Great Terror, and its millions of victims. For the first (and still only) time, the Kremlin wholeheartedly sponsored a national “repentance” in order to heal the “open wound” and exorcize the “curse hanging over our people” left by Stalin’s twenty-five-year rule.36

Then suddenly, for reasons to be explored in chapter 5, in the kind of recapitulation of the “tragic fate of NEP” Gorbachev’s supporters had feared,37 the Soviet Union ended—and with it the “Bukharinist Boom.” Bukharin’s fate now underwent yet another dramatic “turnabout,” as his widow Anna Larina, who had lived through the entire Soviet experience, often remarked before her death in 1996 at age eighty-two. The saga of Bukharin’s political status, from Soviet founder and exalted leader in the 1920s to condemned “enemy of the people” and then ancestral icon of Gorbachev’s reforms, now seemed to end in irrelevance and indifference. Of what political use or historical interest was a founding father whose state and country no longer existed?

And yet it was soon clear that Bukharin’s political afterlife was not over, even in post-Soviet Russia. In some respects, it seemed he might finally be of only scholarly interest, like historical figures in other countries. Academic editions of his prison manuscripts were published in Moscow in the 1990s. The Russian Academy of Sciences, which had expelled him upon his arrest, celebrated the 110th anniversary of his birth. The newspaper Izvestia, which he had edited from 1934 to 1937, honored his memory on several occasions. And in 2008, a Moscow university and prestigious publisher announced that Bukharin would be among the authors in a series of classic Russian political and social writings, while another university made plans to reprint his major works.38

But by the early twenty-first century, Bukharin’s name was again being evoked in a renewed struggle over Russia’s past, present, and future. This new chapter in his political afterlife began for two reasons, both related to the post-Soviet 1990s when Russia’s first president, Boris Yeltsin, tried to rapidly transform its economy along Western, or “free-market,” lines. In doing so, he adopted a “shock-therapy” program that immediately ended Soviet-era price controls and other consumer subsidies and privatized the state’s most valuable assets, from natural resources, large industries, and banks to rail and air transport.

The result was the worst economic and social catastrophe ever suffered by a major nation in peacetime. Russia sank into a corrosive economic depression greater than that of the American 1930s. Investment plunged by 80 percent, GDP by almost 50 percent; some two-thirds of Russians were impoverished; the life expectancy of men fell below 59 years; and the population began to decline annually by almost a million people. In 1998, with nothing left to sustain it, despite several large Western loans, the Russian financial system collapsed. State and private banks defaulted on their domestic and foreign obligations, causing still more poverty and widespread misery.

The disaster shattered whatever post-Soviet consensus had existed about the nation’s future. A new debate and political struggle began over what kind of economy was needed to save the country from further collapse and foster Russia’s general development without its recurring episodes of “modernization through catastrophe,” as many viewed the Stalinist 1930s and the Yeltsin 1990s.39 Most Russian commentators now agreed that the largely privatized, “free-market” model Yeltsin tried to impose had collided with the country’s long tradition, before and after 1917, except for the aberrant Stalinist system of 1929 through 1986, of a “mixed economy”—one based on both state and private sectors in a market context over which the government had substantial influence but not control.

Not surprisingly, thus began another rediscovery of NEP as an aborted historical experience whose “lessons” were applicable to present-day Russia. One advocate argued, for example, that having enabled Russia to recover after World War I faster than any other European belligerent, NEP was the “first ‘economic miracle’ of the twentieth century.” Others pointed to China’s booming economy as evidence of NEP’s contemporary efficacy.40 Unavoidably, Bukharin, too, was therefore discovered anew. His alternative program and opposition to Stalin’s measures in the early 1930s were said to be an enduring reproach to Yeltsin’s shock therapists, who had also inflicted devastating policies on the people. “Bukharin… gave historical advice to the peasantry (then 80 percent of the population): ‘Enrich yourselves!’ But the reforms of our liberals condemned 80 percent of the population to impoverishment.”41

Post-Soviet opponents of any kind of “Bukharinist alternative” were at least as numerous and adamant, but by the early twenty-first century its political significance was again being embraced across Russia’s ideological spectrum—sometimes anomalously. The reconstituted Communist Party, having reverted to Stalin as its historical icon, resumed its pre-perestroika vilification of Bukharin, warning its members that “de-Stalinization” always meant “Bukharinization.” It now blamed Bukharin for everything from opposing the “Great Stalin” to spawning the hated Khrushchev, Gorbachev, and Yeltsin. Meanwhile, however, the same Communist Party was promising a NEP-like economy in its electoral campaigns.42

No less incongruously, anti-Communist guardians of the oligarchic economic system created in the 1990s warned that mounting calls for its abolition threatened to repeat NEP’s “tragic fate,” thereby confirming the enduring popularity of the pre-Stalinist 1920s. Indeed, Yeltsin’s chief shock therapist, Yegor Gaidar, suddenly decided that if Bukharin had managed to save peasant agriculture from Stalin’s assault, the Soviet Union might still exist. And when the oil oligarch Mikhail Khodorkovsky was imprisoned in 2003, his defenders compared his fate (and prison writings) to Bukharin’s. (For the record, President Bill Clinton compared his own political and legal plight in 1998 to Bukharin’s trial.)43 More plausibly, when Yeltsin’s successor, Vladimir Putin, began reasserting state control over “strategic industries”—called the “commanding heights” in the 1920s—his representatives implied that he was enacting a neo-NEP.44

Above all, however, Bukharin’s afterlife in post-Soviet Russia remains inseparable from Stalin’s. The social pain and perceived “chaos” of the 1990s revived Russia’s traditional deference to a “strong-hand” leader. By the end of the decade, pro-Stalin sentiments were growing both in Russian society and officialdom, and they continued to do so under Putin. Alarmed by the implications for current policymaking, anti-Stalinists again called upon Bukharin’s “NEP alternative.” By arguing anew that it would have spared the country Stalin’s destruction of agriculture, Great Terror, and unpreparedness when Hitler’s armies invaded in 1941, they hoped to thwart any drift toward a post-Soviet neo-Stalinism.45

Russian intellectuals, their humor darkened by their twentieth-century experiences, often quip, “Our history is unpredictable.” As long as the fight over Russia’s present and future continues, so will bitter political controversies about past roads taken and not taken—and the Kremlin’s attempt to write (or rewrite) that narrative. “Discussions about lost alternatives,” a Moscow historian reminded readers, “have not lost their relevance today.”46 Until they have, the restless fate of Bukharin’s “ghost” will continue.
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	2 THE VICTIMS RETURN

GULAG SURVIVORS SINCE STALIN

It can’t be covered up. People will come out of prison, return to their native places, tell their relatives and friends and acquaintances what actually happened… that those who remained alive had been innocent victims of repression.

NIKITA KHRUSHCHEV

Now those who were arrested will return, and two Russias will be eyeball to eyeball: The one that put people in the camps and the one put there.

ANNA AKHMATOVA






MILLIONS of people perished in Stalin’s twenty-year terror along with Bukharin, but other victims survived and began to return to Soviet society after the tyrant’s death in 1953. Until recently, relatively little was known about their lives after the Gulag, which is the subject of this chapter. The chapter itself has a long history. My research for it began more than thirty years ago in forbidding circumstances—in Moscow in the still repressive Soviet 1970s and early 1980s, when the entire subject was officially banned. No sensible scholar would have chosen such a project in those prohibitive circumstances, but, as I came to think, the subject chose me.

In 1976, I began living in Moscow for extended periods, usually on a U.S.-Soviet exchange program. By then, Bukharin’s widow, Anna Larina, and son, Yuri, had obtained a copy of my Bukharin biography and had welcomed me into their family.1 Indeed, much of my Moscow social life revolved around their friends and acquaintances, and I soon realized that most of the people I met were also survivors of Stalin’s Gulag or children and other relatives of his victims.

Public knowledge of their terrible fate had been proscribed by censorship since shortly after the overthrow of Stalin’s successor, Nikita Khrushchev, in 1964, and they had little hope, if any, of ever making it widely known. For that reason, and because Anna Larina assured them of my discretion, they were eager to tell me their stories and even give me unpublished memoirs. Suddenly and unexpectedly, I found myself dwelling in a subterranean history, a kind of living archaeological find, known only fragmentarily in the Soviet Union and almost not at all in the West.2 Writing that history, it seemed, had fallen to me.

THE book I planned had two purposes. One was a collective biography of Gulag returnees during the years of Khrushchev’s reforms from 1953 to 1964, beginning with their liberation and ending with their efforts to rejoin society. The other purpose, reflecting my interest in past and possible future reforms in the Soviet Union, was to explore how the return of millions of “zeks” (the colloquial acronym for prisoners) after Stalin’s death had affected policymaking and the system itself under Khrushchev.

Both dimensions were outside the mainstream of Western Soviet studies at that time. Still adhering to the “totalitarianism” model, most studies treated the political system as something apart from both its history and society, largely unaffected by either and thus essentially immutable.3 The impact of Gulag returnees in the 1950s and 1960s suggested otherwise. Their fates were a central factor in the intensely historicized politics of the period, when controversies over the past, including historical alternatives to Stalinism, became an inescapable aspect of struggles over power and policy at the top. At the same time, the personal needs of so many freed prisoners and their families created both a social constituency for further de-Stalinization and a test of the system’s capacity for change. (Before it became commonplace in the field, I was trying to fuse social and political history.)4

But where could I obtain the information needed for such an empirical work? Almost no secondary literature existed on the subject; the best Western books about the terror focused on people’s victimization, not their subsequent experiences.5 And in a country of encompassing censorship, closed archives, many still-intimidated victims, and a hostile officialdom, there was, not surprisingly, only one fragmentary Soviet study—the brief account of a few post-Gulag lives at the end of Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s The Gulag Archipelago, which appeared in the West in the 1970s.6

This meant I had to rely mainly on primary sources. A number of uncensored Gulag memoirs had been published abroad, but they were of limited value. Most covered years before 1953, were by repatriated foreign prisoners whose later experiences were not typical of Soviet ones, or said little about life after the Gulag.7 There were, however, two other written sources of information, both of them Soviet and important, though still little used by Western scholars.

One was a considerable body of writings on the “camp theme,” including fiction, published under the somewhat relaxed censorship of Khrushchev’s “Thaw.” The false impression prevalent in the West is that few such texts were printed even at that time in the Soviet Union—in literature, for example, only Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich— or that being pro-Soviet, they were unworthy of attention.8 Many commentaries on Stalin’s terror, including memoir accounts by Gulag survivors, appeared in officially sanctioned publications, and not only in the Moscow-based press. Prompted by returnees, I found a wealth of information in intelligentsia journals published in remote Soviet regions where there had been large concentrations of camp inmates and exiles and where many had remained after their release, particularly in Siberia and Kazakhstan.9

The other written Soviet source was entirely uncensored—the growing volume of materials circulating in typescript (samizdat) or smuggled abroad for publication (tamizdat). By the 1970s, those expressions of unofficial glasnost—histories, memoirs, contemporary political and social commentaries, documents, fiction, and more—should have been essential reading for most Sovietologists, as they were for me.10 Indeed, terror-era subjects and returnee authors were a major component of that literature.

Most of all, though, I relied on the firsthand testimonies of Stalin’s victims with whom I was in personal contact. In the beginning, I met them through the Bukharin family but very soon also through three other exceptional Muscovites. Two, with whom I developed close personal and professional relations, were dissident historians and themselves sons of victims—Roy Medvedev, whose father had perished in a labor camp; and Anton Antonov-Ovseyenko, who lost both parents to the terror and himself “sat” for almost thirteen years in the Gulag.11 Admired and trusted by many returnees, Roy and Anton persuaded several of them to help me.

My third enabler, Tatyana Baeva, was a young woman at the center of Moscow’s beleaguered human-rights movement, which included a number of survivors of Stalin’s twenty-year terror as well as grown children of victims who did not return. Indeed, Tanya’s father, Aleksandr Baev, a much-honored, internationally known biochemist and high official in the Soviet Academy of Sciences, had spent seventeen years in Stalinist camps and exile, where she was born.12 Friendship with Tanya led me to another circle of people whose experiences I needed.

Within two years of periodic visits to Moscow, I was in direct touch with more than twenty returnees or close relatives of other victims, in addition to members of the Bukharin family, whom I interviewed at various lengths.13 I was not the first person to engage them in oral history—in many instances, Solzhenitsyn, Medvedev, or Antonov-Ovseyenko had been there earlier for their uncensored (or “dissident”) books on the Soviet past14—but I was, I think, the first foreigner. That circumstance heightened my awareness that by abetting my project they (unlike me) might again be at considerable risk. I was very cautious, which usually meant surreptitious.

I realized, however, that those close encounters were selective cases, most involving elderly people linked to the original Soviet Communist elite and who had lived in Moscow before and after the Gulag. (Contrary to politically motivated myths, the great majority of Stalin’s victims, 70 percent or more, were not members of the Communist Party or any Soviet elite.)15 To reach beyond them, I prepared a lengthy Russian-language questionnaire—also the first on the subject—that friends, acquaintances, and people unknown to me circulated more widely inside the Soviet Union and among survivors who had emigrated.16 By the early 1980s, it had yielded, through various channels, twenty or so detailed replies. With cases culled from printed and typescript sources, I now had files on nearly sixty individuals. Considering the millions of victims, it was a small sample. But considering recent Western generalizations about the entire Stalin era based on many fewer diaries and other personal materials found in archives, it was substantial.17

By then I was running out of time to pursue the project inside the Soviet Union. My Moscow double life—as an official exchange scholar working on an approved subject while increasingly engrossed in a disapproved one—had become known to Soviet authorities, as no doubt had my role in sending banned memoirs and contemporary dissident materials out of the country. My sporadic “tail” became more constant, and a KGB officer at an academic institute bluntly warned me to “stop spending time with people who have grievances against the Soviet government.” (Whether he meant Gulag survivors or latter-day dissidents, I didn’t ask.)

Inevitably perhaps, that stage of the project ended in 1982, when for the next three years I could no longer obtain a Soviet visa. I turned instead to the large quantity of materials I had already amassed, using some in my publications about past and current political struggles over reform in the Soviet system.18 I also drafted the original version of this chapter as a summary of the book I intended to write.

That intention was overwhelmed in 1985 and 1986 by the unfolding drama of Mikhail Gorbachev’s reforms. The new leader’s policies soon represented the attempted Soviet reformation I had long considered possible, and they raised the possibility of access to long-inaccessible documents for a fuller edition of my Bukharin biography. Glasnost filled the Soviet press with new information about Stalin’s victims, which I dutifully collected, but my other projects took priority. My swollen returnee files languished in storage until the mid-1990s, when I met the young American scholar Nanci Adler. Impressed by her ongoing work on a similar project, I gave her full access to my materials for her own excellent book, which appeared in 2002.19

Even so, Gulag returnees are still a remarkably little known phenomenon, certainly compared to Holocaust survivors.20 Since the Khrushchev years, returnees have appeared in several Russian and Western novels, including Vasily Grossman’s Forever Flowing, Vassily Aksyonov’s The Burn, Andrei Bitov’s Pushkin House, and Martin Amis’s House of Meetings ; a few memoirs about their post-Gulag lives have been published; and their testimonies have informed a number of more general Western studies.21 But despite large repositories of relevant manuscripts and published volumes of archive documents, Adler’s book remains the only full-scale examination of their experiences, even, inexplicably, in Russia.22

An expanded version of my 1983 manuscript, this chapter is an overview of the political and social dimensions of the returnee phenomenon. Incorporating information that has become available since 1983, it takes the story beyond the Khrushchev years and into the post-Soviet era. But enough of the original draft remains to reflect the circumstances in which it originated when many victims (and victimizers) were still alive and, I think, to offset the widespread impression that such research was impossible before Gorbachev’s glasnost or the post-Soviet “archive revolution.”

As a Russian historian has remarked about writing history during those decades of strict Soviet censorship, “Every era gives rise to its own specific types of sources.”23 Even now, however, I have not named all the sources who, trusting in my pledge of confidentiality, informed my work in the 1970s and early 1980s. Even though most of them are now dead, I remain reticent about several identities, partly because of uncertain developments in post-Soviet Russia or perhaps simply because of promises made and habits ingrained long ago.

RETURNEES from the Gulag were survivors in almost the full sense of victims who had survived the Nazi extermination camps. (Even Soviet newspapers later charged Stalin with “genocide against his own people.”)24 Unlike Hitler’s camps, the Gulag’s primary purpose was forced labor, but treatment and conditions in Stalin’s camps and in the vast associated system of prisons, transport, penal colonies, and “special” places of harsh exile were often murderous. Many of the 12 to 14 million victims swept into that system between the early 1930s and early 1950s died there or were discharged because they were already dying.25 Most of those liberated in the 1950s had been arrested in the 1940s or later, surviving “only” ten years or less.

Survival was therefore a subject that troubled returnees much as it had tormented Nazi victims.26 Who had survived, and why? Some zeks endured because of strong bodies and unrelenting wills or the circumstantial good fortune of less arduous work, less brutal climate, or early release into exile. Others did so by becoming informers or collaborating in different ways with camp authorities. Many of the returnees I interviewed did not want to discuss the question or did so without recriminations, but several accused other survivors of perfidious behavior and wanted me to condemn them as well. (I declined to make such judgments, explaining that having never faced such life-and-death choices, I could not be sure how I would have behaved in those circumstances.)

Exactly how many political victims survived to be freed after Stalin’s death in March 1953 is uncertain even now. At least 4 to 5 million were still in camps, labor colonies, prisons and exile.27 To that number must be added, however, the uncounted millions of relatives of “enemies of the people”—or in another formulation of Stalinist repression, “members of families of traitors to the Motherland.” (Some renounced their accused kin or managed to hide such relationships, but many would not or could not.) The story of all those collateral victims, whose spouses, parents, or siblings became the inadvertent “culprit of my fate,”28 as the poet Anna Akhmatova’s son characterized her involuntary role in his arrest, remains largely unwritten.

A great many children and other relatives had also been imprisoned or deposited under false names in NKVD-authorized orphanages across the country.29 Millions more remained nominally free but so stigmatized by their “spoiled biographies” they could not live or work as they desired or obtain essential social benefits. (There were notable exceptions of people, well-known in Russia but not in the West, who nonetheless had honored public careers under Stalin.)30 They, too, had been “repressed,” as the Russian government acknowledged decades later, and they, too, wanted exoneration and full integration into Soviet society. Considering only immediate family members (other relatives were also affected), there could scarcely have been fewer than 10 million survivors of some kind of political victimization by 1953, and possibly considerably more.

Many previous releases had occurred in the Gulag’s long history, but the post-Stalin liberation was entirely different—profoundly political, fraught with questions about innocence and culpability, and the source of fearful conflict in the Kremlin. A March 1953 amnesty released 1 million of the approximately 2.7 million camp inmates, most of them said to be ordinary criminals.31 The freeing of political prisoners, however, unfolded slowly over the next three years, agonizingly for those still in the Gulag.32 The primary reason was, of course, the new leadership’s complicity in Stalin’s crimes, particularly that of Lavrenty Beria, Vyacheslav Molotov, Lazar Kaganovich, Kliment Voroshilov, Georgy Malenkov, Anastas Mikoyan, and Khrushchev himself.

During the three years following Stalin’s death, his successors, while fighting among themselves over power and policy, relied on bureaucratic procedures to investigate the status of political prisoners, most convicted as “counterrevolutionaries” under the infamous Article 58, and review the mounting flood of appeals. But the victims with the best chance of early release in 1953 and 1954 were those who had personal connections with or were known to Party leaders and other influential Soviet figures. Beneficiaries ranged from relatives of the leaders themselves, a few once prominent Communists whom Stalin had not shot, and surviving Jewish doctors arrested in the tyrant’s last terror scenario to famous performers such as the actress Zoya Fyodorova, the Starostin brothers (Spartak soccer players), and the jazzman Eddi Rozner. (Molotov’s wife, freed on the day of Stalin’s funeral, may have been the first.)33

Otherwise, apart from partial amnesties, the procedure was a slow, case-by-case process that usually stretched over months, even years, and often ended in rejection. Of 237,412 appeals formally reviewed by April 1955, barely 4 percent resulted in release.34 Spurred in part by rebellions in the camps, large crowds of petitioners outside the procurator’s building in central Moscow, and thousands of appeals sent to the Party’s headquarters and the KGB, the exodus from the Gulag grew. By the end of 1955, 195,353 people were reported to have been released, though only 88,278 from labor camps and colonies, the rest from various kinds of exile.35 It was a substantial number, but it was growing too slowly to save the lives of many left behind. As Lev Gumilyov wrote despairingly from camp in 1955 to his mother, the great but proscribed poet Akhmatova, “Most likely I’ll be rehabilitated posthumously.”36

Khrushchev’s historic assault on Stalin’s still cultlike reputation at a closed session of the Twentieth Party Congress in February 1956 was the turning point. The new leader did not tell the full truth, or even mention the Gulag, but by accusing the dead tyrant of “mass repressions” over twenty years, Khrushchev tacitly exonerated millions of falsely condemned victims. His speech was not published in the Soviet Union for thirty-three years, but nor was it ever really “secret.” Within a few months, it had been read officially to meetings across the country, making its general contents widely known. A policy of selective releases was no longer tenable. Mass liberation began immediately through special resolutions, accelerated reviews, including of appeals previously rejected, and blanket amnesties.37

The most dramatic component of the accelerated release program consisted of ninety-seven special commissions authorized in Moscow and sent directly to many of the Gulag’s sixty-five or so largest camps. Each commission was supposed to have three to seven members, including Party and state officials and, to insure “objectivity and justice,” one already freed and exonerated veteran Communist, though the latter was often excluded. All the commissions were empowered to review cases on the scene and free prisoners, usually upon a simple denial of guilt. (Zeks called them “unloading parties.”) Some, staffed by unsympathetic officials, did not act justly, but many did. Within a few months, they had freed more than 100,000 prisoners, adding significantly to the ever-growing total.38 By 1959, most of Stalin’s surviving political victims had been released from camps, colonies, prisons, and exile.39

In the aftermath of Khrushchev’s speech, the homeward trek of liberated zeks became a familiar sight on trains and in streets and shops across the Soviet Union. With nothing more than documents authorizing their release and destination, a railway ticket, and a few rubles for food, many looked emaciated and aged and were still in standard Gulag garb.40 When one arrived at Communist Party headquarters embarrassed by how he was dressed, another former prisoner now working there assured him, “It’s nothing. Many people are walking around Moscow today in such clothes.”41

Not all released prisoners and exiles actually went home. Some arrested in connection with sensitive political cases were banned from Moscow and other capital cities for several years. Not all deported nationalities were permitted to return to their Soviet native homelands. For a great many others, home no longer existed, years of imprisonment having cost them their families, careers, possessions, and sense of belonging.

Hundreds of thousands of freed zeks and exiles—“sensible” ones, according to Solzhenitsyn42—remained in the vast regions of the diminished Gulag empire, especially Central Asia and Siberia. They stayed because of new families, salaries offered by state enterprises desperate for their now voluntary labor, a lack of travel documents, psychological attachments to the harsh expanses of their punishment, or because they had nowhere else to go.43 Long after the Gulag’s barbed wire and watch towers had been bulldozed, visitors still stumbled upon terrible traces of that world—camp structures, mass graves, skulls. They also found living traces in the remote former Gulag capitals such as Magadan, Norilsk, and Vorkuta—elderly survivors and a large number of their descendents.44 Most would fall on new hard times when the post-Soviet state ended essential subsidies to those regions.

But millions of survivors did go home, or tried to. They were people once as diverse as the Soviet Union itself, formerly of all classes, professions, and nationalities. Over the decades, Stalin’s terror had victimized virtually every social group, high and low. In the Gulag, however, as the anti-Stalinist poet and editor Aleksandr Tvardovsky, whose own peasant parents had been deported, wrote:

Fate made everyone equal

Outside the limits of the law,

Son of a kulak or Red commander,

Son of a priest or commissar.

Here classes all were equalized,

All men were brothers, campmates all,

Branded as traitors every one.45

Now they went their separate ways.

FEW generalizations are possible about the post-Gulag lives of returnees. Some were so broken physically they died soon after release—“from freedom,” it was said; others lived into their nineties.46 (Solzhenitsyn, for example, died in 2008 just before his ninetieth birthday, while Antonov-Ovseyenko was still active in Moscow at eighty-eight.) Some had been so traumatized that they remained fearful, concealed their past, refused to discuss it even with family members, shunned fellow-survivors, and tried to “shed [their] prisoner’s skin”; others were “professional zeks,” wearing their Gulag experiences as a badge of honor, maintaining life-long friendships with camp comrades, talking and writing because “they could not do otherwise.” (A Communist truth teller, when asked menacingly by a Party official if he was in the “Soviet or anti-Soviet camp,” defiantly replied, “I am from [the Gulag camp] Kolyma!” And a poet adopted the pen name “Vladimir Zeka.”) For such people, as for Solzhenitsyn, “There was never a question of whether to conceal his past or take pride in it.”47 Returnees young enough to aspire to a new or renewed profession usually followed a middle course, confiding in relatives, close friends, and trusted colleagues.48

The great majority of survivors slipped back into the anonymity of society, but a significant number went on to eminent Soviet careers. They included several released to fight in World War II—Marshal Konstantin Rokossovsky; General Aleksandr Gorbatov; the father of the Soviet rocket and space program, Sergei Korolev; and an eventual head of the Writers Union, Vladimir Karpov—as well as post-Stalin returnees like Baev, Rozner, Andrei Starostin, the popular actors Georgy Zhzhenov and Pyotr Veliaminov, and many literary figures.49 Innumerable returnees who lived out their lives privately also achieved a relatively “kheppi end,” though possibly more did not. Some ended up hopelessly dysfunctional, destitute, and homeless. Even the great writer Varlam Shalamov died in exceptionally lonely circumstances, and the last years of the poet Olga Berggolts were ones of “pain, alcohol, and loneliness.”50

Nor are political generalizations possible. Many victims blamed the entire Soviet system, a few becoming well-known dissident religious figures such as Anatoly Levitin-Krasnov and Father Dmitri Dudko; others blamed only Stalin and sought restitution of their Communist Party membership as full exoneration; and still others, like my close friend Yevgeny Gnedin, rejoined the Party after their return but later quit in protest.51

Political conflicts among survivors were not uncommon. There were disputes among former zeks over Solzhenitsyn’s portrayal of camp life in Ivan Denisovich, and he developed significant disagreements with the other major Gulag author, Shalamov (who came to dislike Solzhenitsyn), and “ideological” differences with his once close Gulag friend Lev Kopelev. The memoirist Eugenia Ginzburg, who refused to rejoin the Party, despised a Gulag friend because she thought he had reacquired not only his Party card but his prearrest official attitudes.52 A returnee who rose high in the scientific establishment was angered by his daughter’s dissident activities because they “jeopardized what I suffered to achieve,” not unlike the reaction of Bukharin’s daughter to her half-brother’s public protests.53 Years later, a war of words broke out between rival organizations of former zeks.54 And while most victims hated Stalin, after the end of the Soviet Union Karpov and Father Dudko praised his historical role.55

Collectively, however, the millions of returnees were an important new factor in Soviet life. Their common experiences, needs, and demands generated widespread problems, conflicts, and cultural expressions that required responses from the political-administrative system. Virtually every returnee wanted, for example, a family reunion, medical care, an apartment, a job or pension, financial compensation, and the return of confiscated property. The Soviet government’s general response was an unwritten but often spoken social contract: We will meet your needs within limits and leave you in peace, but you must not make political demands or clamor about the past. (When released, many survivors had been warned not to talk about what had happened to them.)

Government agencies could do little for families torn apart by years of mass repression except help returnees locate relatives, and even that was done mainly by friends and other relatives. (Still worse, the KGB continued to lie for several years about the deaths of loved ones.)56 Children who vanished into orphanages and foster homes were usually found, but some parents were still searching for them decades later.57 And when children had been young or had not known who their parents were, reunions were frequently difficult and sometimes never fully successful. Even adult returnees often could not reestablish relationships with parents or siblings who had not been arrested. (There was also a cruel coincidence in 1956, the year a soccer star helped his Soviet team win Olympic gold at Melbourne while his brother was returning from the Gulag.)58

As for marriages, many were irreparably damaged, even when both the husband and wife had been imprisoned for long periods.59 When one spouse had remained free (usually the wife), sometimes blaming the victim for the stigma that ensued, the outcomes ranged from joyous to traumatic and tragic. There were countless instances of long marital faithfulness but also many of political renunciation, divorce, and new marriage.60 Returnees who found no family waiting often quickly remarried, not infrequently to other victims—and many affected children married other children whose parents had been in the camps—while some men sought new lives with much younger women.61 More women returnees, not surprisingly, remained without spouses, adding to the large number of unmarried women that had resulted from World War II.

Nor did the government do much for Gulag survivors suffering from psychological “post-camp syndrome”—those who lived in constant anxiety, tormented by memories, nightmares, and everyday reminders of their terrible experiences. The Soviet system lacked the will, and its mental health profession did not acknowledge the condition. Quite a few former zeks sought comfort in intimate circles of other victims, who were “like a family,” some even expressing “nostalgia” for the survivalist comradeship of the Gulag. How many ever found inner peace is unknown.62

The government did, however, meet the basic material needs of most returnees, though many felt the response was not adequate. Despite existing statutes, few survivors were given financial compensation for their years of suffering or their impounded savings accounts, only a flat two months of their prearrest salary; nor, as a rule, were their personal possessions—many of them now in the hands of NKVD-KGB families—returned, though compensation was sometimes granted. (To take a particularly horrific example, Andrei Vyshinsky, the chief prosecutor at Stalin’s falsified show trials of the 1930s, took for himself the dacha of one of the defendants he condemned to death.)63 But most returnees did eventually receive health and dental care (dentures were especially important), living space, work, pensions, and other modest benefits of the Soviet welfare system. A general pension reform of 1956, for example, expanded the definition of time in the workplace to tacitly include years of forced labor.64

Recovering those benefits of full citizenship was not automatic or easy. Having been “legally” convicted, returnees needed official exoneration, or “rehabilitation,” which amnesty and other release documents usually had not provided. Obtaining the “sacred” certificate of rehabilitation, which was supposed to delete their “dark past” or that of relatives who had perished, involved another case-by-case bureaucratic process.65

Here again it was easiest for survivors who had influential help. For elderly Communists, the most active “intervenors” were the few Leninist-era Bolsheviks Stalin had not arrested, notably Grigory Petrovsky, Yelena Stasova, and Vyacheslav Karpinsky. For cultural figures, they were eminent figures such as the writers Ilya Ehrenburg and Konstantin Simonov.66 Less fortunate returnees were often subjected to grudging, protracted procedures. Nonetheless, between 1954 and Khrushchev’s overthrow in 1964, 700,000 to 800,000 of Stalin’s victims were rehabilitated, many posthumously.67 Millions more had to await another Soviet reform leader.

Compared to the twenty years that followed, Khrushchev’s leadership favored returnees, but reactions to them in officialdom and society were far from uniform. Some officials were supportive, but many viewed former zeks “with suspicion,” rehabilitation as “something rotten,” and the rehabilitated as “unclean.” Those Party and state officials created obstacles to their return, from liberation to rehabilitation. Even though laws provided for positive actions, frequently bureaucrats refused survivors necessary documents, courts ruled against their claims, state employers rejected their applications, academic directors forbade them to travel abroad, and local Party secretaries punished editors who had “a mania for justice.” One official probably spoke for many when he warned a rehabilitated zek, “The mark was removed, but the stain remained.”68

Society’s reaction also varied. Returnees related many instances of welcoming kindness, not only from family and friends but also strangers. The emerging liberal intelligentsia and educated young people viewed them as “something romantic” and gave them “a hero’s reception.” The justly admired Gnedin, for example, was the subject of a well-known publication, “The Poem’s Hero.”69 But many ordinary citizens reacted with suspicion and hostility, mainly, it seems, because of major outbreaks of theft, rape, and murder resulting from the mass amnesty of criminals in 1953 and to decades of Stalinist allegations about “wreckers, traitors and assassins.” They saw no difference between released political and criminal prisoners.70

One social group had reason to be fearful. Millions of people had been implicated in some way in Stalin’s twenty-year terror—from Party and state apparatchiki who implemented his orders and hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions, of NKVD personnel who arrested, tortured, executed, and guarded victims to countless petty informers and eager slanderers spawned by the crimson plague. Millions of other citizens had been implicated indirectly, inheriting the positions, apartments, possessions, and even wives and children of the vanished. Two generations had built lives and careers on the terror’s consequences, which killed but also “corrupted the living.”71

Some Soviet citizens had, of course, resisted complicity in the terror and even tried to help its victims, as did even a few procurators, NKVD interrogators, and camp officials,72 but by 1956 a profound antagonism was unfolding between two social communities. As Anna Akhmatova, whose son was released that year, foresaw, “Now those who were arrested will return, and two Russias will be eyeball to eyeball: The one that put people in the camps and the one put there.” The first, she added, “are now trembling for their names, positions, apartments, dachas. The whole calculation was that no one would return.”73

Widespread conflicts were inevitable. Most returnees passively accepted the government’s assistance, but a significant number wanted more—real compensation, fuller political disclosures, official punishment of the guilty. Some took action, including law suits and later public campaigns identifying secret police agents and informers. Others dreamt of a Monte Cristo–like revenge, though it usually evolved into demands for legal justice.74 A few survivors concluded that “no one was guilty” because Stalin’s terror had deprived people of choice—an outlook that may explain the romance between a leading victim’s son and the late dictator’s daughter and occasional requests by camp guards that former zeks testify to their humanity. (I witnessed a poignant example in the early 1990s when I brought together Bukharin’s widow and the daughter of his Lubyanka interrogator. Anna Larina immediately eased the daughter’s anxiety by assuring her, “They both were victims.”) But many more returnees insisted that the difference between “victims and hangmen” was absolute and “eternal.”75

There were many confrontations between them. Some were accidental encounters in public places. One returnee dropped dead upon coming face-to-face with his former tormentor, while another saw “fear of death” in the eyes of his NKVD interrogator. Awkward meetings occurred at professional institutes and clubs, where returning victims unavoidably encountered colleagues they knew had contributed to their arrest, some now in positions of authority. They reacted variously. One spit on his betrayer; another refused to shake the hand of his; yet another pretended not to know.76

One other social ramification of the great return should be emphasized. Even in conditions of repressive censorship, experiences of that magnitude and intensity were bound to find cultural expression. The irrepressible percolation of the “camp theme” from the subterrane of Soviet society into unofficial and then sanctioned culture was an important and lasting development of Khrushchev’s Thaw. Now more widely studied than when I first observed it in Moscow, Gulag culture emerged across the spectrum from language, music, and literature to paintings and sculptures.

Zeks returning from the “little zone,” as they called it, to the “big zone” of society brought with them a jargon common in the Gulag but prohibited in public discourse under Stalin. Some people were offended by its coarseness and seeming romanticizing of the criminal world, but I heard it spoken casually by many Muscovites, especially intellectuals and young people. (It soon became the subject of several dictionaries.)77 Gulag vernacular also spread widely through songs performed by popular bards, including two sons of victims, Bulat Okudzhava and Yuli Kim. (One musical returnee had an official impact, the saxophonist Rozner being assured by the minister of culture in 1953, “We are rehabilitating the saxophone.”)78

Visual art, on the other hand, was less portable and thus more easily prohibited, but judging by what I saw and was told, a considerable number of Gulag-related paintings, drawings, and even sculptures were seen in apartments, studios, and, in one instance, on the lawn of a zek who remained in Siberia.79 Such works, virtually all of them done by returnees, ranged from large oil canvases depicting arrests and life and death in the camps to small graphic drawings of the torture of naked female prisoners. The existence of such art was known in select circles by the 1970s, but its first public showings in the late 1980s were a sensation.80

Meanwhile, returnees had begun to put their experiences in prose and poetry. Most of it remained part of the underground or “catacomb” culture until the Gorbachev period, but not all.81 A small wave of Gulag-related writings made its way into official publications soon after Khrushchev’s 1956 speech, well before the “flood” unleashed by his public anti-Stalinist revelations in late 1961, highlighted by Solzhenitsyn’s Ivan Denisovich. By the mid-1960s, camp literature had grown into a substantial published genre that posed searing questions about the Soviet past and present—about the nation’s “dreadful and bloody wound,” as even the government newspaper acknowledged.82

None of those social developments after 1953 should be understood apart from what was still a harshly repressive political system. To have a larger impact, they required initiatives at the top. Nonetheless, the social and cultural dimensions of the victims’ return created pressure “downstairs” for a response “upstairs” (in the imagery of a former Soviet journalist) more radical than Khrushchev’s remarks at a closed gathering of the Party elite. When that response came in the early 1960s, this “muffled rumble of subterranean strata” was both a causal and deeply divisive factor in the political struggles that followed.83

GULAG returnees played a little-known but significant role in Soviet politics under Khrushchev. Unlike in several East European Communist countries and China, no survivor of political purges returned to the leadership. Stalin had long since killed everyone who might have done so. A number of returnees acquired positions in the ruling Party apparatus, but mostly at lower levels either because of age or because “the stain remained.” (Several reported being trusted but, as Arthur Miller could have written, not well trusted.)84

Many former zeks did, however, make their way into the nomenklatura class that administered the state bureaucratic system, some even becoming nachalniki (bosses). Among them were Marshal Rokossovsky and several generals: Korolev; Baev; Boris Suchkov, who directed the Institute of World Literature; Semyon Kheiman, who held a similar position at the Institute of Economics; and Boris Burkovsky, head of the museum of the iconic revolutionary cruiser Aurora docked in Leningrad.85 I often asked acquaintances in various professions in the 1970s if their nachalstvo included anyone who had “sat” under Stalin; almost all answered affirmatively.

But the most important political role belonged to a small group of returnees who unexpectedly appeared near the center of power. All of them—notably Olga Shatunovskaya, Aleksei Snegov, and Valentina Pikina—had been veteran Communist officials before spending many years in Stalin’s camps and exile. Freed in 1953 and 1954, they quickly became, thanks to personal connections, part of Khrushchev’s extended entourage or that of Mikoyan, his closest ally in the leadership. (Their proximity to the two leaders somewhat eroded lower-level resistance to accommodating returnees.) They were referred to as “Khrushchev’s zeks,” sometimes admiringly but also derisively.86

Khrushchev and Mikoyan clearly trusted those recently released victims more than they did the Stalinist officials who still dominated the Party and state apparatuses. Shatunovskaya and Pikina soon sat on the Party’s supreme judiciary body, which oversaw rehabilitation policy; Snegov and Yevsei Shirvindt, another returnee, occupied high positions in the Ministry of the Interior, which administered the Gulag; and Aleksandr Todorsky, a former army officer and zek, was made lieutenant general and deployed in the exoneration of Stalin’s military victims.87

Snegov and Shatunovskaya, whom an independent Russian philosopher, himself a former zek, called “one of the most remarkable women in the political history of Russia,”88 were especially influential and active. They “opened the eyes” of Khrushchev and Mikoyan, as their sons later recalled, to the full horrors of Stalin’s terror and helped persuade the new Party leader to deliver his historic anti-Stalin speech at the 1956 congress. (In the speech, Khrushchev openly acknowledged Snegov’s contribution.) Together Shatunovskaya and Snegov were instrumental in freeing millions of victims, convincing the two leaders to immediately release all the unfortunates in “eternal exile” and to send the “unloading” commissions to the camps. As the fight over de-Stalinization unfolded in ruling circles, according to Khrushchev’s son, his father and Mikoyan “needed” Shatunovskaya and Snegov as their “eyes and ears” and also, it seems, for their souls.89

All of Stalin’s leading heirs had been responsible for thousands of deaths, but only Khrushchev and Mikoyan became repentant Stalinists. (Mikoyan may have been the most committed, though this may have been because of his lesser political and thus less vulnerable position. He personally helped many returnees and even, it seems, pushed for the rehabilitation of Bukharin, a step, as we saw, Khrushchev did not take.)90 Khrushchev was not the first to adopt de-Stalinizing measures—the police boss Beria set that precedent before his arrest—and he manipulated them in his drive for supreme power.

But that does not explain why Khrushchev made anti-Stalinism such an integral part of his reforms, which eventually affected almost every area of Soviet policymaking; the enormous personal risks he repeatedly took by exposing monstrous official crimes and freeing the survivors; or the immense political capital he expended in, for example, virtually compelling the Party’s top leadership to agree to the publication of Solzhenistsyn’s Ivan Denisovich. It involved a “movement of the heart,” as Solzhenitsyn, Medvedev, and other victims concluded, one influenced by “Khrushchev’s zeks.” How else to explain his astonishing proposal in 1961 to create a memorial to Stalin’s victims?91

Exposing those crimes brought Khrushchev into recurring conflicts with powerful opponents during his ten years in office, in which his zeks continued to play roles. When he initiated the trials of Beria and several other Stalinist police officials, most from 1953 through 1955, surviving victims appeared as witnesses. When Khrushchev prepared his political bomb for the 1956 congress, he made sure nearly 100 freed zeks would be visible to the 1,500 or so delegates in the hall. When he moved toward a 1957 showdown with leading unrepentant Stalinists—Molotov, Kaganovich, Malenkov, and Voroshilov—Shatunovskaya and Snegov produced evidence of their criminal complicity. When Khrushchev struck publicly at the tenacious Stalin cult by removing the despot’s body from the Lenin Mausoleum in 1961, another returnee, Dora Lazurkina, prompted the congressional resolution. And to undermine the myth of Stalin’s Gulag as “correctional labor,” Khrushchev then arranged for the publication of a former zek’s unvarnished portrayal of life in the camps, Solzhenitsyn’s Ivan Denisovich.92

By the 1960s, returnees were contributing to de-Stalinization in another important way. Controversy over the past often inflames politics, but rarely so intensely as in the Soviet 1950s and 1960s (and again in the 1980s). The Stalin era was still “living history” for most Soviet adults, whose understanding of it had been shaped by decades of personal sacrifice and a falsified official history maintained by censorship and continued repression. According to that sanctioned version, Stalin’s rule was a succession of great national achievements, from collectivization and industrialization in the 1930s to the nation’s victory over Nazi Germany in 1945 and subsequent rise to superpower status. Post-Stalin elites were a product of that era, and for them it legitimized their power and privileges. As a young historian (and victim’s son) soon discovered, they were determined to “defend it, defending themselves.”93

The return of so many victims, even if mute, was irrefutable evidence of a parallel history of equally great crimes. And not all returnees were mute. As Khrushshev foresaw, they told “their relatives and friends and acquaintances what actually happened.” For young people in particular, “Their testimonies shed new light on events.”94 Most such returnees were still Soviet loyalists; they contributed to the kind of revisionist history and discussion of historical alternatives needed for a politics of reform. But other repressed traditions were also represented. The old Menshevik Mikhail Yakubovich and SR Irina Kakhovskaya, for example, wanted justice for their slain comrades. Solzhenitsyn and Father Dudko spoke for older religious and Slavophile values. And Mikhail Baitalsky, a former Trotskyist, had returned to his Jewish origins.

Like Holocaust survivors, many Stalinist victims wrote Gulag memoirs because “This Must Not Happen Again,” among them Suren Gazaryan, Ginzburg, Kopelev, Lev Razgon, Gnedin, and Baitalsky.95 Others became self-made historians. As an official investigator of Stalin’s crimes, Shatunovskaya collected documents and interviews that researchers still use today. Snegov’s abiding theme, “Stalin Against Lenin,” took him into closed archives and on impassioned lecture tours. Todorsky and Aleksandr Milchakov, another Communist survivor, did much the same.96

Because their lives lay ahead of them, many children of Stalin’s victims, perhaps most of them, later reconciled themselves to the Soviet system and made successful careers in its bureaucracies. There were many examples, but the most high-ranking seems to have been Pyotr Masherov, head of the Soviet Belorussian Communist Party from 1965 to 1980 and a candidate member of the national Politburo, whose father had died in a camp in 1938. In this case, as in others, we are told not to be surprised that the “son of a person illegally repressed by the Soviet authorities (and rehabilitated in 1959) could be a sincere, convinced supporter of that same regime…. Such were the times, and the people, forged in the crucible of the 1930s and 1940s.”97

But other children of victims followed the lead of outspoken returnees. The twin brothers Roy and Zhores Medvedev and Antonov-Ovseyenko wrote histories of Stalin’s despotic rule. Yuri Trifonov, Leonid Petrovsky, Yuri Gastev, Pyotr Yakir, and Kamil Ikramov prepared biographies of their martyred fathers. And a group of children of executed generals collected documents “restoring historical truth” for local museums and schools.98 (Later, in the 1980s, another son of a Stalin-era victim, Arseny Roginsky, would be one of the founders of the Memorial Society, whose mission was to expose those crimes and help the survivors.)

Only a small portion of this historical truth telling could be published in the Soviet Union under and shortly after Khrushchev. But enough became known, along with increasingly explicit literary accounts, to frighten officials throughout the system. It revealed that their power and privileges were also the product of the victimization of millions of their fellow citizens. Not surprisingly, they were “afraid of History.”99

Victimizers still in high places had the most to lose. Exposing official crimes gave Khrushchev’s other policies a moral dimension, rallied popular support for his leadership, and spurred progressive changes. The social needs of the returnees, for example, contributed to welfare and legal reforms of the period.100 And, of course, the alternative anti-Stalinist ideas and policies that Khrushchev initiated strongly influenced a new generation of Soviet intellectuals and officials, among them Mikhail Gorbachev. But such revelations, which meant victims now “were in fashion,” also galvanized powerful opposition. (Kaganovich, with Shatunovskaya in mind, protested that Khrushchev wanted “to let ex-convicts judge us.”)101 Those endangered were not only Stalin’s cohorts who had signed his lists condemning thousands of people but also legions of lesser figures with bloodstains on their careers, such as Ivan Serov, the first post-Stalin KGB chief, and Mikhail Suslov, the rising Party ideologist of the Brezhnev era.102

Some people who had prospered under Stalin in various fields followed Khrushchev’s repentant example,103 but the great majority of the complicit fought back. Senior members of the leadership, abetted by protégés in the bureaucracies, tried to sabotage his returnee policies and neuter his 1956 speech. Failing that, they collected documents showing Khrushchev’s own considerable role in the terror—as, indeed, neo-Stalinists still do today in order to discredit his historical reputation and any Soviet alternative he may have represented—while trying to conceal or minimize their own crimes, as when Molotov, Kaganovich, and Voroshilov formed a commission to investigate episodes in which they had been deeply involved. When all that failed, they moved in 1957 to depose him, nearly succeeding.104

Their fear of a “judgment day” was well founded.105 As conflicts over the past intensified, questions began to emerge about high-level criminal responsibility similar to those formalized at the Nuremberg Trial a decade before. The analogy was hard to ignore. The Soviet Union had been a prosecuting government at Nuremberg. (Indeed, Khrushchev’s new prosecutor general, Roman Rudenko, had been the lead Soviet prosecutor.) And with so many Gulag survivors now visible and their experiences increasingly known, the Holocaust-like dimensions of Stalin-era “repressions” were becoming clear.

When Stalin’s other successors tried and executed “Beria’s gang” from 1953 through 1955, they attempted to obscure any larger implications. The proceedings were closed, Beria was falsely convicted of treason and espionage, and his misdeeds were disassociated from Stalin’s remaining heirs. Even then, however, the charge of “crimes against humanity” was made in at least one case. Reactions to Khrushchev’s 1956 revelations indicated that such issues were already present just below the surface. Questions were asked at low-level Party meetings (and quickly suppressed) about the entire leadership’s responsibility for what had happened.106

Nonetheless, Khrushchev soon crossed another Rubicon, though again behind closed doors. At a June 1957 meeting of the Central Committee, he and his supporters staged a kind of trial of Molotov, Kaganovich, and Malenkov.107 Quoting horrific documents unearthed by Shatunovskaya and others, they accused Molotov and Kaganovich, along with Stalin, of having been responsible for more than 1.5 million arrests in 1937 and 1938 alone and personally sanctioning 38,679 executions during that period, 3,167 on one day. Bloodthirsty orders in their handwriting were read aloud: “Beat, beat, and beat again…. Scoundrel, scum… only one punishment—death.”

A Soviet Nuremberg seemed to be looming. When the accused defended their actions as “mistakes,” they were met with shouts, “No, crimes!” A Khrushchev supporter hurled a threat at the three senior Stalinist leaders that must have chilled many other longtime bosses in the hall: “If the people knew that their hands are dripping with innocent blood, they would greet them not with applause but stones.” The implication seemed clear, as another Central Committee member “profoundly” objected: “People who headed and led our Party for so many years turn out to be murderers who need to be put in the dock.”108 In the end, however, Molotov, Kaganovich, and Malenkov were only expelled from the leadership and the Central Committee and banished to minor posts far from Moscow.

It was a moment of high drama, but the crimes still greatly exceeded the punishment. After Stalin died, some fifty to one hundred secret police executioners and brutal interrogators were tried and sentenced, between twenty-five and thirty to death and the rest to prison. (Exact numbers still have not been made known.) Another 2,370 are reported to have received administrative sanctions, from loss of their ranks, awards, and Party membership to their pensions.109 In addition, a dozen or so high-ranking security and political officials committed suicide, among them camp commandants, NKVD generals, and Aleksandr Fadeyev, Stalin’s longtime literary commissar, who was shattered by Khrushchev’s disclosures, the sudden return of victimized writers, and alcohol.110

Khrushchev’s zeks regarded those episodes of justice as first steps and implored him to put on trial or otherwise punish many more people. He resisted “a St Bartholomew’s Eve massacre,” as he put it, no doubt for several reasons. He, too, had signed death lists and had “blood on his own hands,” as his admirer Gorbachev later discovered. Khrushchev even admitted in retirement, “My hands are covered with blood up to my elbows.” Also, even though Khrushchev was now the top leader, he remained challengeable and without sufficient high-level support. And, as others paraphrased his explanation, “More people would have to be imprisoned than had been rehabilitated and released.”111

And yet in October 1961, Khrushchev delivered his most ramifying assault on the Stalinist past and its many defenders. At the Twenty-second Party Congress, he and his supporters considerably expanded the revelations and accusations made in 1956 and 1957—and now did so publicly. For the first time, daily newspaper and broadcast reports of the proceedings informed the nation of “monstrous crimes” and the need for “historical justice,” along with lurid accounts of mass arrests, torture, and murder carried out under Stalin across the country. (The former zek Solzhenitsyn, whose novels about those events were not yet published, was astonished: “I don’t remember reading anything as interesting as the speeches at the XXII Congress in a long time!”)112

There was more. This time Khrushchev did not limit the indictment to crimes against Communist Party members, as he had done on previous occasions. The resolution removing Stalin’s body from the Lenin Mausoleum spoke simply of “mass repressions against honest Soviet people.” And for the first time, Khrushchev and his allies publicly accused Molotov, Kaganovich, and Malenkov of “direct personal responsibility” for those “illegal” acts and demanded they be expelled from the Party (as soon happened), which suggested they might then be put on trial. The specter of trials, inflated by references to “numerous documents in our possession” and Khrushchev’s call for a “comprehensive study of all such cases arising out of the abuse of power,” sent tremors of fear through the thousands who also bore “direct personal responsibility.”

The congress was a victory for Khrushchev’s zeks, however temporary. They were partly responsible for its radicalized anti-Stalinism. Still more, in preparation for it Khrushchev had established, behind the scenes, the Shvernik Commission, the first “comprehensive study” of dark events of the 1930s, including the assassination of the Leningrad Party chief Sergei Kirov, which ignited the Great Terror, and the trials and executions of Bukharin and other founders of the Soviet state. Returnees, especially Shatunovskaya, were lead investigators for the commission, which concluded that Stalin had plotted those fateful developments in order to launch a mass terror. On the eve of the congress, Shatunovskaya gave Khrushchev a preliminary report based on the “numerous documents” he would cite there. When he read it, she said, “he wept.”113

Khrushchev’s initiatives at the 1961 congress unleashed an unprecedented three-year struggle between the “friends and foes” of de-Stalinization.114 Relaxed censorship permitted historians to begin criticizing the entire Stalin era, even his long-sacrosanct collectivization of the peasantry and conduct of the war. But the flood of literary depictions of the twenty-year terror had the greatest impact. Read together, they gave a nearly unvarnished picture of what had happened to millions of people and their families. Among the works published, including ones by and about returnees, was, for example, this poem by Lev Ozerov: “The dead speak…/ From concentration camps. From isolation cells…/ Life, while it lasted, left its signature / On the prison floor in a trickle of blood.”115

Similarly emboldened by Khrushchev’s example, victims now determinedly pursued other people who had been personally responsible. Two cases became widely known in Moscow. Writers began a campaign to expose the establishment critic Yakov Elsberg as an “informer” complicit in the arrest and death of novelists and poets. And a returnee, Pavel Shabalkin, brought charges against two of the Party’s leading philosophers, until recently members of its Central Committee, Mark Mitin and Pavel Yudin, for having contributed to his long imprisonment and for plagiarizing the work of their other victims. The three escaped real punishment, but the threat was enough to inspire “mental breakdowns” among equally guilty power holders.116

Nuremberg-like issues now began to appear, guardedly and elliptically, in the censored press. They were just below the surface in conflicting reviews of Solzhenitsyn and other terror-related literature but were more open in other publications.117 In a chapter from his memoirs, to take an example that entangled even Khrushchev, Ehrenburg admitted he had “to live with clenched teeth” under Stalin because he knew his arrested friends were innocent. His confession, or “theory of a conspiracy of silence,” brought furious reactions because if the marginalized writer Ehrenburg had known the truth, so must have the many officials above him.118

Still worse in their view, the early 1960s brought a spate of Soviet writings about Germany under Hitler. Some of this commentary was, by inference, clearly about the Soviet system under Stalin. Readers instinctively saw their own recent experiences in descriptions of the Hitler cult, the Gestapo, Nazi concentrations camps, informers, and the complicity of so many German officeholders. When the powerful American film Judgment at Nuremberg was shown in Moscow in 1963, reactions were even more pointed.119 Considering the emerging analogy with Nazi Germany, increasingly graphic accounts of Stalin’s terror, and more insistent calls for justice, it is understandable why “fears of being made to answer for their crimes” spread throughout Soviet officialdom.120

At some point, even the younger men Khrushchev had put on his leadership council decided his initiatives were endangering too many people, perhaps the system itself. Unlike Suslov, Leonid Brezhnev and others who would rule for the next twenty years had little or no blood on their hands but plenty on their feet. Having risen so rapidly under Stalin as their predecessors were being swept away, they had a “complex about the past.”121 One defected from Khrushchev as early as 1957, when Dmitri Shepilov objected to putting the senior Stalinists “in the dock.” Indeed, most of Khrushchev’s new coleaders disregarded their benefactor’s initiative at the 1961 congress, remaining conspicuously silent about past crimes.

Resistance to his de-Stalinization policies continued to grow after the congress, as suggested in a 1962 poem by Yevgeny Yevtushenko prominently published in Pravda on Khrushchev’s instructions. Entitled “The Heirs of Stalin,” it warned of “many” high officials who still “hate this era of emptied prison camps.”122 Behind the scenes, Khrushchev was now being defeated or forced to retreat. In 1962, Snegov and Shatunovskaya were driven from their positions, the Shvernik Commission report went unpublished and was soon buried, and rehabilitations all but ended. More setbacks followed. Despite Khrushchev’s support, Solzhenitsyn was denied the Lenin Prize in literature. And in 1964, a major editorial authorized by Khrushchev on “Stalin and His Heirs” was aborted, along with his proposed constitutional changes to prevent a recurrence of past abuses.123 Meanwhile, the memorial he had proposed to Stalin’s victims remained unbuilt.

When the Central Committee overthrew Nikita Khrushchev in October 1964, the formal indictment did not mention the Stalin question. It focused instead on the seventy-year-old Khrushchev’s failed economic and foreign policies, ill-considered reorganizations, increasingly erratic behavior, and dismissive attitude toward “collective leadership.” Nonetheless, his anti-Stalinist approach to the past and the present was a central factor. This was, after all, the driving force behind his decade-long attempted reformation of the Soviet system, which was now being ended by a sharp conservative shift in official and popular opinion. Solzhenitsyn was almost certainly right in concluding that the opposition in 1963 and early 1964 to deny him the Lenin Prize had been a “rehearsal for the ‘putsch’ against Nikita.”124

There were also clearer indications. Suslov, who particularly resented that Khrushchev “had supported all this camp literature,” delivered the detailed indictment, while Mikoyan was the only Central Committee member who tried to defend Khrushchev. (During secret discussions before the formal meeting, he was accused of “reviling Stalin to the point of indecency.”)125 Any doubts were removed when the new leaders moved to end anti-Stalinist policies relating to the past and restore some features of Stalinism, including the tyrant’s historical reputation. Solzhenitsyn instinctively called Khrushchev’s overthrow a “small October revolution,” an overstatement but a clear recognition that the prospect of an anti-Stalinist alternative in Soviet politics had been thwarted, as it turned out, for the next twenty years. Certainly, people with special interests understood the meaning of Khrushchev’s ouster. While Beria’s men in prison rejoiced, Gulag returnees were informed, “The rehabilitated are no longer in fashion.”126

THE saga of Gulag returnees and Stalin’s other victims continued long after Khrushchev. Most generally, their status in the Soviet Union and in post-Soviet Russia was determined by the changing official reputations of Stalin and Khrushchev, and those were shaped by the relative political fortunes of reformers and conservatives, who represented the two viable policy alternatives inside the Party-state establishment.

The Brezhnev years were a long era of Soviet conservatism. To defend the existing order, the new leadership needed a heroic Stalinist past during which the foundations of the system had been created. Accordingly, it ended Khrushchev’s revelations and rehabilitations (a “miserly” twenty-four were granted after 1964),127 excised him from sanctioned history, except as a “subjective voluntarist,” and refurbished Stalin’s role by ignoring the terror and emphasizing the wartime victory. (In 1970, a flattering bust was placed on his gravesite behind the Lenin Mausoleum.)

Archive documents later revealed how much Khrushchev’s successors despised their patron’s policies—and his zeks. In 1974, ten years after being nominated for a Lenin Prize, Solzhenitsyn was arrested and deported from the Soviet Union. Privately discussing the decision, Brezhnev’s Politburo blamed Khrushchev for “this social riff-raff.” Suslov complained, “We still have not eliminated all the consequences that resulted from Khrushchev.” Brezhnev, who said Solzhenitsyn had been justly imprisoned under Stalin, had long harbored a resentment: “He was rehabilitated by two people—Shatunovskaya and Snegov.” In 1984, the last leader before Gorbachev, Konstantin Chernenko, took another symbolic step, restoring the Party membership of the ninety-three-year-old Molotov, even meeting with him personally. Rejoicing in private, the Politburo again complained bitterly that Khrushchev had exonerated victims “illegally” and permitted “shameful outrages in relation to Stalin.”128

During those twenty years, while terror-era police officials were given honorable positions and released from prison with good pensions, others deeply involved in the terror reinvented themselves as benevolent public figures. Lev Sheinin, for example, became an honored writer after helping Vyshinsky falsify the Moscow show trials and prepare the judicial murder of the defendants, and former Gulag commandants published sanitized accounts of their camps as exemplary workplaces. Meanwhile, many of the “rehabilitated no longer felt rehabilitated.”129 Most of them led conformist lives and were left in peace, but many agreed with Antonov-Ovseyenko: “It is the duty of every honest person to write the truth about Stalin. A duty to those who died at his hands, to those who survived that dark night, to those who will come after us.” (For this and similar statements, the son of a high NKVD official executed under Khrushchev later characterized Antonov-Ovseyenko as a “raging fanatic.”)130

In the post-Khrushchev 1960s and 1970s, some victims used their semiestablished positions to be partial truth tellers in the censored media, among them the popular novelists Yuri Trifonov and Chingiz Aitmatov, the playwright Mikhail Shatrov, and the poet-singer Bulat Okudzhava, whose fathers had been shot and mothers sent to the Gulag.131 Many published poets of those years were also former zeks, including Nikolai Zabolotsky, Olga Berggolts, Anatoly Zhigulin, Yaroslav Smelyakov, and Boris Ruchev. (My returnee friends closely perused their lines for oblique references to the Gulag.) Other survivors wrote only “for the drawer,” but quite a few eventually let their manuscripts, with themes of “crime and punishment,” circulate in samizdat and be published abroad. And some became leading representatives of public dissent, including Solzhenitsyn, Roy Medvedev, and Andrei Sakharov, whose wife’s parents had also been victims.132

Considering their age and years of abuse, the majority of Gulag returnees probably did not live to witness the great turnabout under Gorbachev. His declared mission of replacing the system inherited from Stalin with a democratized one meant Gorbachev had to expose its entire criminal history. By the late 1980s, a tidal wave of exposés—documented articles, novels, plays, films, television broadcasts—had flooded the Soviet media. Calling for national “repentance,” the result was not the “second Nuremberg” some demanded but nonetheless a media trial of Stalinism, with the newly formed Memorial Society, inspired by Khrushchev’s unfulfilled proposal, in the forefront.133

Surviving victims and victimizers again played leading roles. While the glasnost press went looking for “hangmen on pension” and secret mass graves of the 1930s and 1940s—a search pioneered by Milchakov’s son Aleksandr—Stalin’s victims were featured at evenings in memory of the “national martyrology,” none more famous than Anna Larina, whose memoirs were published in 1988.134 One such public event, in 1989, was the first to honor Khrushchev, who had been in official disgrace for more than twenty years. Sitting on the dais with returnees I had interviewed in secret ten years earlier, I saw many other former zeks in the overflowing auditorium. Some of them were weeping. Most now knew the dark side of Khrushchev’s career—the blood on his own hands, his failure to tell the full truth about the past, his own repressive measures after 1953. But their gratitude, expressed virtually in one voice, remained undiminished: “Khrushchev gave me back my life.”135

As with his predecessor in reform, legal justice was also an essential component of Gorbachev’s policies. Between 1987 and 1990, a million more individuals were officially rehabilitated, and then, by Gorbachev’s decree, all of Stalin’s remaining victims.136 Reacting to those and related actions, Gorbachev’s enemies occasionally charged that an “ideology of former zeks” underlay his anti-Stalinism. It may have been partially true: several members of his inner leadership were relatives of Stalin’s victims, including Gorbachev himself, whose grandfathers had been arrested in the 1930s.137 (They survived, but his wife’s grandfather was shot.)

In the end, however, it was of little material consequence. There were a few happy exceptions. The dacha Vyshinsky had confiscated in 1937, for example, which had passed after his death in 1954 to several other eminent Soviet figures, including Prime Minister Aleksei Kosygin, was finally returned to the rightful owner’s elderly daughter. But despite all the attention and promises given to victims by Gorbachev’s policies, many survivors remained so destitute that one of their organizations issued an “SOS from the Gulag” pleading for private donations. Bankrupt and crumbling by 1991, Gorbachev’s government was never able to provide most of the compensation and benefits it had legislated.138

The mixed status of Soviet-era victims continued in post-Soviet Russia. Boris Yeltsin, its first president, formally exonerated all citizens politically repressed since October 1917, not just those under Stalin, and then included their children, making them eligible for compensation as well.139 In addition, Yeltsin declared October 30 a national day in memory of the victims and passed a law giving them and relatives access to their case files in long-secret archives. (Watching elderly people study those terrible, fateful documents in Lubyanka’s reading room, as I did while working there on behalf of the Bukharin family, was deeply moving.)

More generally, tales of the terror era became a familiar aspect of post-Soviet popular culture, including its main medium, television. The Memorial Society developed into a nationwide institution that broadened the search for mass graves, sponsored monuments at many Gulag sites, and produced major documentary studies of both victims and victimizers. A growing number of Russian provincial cities published their own martyrologies. And in 2004, Antonov-Ovseyenko, nearly ninety, founded in the center of Moscow the first (and still little-known) official Museum of the History of the Gulag, with the backing of the city’s mayor.

On the negative side, however, few of the dwindling number of survivors actually received any meaningful compensation for their lost years or property. By 1993, interest in Stalin’s terror and its victims had undergone a “catastrophic fall,”140 and the national memorial proposed by Khrushchev in 1961 and endorsed by Gorbachev while he was in power was still unbuilt. By the early twenty-first century, pro-Stalin attitudes had grown significantly in both official circles and popular opinion, along with the number of burnished reputations of odious NKVD bosses, outspoken Gulag deniers, and attacks on “rehabilitation euphoria.” Increasingly it was said, and perhaps believed, that all Gulag zeks had been common criminals because “Stalin did not repress any honest citizens.”141

Most Western observers attributed favorable post-Soviet attitudes toward Stalin to the increasingly authoritarian rule of Vladimir Putin, the former KGB officer who became Russian president in 2000. In reality, though the phenomenon grew under Putin, most of its elements began in the 1990s, under Yeltsin. Foremost among them was the economic and social pain inflicted by “shock therapy,” which was the primary source of the pro-Stalin revival, and the decline of democratic practices after Yeltsin destroyed a popularly elected parliament with tanks and mortgaged the country’s future to a new oligarchical elite based on pillaged state property.

Nor was anti-Stalinism suppressed under Putin. Access to relevant archives, though somewhat more limited, continued, at least in those where I worked; thick volumes of previously unknown terror-era documents were published; the number of local Gulag monuments and exhibits grew; the renamed KGB (FSB), carrying on a practice started under Gorbachev, met with and even honored a number of its former victims; films based on popular anti-Stalinist novels, including Solzhenitsyn’s The First Circle and Anatoly Rybakov’s Children of the Arbat, were made for and shown on state-controlled television; and an international conference on the Stalinist terror was held in Moscow in December 2008.142

Indeed, Putin’s own role in this regard was contradictory. On the one hand, he made highly publicized statements supporting a new textbook that gave an almost entirely favorable picture of the Stalinist 1930s as a decade of “mobilization” and “modernization” and of Stalin himself as an indispensable leader to whom there had been no real alternative. On the other hand, one of Putin’s first acts as president was to authorize an expanded official investigation of Stalin-era crimes. And two of his last acts as president, in 2007, the seventieth anniversary of the peak of the Great Terror, were to personally present an award to Solzhenitsyn, who still personified the Gulag fate of millions, and to attend a commemoration of Stalin’s victims at an infamous NKVD killing field and burial site, the first such appearance ever by a Russian (or Soviet) leader.143 When Solzhenitsyn died in 2008, the government, now headed by Putin and the new president Dmitri Medvedev, gave him the equivalent of a state funeral and adopted measures to memorialize his life.

The contradiction in Putin’s behavior reflected the still profound division in Russia’s political elite and society over the Stalinist past. Opinion surveys taken fifty-five years after Stalin died, a half a century after most survivors of his terror had returned, and nearly twenty years after the Soviet Union ended showed that the nation was almost evenly divided between those who thought Stalin had been a “wise leader” and those who thought he was an “inhuman tyrant,” with pro-Stalin views no less widespread among young Russians.144

Those findings mean that the struggle in Russia’s political life (and soul) over the significance of the Stalin era, which is as much about the nation’s present and future as about its past, is not over. (In an open letter to Putin and Medvedev in 2008, for example, Gorbachev and other public figures renewed the call for a national monument in memory of Stalin’s victims. As before, it aroused both support and determined opposition.)145 No one can say how or when the struggle will end, but one thing seems certain. No matter how remote and extinguished the heat of the Stalinist past may appear to be, it will make itself felt again in Russian politics, as it did so fatefully in the late 1980s when it inflamed both the friends and foes of Gorbachev’s reforms.146

This is so for three reasons. First, though most of Stalin’s victims are dead, Russia remains a country significantly populated by their descendants, at least 27 percent of the nation according to a 2006 poll, particularly their grandchildren.147 Second, leadership for a new political reckoning with the past in search of lost alternatives is likely to come from the generation that matured during Gorbachev’s glasnost revelations, much as the “children of the Twentieth Party Congress” and Khrushchev’s Thaw provided it in the late 1980s. But most crucially, such a reckoning remains on Russia’s political agenda because, as events have repeatedly shown, there is no statute of limitations for historical crimes as large as Stalin’s. In all these respects, the victims’ return is not over.
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	3 THE TRAGEDY OF SOVIET CONSERVATISM

In the West, they respect people of conservative views.

YEGOR LIGACHEV, 1990

We are conservatives, and let us not be ashamed of the word.

IVAN POLOZKOV, RUSSIAN COMMUNIST LEADER, 1991






GREAT events, especially unexpected and torrential ones, are not easily understood, even in retrospect. As time passes, they often recede into a historical haze of misconceptions, myths, and, as I will point out more than once in this book, amnesia.

This is certainly true of the fateful Soviet years from 1985 to 1991, when four great transformations—even, it might be argued, revolutions—were begun under the leadership of Mikhail Gorbachev: attempts to transform the authoritarian political system into some kind of democracy, the state command economy into a market-based one, the Moscow-dominated “union” into an authentic federation, and the country’s forty-year Cold War with the West into a “strategic partnership.” The results included remarkable successes, crushing setbacks, and finally, of course, the end of the Soviet Union, the most consequential event of the second half of the twentieth century.

Not surprisingly, those tumultuous years remain poorly understood. Several of the enduring misconceptions and myths involve one of the most representative figures of the last years of Soviet Union, Yegor Ligachev, the second-ranking politician in the new leadership formed under Gorbachev in 1985. (Even more significant misconceptions about Gorbachev himself are examined in chapter 6.) In most Western accounts since the late 1980s, Ligachev has been portrayed as the archvillain of Soviet reform—the chief “enemy of perestroika,” a “diehard conservative,” even a reactionary “neo-Stalinist.”1

Empowered by his position as de facto head of the Communist Party apparatus, Ligachev is said to have opposed and obstructed Gorbachev’s political and economic changes for the sake of a dogmatic, orthodox Marxism-Leninism. His intrigues were behind many of the worst deeds in the struggle over perestroika, from protecting corrupt officials and excusing the crimes of the Stalin era to bloodshed in the streets of Tbilisi in April 1989. In short, Ligachev is said to have represented almost everything bad and unrepentant in the Soviet system that collapsed in December 1991.

Some aspects of this standard account have a partial basis in actual events, but most of it continues the long Western practice of imposing gray stereotypes on complex Soviet realities—and now post-Soviet ones. Insisting that he had been made the “fall guy” for Gorbachev’s failures and the victim of a “witch hunt” by his enemies, Ligachev took the then almost unprecedented step of publishing candid memoirs—in Russia in 1992 and in the United States in 1993—to refute “blasphemous” accusations that had originated in the Soviet media and spread to the West.2 Like many American politicians, he may have put too much blame on the press for his misfortunes, but Ligachev’s memoirs, along with other evidence, effectively challenged the stereotypical version of his role—and that of other Soviet “conservatives”—in historic events.

Without the full backing of Ligachev and the scores of regional Party bosses he represented, to take a ramifying example, Gorbachev probably could not have come to power in March 1985 against the clear wishes of an aged but entrenched Moscow Party-state oligarchy. Even more crucially, without a coalition for change in which Ligachev played a leading role—about which, more below—Gorbachev would not have been able to initiate any of his liberalizing, and then democratizing, policies of the next three years.

Consider Ligachev’s position in three of those early policy disputes. He supported the decision to release a previously banned film, Repentance, which reopened public discussion of Stalin’s crimes after more than twenty years; the decision to ease the Soviet controls imposed on Eastern Europe after World War II, which eventually led to the unraveling of the Soviet empire there; and the decision to end the disastrous seven-year Soviet war in Afghanistan, which had obstructed a full rapprochement with the West.3 And even though Ligachev’s policy disagreements with Gorbachev were acute by 1989, along with his feeling of having been betrayed, there is no evidence that he joined any of the intrigues in the apparatus to remove Gorbachev as Communist Party leader. Nor did he participate in, or know about beforehand, the failed armed coup against Gorbachev in August 1991, which so weakened the Soviet leader’s central government it could not withstand the centrifugal forces unfolding across the country.

Ligachev’s personal qualities are also hard to squeeze into the stereotype. Even political figures loyal to Gorbachev and generally admired in Western accounts characterize Ligachev as being deeply sincere, proudly incorruptible, and habitually straightforward in his political relations.4 Indeed, such was his reputation in virtually all Soviet political quarters before 1985 and for some time thereafter. Even later, when the leadership was angrily divided, no reliable insider seems to have believed the potentially explosive corruption charges leveled against him in 1989 by two politically motivated and subsequently discredited prosecutors. And while suspicions about Ligachev’s behind-the-scenes political role persisted, there is little in the documentary record or personal testimonies to suggest an intriguer, at least not more so than is customary among professional politicians.5 With the rough-hewn and blunt Ligachev, what friends and foes alike saw seems to have been about what they got.

That was my own impression when I first met him in mid-1990, as he was exiting the political stage, unwillingly and defiantly, at age seventy. A stocky, still strongly built figure of medium height, with thin but impressive white hair atop a ruddy Siberian complexion and riveting blue eyes, Ligachev’s emphatic way of speaking and gesturing reminded another American observer of the “hard-knuckle stage presence of James Cagney in old age,”6 though Spencer Tracy’s anachronistic politician in The Last Hurrah came to my mind. As I got to know Ligachev and his family better in the 1990s, he always seemed old-fashioned—in his down-home traditional values, political outlook, and courtly manners—and like another familiar American type: the native of the provincial heartland who after many urban years still felt and looked out of place in the big city. Unknowingly, Ligachev once even uttered the Russian version of the American cliché: “I prefer Siberia, where people tell you what they think to your face. In Moscow they stab you in the back.”

Old-fashioned did not, however, mean “dogmatic,” though the word was attached to Ligachev like a hereditary title in the radicalized politics of perestroika. In our conversations about history and contemporary politics, he always had strong views but also a willingness, even an eagerness, to consider different opinions. On the few occasions his aides joined us, they seemed more ideologically “dogmatic” than their considerably older boss. In fact, as Ligachev maintains in his memoirs and as the public record indicates, he “rethought many things” about the political and economic system in which he had lived his entire life and risen to the top. Not so many things as Gorbachev and some others rethought but more than we expect from successful politicians well after their middle age.

Even Ligachev’s decision to publish revealing memoirs about his years in power was unorthodox in the Soviet context. Like most memoirs of former political leaders everywhere, they were not objective, thoroughly trustworthy, or the whole story. Retired power holders write such books for self-serving purposes, even apart from financial gain: to settle political scores, embellish their biographies, and influence future historians. Several high-level members of Gorbachev’s team later wrote their accounts, including the leader himself, but Ligachev’s were the first Soviet leadership memoirs to be published inside the country. Until then, they had been precluded by political reticence, repression, Party “discipline,” and censorship.7

Gorbachev’s gradual abolition of all four restraints brought personality into Soviet public politics. A number of purported political memoirs and autobiographies preceded Ligachev’s book, but none was comparably revealing about the inner history of perestroika. Andrei Gromyko, the longtime foreign minister and Politburo member, published a thick volume of “memoirs” that maintained his tight-lipped tradition. Gorbachev’s foreign minister and Politburo ally, Eduard Shevardnadze, produced a semiautobiographical book that was grandly “not a political memoir.” And Boris Yeltsin, briefly a junior member of the Gorbachev leadership, issued in 1990, on the eve of being elected president of the Soviet Russian Republic, a “confessional” autobiography that was surprisingly uninformative and, not surprisingly, more akin to a campaign biography. Again, the “orthodox” Ligachev broke the mold.8

None of this means that Ligachev was a political hero, though many Russians who share his view that a hijacking of perestroika led to the collapse of the Soviet system still think of him in that way. Personally, though I liked Ligachev, our outlooks were different, as he noted in his memoirs: “I did not share Cohen’s views on the processes taking place in the USSR, and… he was not among those who shared my position.” But if we persist in the American habit of judging Soviet and post-Soviet leaders by the extent to which they embrace our ideas, try to replicate our system, or otherwise resemble us, we will never understand what has happened in Russia since 1985 or what lies ahead. Ligachev challenges us to understand more by judging less. Or, as another prominent Russian, considerably more Westernized than Ligachev, liked to advise foreigners about the future of his country: “You can’t expect people to leap out of their biographies or society out of its history any more than you expect a man to leap out of his skin.”9

YEGOR Ligachev’s biography spanned almost the entire history of the Soviet Union, reflecting many of its contradictions, complexities, and catastrophes. Ten years older than Gorbachev, his personal experiences help explain his more ambivalent attitudes toward the past, which later caused conflicts with other members of the leadership.

Ligachev was born into a Siberian peasant family in November 1920, when Lenin’s Communist Party was consolidating its rule during the three-year Russian civil war. As often happened in the 1920s, the family left its village for a city, Novosibirsk, where his father found work in a factory. Unlike Gorbachev and many other leading perestroishchiki, Ligachev grew to full manhood and began his career in the Stalin era, when the modern-day Soviet system had been created. Even today, as I emphasized in the preceding chapter, many Russians have profoundly conflicting feelings about the Stalinist 1930s and 1940s, a traumatic epoch of towering achievements and monstrous crimes that are hard to reconcile. Millions of people fell victim to the despot’s brutal collectivization of the peasantry and capricious mass terror, but millions of others labored heroically and rose in the campaigns to forge a mighty industrial nation, defeat the Nazi German invaders, and create a superpower.

Both experiences were part of Ligachev’s life. Presumably a good student, and even though his father was briefly expelled from the Communist Party, he was admitted at college age in the late 1930s to a prestigious institute of aviation engineering in Moscow and thus began a not untypical Soviet version of the American Horatio Alger saga. Immediately after graduation, Ligachev returned to Novosibirsk to work in a plant building fighter planes for the Soviet victory in World War II. Among the 27 million or more Soviet citizens who died in that war was Ligachev’s older brother, who was killed and buried in Germany.

The war might have been remembered triumphantly, but not so an even darker episode in Ligachev’s life. His wife’s father, a Soviet army general, had been executed in Stalin’s purge of the military high command in 1937 after a typical ten-minute “trial” by a terror tribunal. As Ligachev explained in a memoir chapter on his encounters with Stalin’s crimes, he, too, therefore became part of a “family of an enemy of the people.” Understandably, he wrote (and spoke) harshly of Stalin and warmly of Nikita Khrushchev, whose rehabilitation policies of the 1950s exonerated Ligachev’s father-in-law. On the other hand, not much can be inferred about later political conflicts from that experience since families of other members of the Gorbachev leadership had also been victimized by Stalin’s terror.

Little is known about the beginning of Ligachev’s political career. Having joined the Communist Party in 1944, he soon left his original profession to become a full-time Party functionary in the local Young Communist League (Komsomol). In a private communication, Ligachev says he was told to do so and had no choice. “Things were simple in those days: Either you agreed or you were expelled from the Party, which meant being fired from the plant.” Possibly it happened that way, though Ligachev never seems to have looked back with regret. In his memoirs, he recounts seven unemployed and perilous months in 1949 when he was under Moscow’s suspicion of being a Trotskyist “enemy of the people” and had been fired as chief of the Novosibirsk Komsomol organization. But apart from that personal brush with Stalin’s terror machine, he moved gradually up the Party’s nomenklatura ladder—the far-flung pyramid of appointed officials who oversaw the vast Soviet political and economic system.

After a number of secondary positions in Novosibirsk, Ligachev’s political career leaped forward under Khrushchev, whose pioneering reforms, as I noted earlier, inspired a still younger generation of would-be Party officials, most famously Gorbachev. For Ligachev, the turning point was his appointment in 1958 as Party chief of a district where a large Academy of Sciences town was to be built, and in 1959 of the whole Novosibirsk area. Evidently he oversaw the important project admirably and got along well with the freer-minded scientific intellectuals flooding into Academic City, including Abel Aganbegyan, a maverick economist and who eventually became an adviser to Gorbachev. Thirty years later, Aganbegyan recalled Ligachev as having been an innovative, “unorthodox” Party boss and doubted his anti-perestroika reputation.10 Ligachev’s work took him occasionally to Moscow, where he began to meet with top leaders, even Khrushchev. In 1961, he was promoted to the headquarters of the Central Committee apparatus in Moscow, where he served until 1965 as deputy chief of propaganda, and then of Party personnel, for the entire Russian Republic.

Why Ligachev returned to Siberia in 1965 and did not resume a Moscow position for seventeen years is not fully clear. Few Party bureaucrats, or anyone else, would have willingly given up the capital’s special powers and privileges for life in the remote provinces. In his memoirs, Ligachev says he requested the transfer because he yearned to work with “real people.” Did he feel uneasy with the new Brezhnev leadership that had overthrown Khrushchev and already was staffing Party headquarters with antireformist officials, some of them highly corruptible? Certainly, he was not on a fast track during Brezhnev’s long reign.

Ligachev described the seventeen years as head of the Tomsk Regional Party organization as the best of his life but admitted that the appointment was both remote and relatively “insignificant.” Thus, while the younger Gorbachev, who held the same position in the Stavropol region, became a full member of the Central Committee in 1971, Ligachev achieved that exalted standing only in 1976. If nothing else, Ligachev’s flinty rectitude evidently irritated the Moscow power mafia around Brezhnev, as illustrated by its attempt in the early 1980s to send him into ambassadorial exile and his stubborn refusal to go. (Ligachev told this story several times, probably to contrast his defiance with the compliance of his archrival in the Gorbachev leadership, Aleksandr Yakovlev, who had accepted diplomatic banishment to Canada in 1973.)

On the other hand, Ligachev hardly fell out of the power elite during his years in Tomsk. As Communist Party first secretary for an entire region, he was one of about seventy-five such bosses who directly ruled Soviet Russia, where the great majority of citizens lived. Most Western observers have portrayed provincial Party bosses as having been congenitally conservative tyrants running roughshod over their region’s populace and resources. But some scholars have viewed them as increasingly qualified—though never elected—governors or prefects trying to cope with an impossible array of technical problems and everyday responsibilities, from economic production and distribution to educational and cultural life, in an often irrational system.11 However characterized, they were exceedingly powerful rulers in their provinces, unilaterally capable of benevolent or evil deeds, but frequently at the mercy of higher authorities in Moscow. Nor were all regional Party bosses alike. Among them in the 1970s, for example, were Ligachev, Gorbachev, Shevardnadze, Yeltsin, and a host of others who later enthusiastically supported or opposed the reforms of the late 1980s.

What little we know about Ligachev’s role in Tomsk generally corresponds to the sparse account he gives in his memoirs. A teetotaler, self-confident, hard-working, a little self-righteous, and a scandal-free family man, he modernized the region’s industry and agriculture, developed new enterprises, preserved Tomsk’s historic wooden buildings, patronized the arts, and minded the Party’s monopolistic interests wherever necessary. It is easy to understand why Ligachev was proud of his tenure in Tomsk and did not like Gorbachev’s post-1985 practice of indiscriminately branding the Brezhnev years an “era of stagnation.”

By 1988, Ligachev had become a lightning rod for unleashed resentments against power holders under Brezhnev, even though others in the Gorbachev leadership had been more high-ranking. Rising to defend himself at a nationally televised Party conference, and also to condemn the Brezhnev regime for what it had done to the country, Ligachev made a statement that was widely mocked but no doubt came from the heart:

In the years of stagnation, I lived and worked in Siberia—a harsh but truly wonderful land. I am often asked what I was doing during that time. I answer with pride: I was building socialism. And there were millions like me. It would be an act of betrayal if I did not mention those with whom I linked my fate and shared joys and sorrow. Many of them have left this life. Not everything turned out as we wanted…. But we worked without looking over our shoulders, perhaps because we knew they couldn’t send us any farther away than Siberia. We worked in order to give the people a better life, to give the state more, and to protect the interests of the province.12

There Ligachev remained until 1983, when Yuri Andropov, Brezhnev’s successor as Party general secretary, recalled him to Moscow. Ligachev’s admiration for Andropov, who died fifteen months after becoming leader, later bordered on reverential nostalgia. By the end of the 1980s, that sentiment was widespread among Party officials disenchanted with Gorbachev’s reforms. Andropov was neither the radical reformer portrayed by some Soviet writers nor the “strongman” Western observers mistook him for when he took office, at sixty-eight and already gravely ill, in November 1982.

Not unlike the conflicted political figures that appear so often in Russian literature, Andropov had been an enthusiastic anti-Stalinist under Khrushchev, but fifteen years as head of the KGB under Brezhnev had deeply implicated him in many “stagnant” policies, from the cover-up of the country’s grave economic condition and the repression of dissidents to the 1979 invasion of Afghanistan. So contradictory was Andropov’s role—privately he wrote poetry and shunned the rampant corruption around Brezhnev—that even the great Soviet dissenter Andrei Sakharov, one of his victims, later commented sympathetically on this “duality.”13

Nonetheless, Andropov was the godfather of Gorbachev’s original perestroika. Determined to use his brief time in office to address the country’s growing problems, Andropov infused political life with expectations of change for the first time since the 1960s, initiated a series of economic “experiments” that promised to be more than half-measures, and behind the scenes encouraged far-reaching reconsiderations of Brezhnev’s domestic and foreign policies. Apart from disciplinarian and anti-corruption campaigns directed mainly against the old-guard Brezhnev establishment, few new policies were actually adopted by Andropov. Opposition was great, time short, and his own outlook no doubt deeply ambivalent.

In another respect, however, Andropov mattered greatly. Using the appointment powers of the general secretary, he gathered a team of younger reform-minded officials from various Party and state bureaucracies on behalf of his preferred successor, Mikhail Gorbachev, and put the coalition in position to contend for power. Ligachev, at sixty-three, was one of its oldest but also most important members. They were unable to make Gorbachev leader when Andropov died in February 1984; the septuagenarian old guard, unnerved by prospects of major reforms and retirement, preferred an ailing seventy-two-year-old Brezhnev surrogate, Konstantin Chernenko. But when Chernenko died thirteen months later, Andropov’s protégés succeeded, as Ligachev explained in his memoirs more fully than had anyone else.

The Gorbachev leadership that launched the most fateful reforms of the late twentieth century therefore was actually assembled by Andropov. Even the original inner Politburo group—in addition to Gorbachev and Ligachev, it included the new head of the state ministries, Nikolai Ryzhkov, and the KGB chief, Viktor Chebrikov—numbered men of varying political outlooks and loyalties. Later, as Gorbachev began to rely on his more radical Politburo allies, notably Shevardnadze, Yakovlev, and Vadim Medvedev, protests could be heard in the apparatus that he had betrayed Andropov’s legacy and that Ligachev was its real representative.14 Like most political nostalgia, much of this was mythical, but not all of it. Just as the Party elite had always been full of conflicting views and interests, so was the Gorbachev leadership that governed the Soviet Union from 1985 to its breakup in 1991.

CONTRARY to widespread misconceptions in the West, neither the Soviet Communist Party nor its high-level officialdom had ever been politically monolithic. How could they have been in a one-party system with nearly twenty million members by the 1980s, where anyone who wanted to engage in sanctioned politics had to enter the Communist establishment, and in a country with such divisive “living history”? Ideological and policy disputes raged openly in the Party elite from 1917 until Stalin settled those issues by firing squad in the 1930s and frightened the survivors into silence. When terror ended in the 1950s, conflicting policy and ideological views reappeared in the Party-controlled press, sometimes rather candidly but usually in muted and Aesopian ways, depending on the degree of censorship at the time.

In modern times, the fundamental conflict was between Party conservatives and Party reformers.15 When told this, American conservatives usually reject the idea that they had Soviet Communist counterparts, but it is another example of refusing to understand foreign politics in its own context. Every political society has a status quo and thus conservatives who wish to preserve it, almost always in the name of historical practices and values, and reformers who insist on improving it, arguing that existing practices have become obsolete and national values remain unfulfilled. In the latter-day Soviet Union, the status quo was the system called socialism inherited from Stalin.

In addition to liberating Gulag survivors, Khrushchev’s reforms undermined Stalinist dogmas and liberalized the system in important ways, but they did not dismantle its essential institutional nature: the Party-state’s monopolistic bureaucratic controls over society, including the vast economy run by Moscow ministries. Nonetheless, his reforms were so divisive that something akin to subterranean crypto-parties formed in the Communist Party, creating a kind of “multiparty-ness,” as was later acknowledged, inside the one-party system. Officially concealed and denied in the name of “Party unity,” those rival political movements finally burst into the open thirty years later in response to Gorbachev’s more radical reforms. In the late 1980s, even the official Communist Party newspaper acknowledged the “secret rivalry that always existed,” and wondered: “How many parties are there in our Party?”16

At least three intra-Party movements had taken shape by the time Khrushchev was overthrown in 1964: anti-Stalinist reformers who called for a substantial reduction of controls over society, including more political liberalization and some marketization of the state economy; neo-Stalinist reactionaries who charged that Khrushchev’s reforms had gravely weakened Party-government controls and orthodoxies and who demanded that they be strengthened, if not fully restored; and Party conservatives who objected to the “excesses” of both Stalin’s rule and Khrushchev’s reforms and sought mainly to preserve the new post-Stalin status quo by opposing any further significant changes, whether forward or backward. The conservative majority, headed by the authoritarian but mild-mannered Brezhnev, ruled the Soviet Union for the next two decades, with concessions mostly to the neo-Stalinists. The Party’s reform movement barely survived, but it eventually came to power with Gorbachev as its leader.

Ligachev’s political evolution before 1985 illustrates and helps explain that dramatic turnabout. Several large factors lay behind the reemergence of reform-minded officials in the Communist Party on the eve of Brezhnev’s death in 1982—the country’s development into a more urban and educated society, the aging and passing of the old guard that had risen to high office under Stalin, the ascent of the Gorbachev generation that had entered politics under Khrushchev, the Soviet elite’s greater exposure to the West—but the system’s mounting economic problems were the most important. Hypercentralized, bureaucratic management had made the economy increasingly irrational and inefficient, thwarting even minor changes and isolating it from technological developments in capitalist countries. By the late 1970s, economic growth had virtually stopped, while enormous state expenditures for the Cold War military and for the cradle-to-grave welfare provisions of Soviet socialism, including large subsidies for most essential goods and services, continued to grow.

The Brezhnev leadership did nothing about the “pre-crisis,” as Gorbachev later termed it, but Ligachev and other regional Party officials could not ignore it. They had long been the political mainstay and beneficiaries of Brezhnev-era conservatism—maliciously called the “golden era of the nomenklatura”—but now had to cope daily with economic decay and a plethora of related social ills. Even provincial Party bosses with no interest in real political reform believed that Brezhnev’s status quo policies “had led the country into a dead end.”17 Enlightened bureaucrats (as they were also known in tsarist times) in the Moscow state ministries, represented by Ryzhkov, had reached the same conclusion. Two decades of conservative consensus in the Soviet political elite had ended; longtime conservatives were ready for an “anti-stagnation” coalition with their erstwhile reformist foes. Anti-Stalinist policy advisers and intellectuals were already gathered around Gorbachev, who had earlier put himself at the head of the resurgent reform movement. And there is no reason to doubt Ligachev’s memoir account of why and how an influential group of regional Party bosses also backed Gorbachev in March 1985.

That Ligachev and other conservatives turned reformers soon clashed with Gorbachev, and eventually accused him of having betrayed his mandate, is not surprising. They wanted to save the system by improving it, not by reinventing it, as Gorbachev was soon trying to do. But this should not obscure their crucial role in Soviet history. Again, without their participation, there could not have been a reform leadership in the 1980s, or perhaps even later. Like the best conservatives in the history of other countries, they understood that when it was time to change, it was necessary to change. And thus Ligachev and Ryzhkov—Gorbachev’s “closest comrades” in the original leadership, according to all of their memoirs—became progressives, moderate reformers, or, as Ligachev liked to say, “realists.” That they supported, or tolerated, Gorbachev’s increasingly radical policies as long as they did was a tribute to his leadership abilities, but also to their own political qualities. Ligachev may have remained a conservative with old-fashioned Soviet values, but he was hardly a diehard or reactionary one.

In fact, both reformers and conservatives in the Communist Party had “rethought many things” since the 1950s, and again after 1985. Gorbachev’s radical reformers evolved far beyond Khrushchev’s anti-Stalinist legacy, which called for a return to the more tolerant kind of one-party dictatorship associated with Lenin in the NEP 1920s and for rationalizing the stagnated economy, and then beyond Leninism itself. By the late 1980s, Gorbachev’s program called for a mixed economy based on market relations, a multiparty parliamentary democracy based on the rule of law, a real federation of Soviet republics, and “universal human values” instead of Marxist-Leninist ones.18 Such tenets closely resembled those of European social democratic parties, and not at all those long practiced by the Soviet Communist Party. For some Communist officials like Boris Yeltsin, Gorbachev’s “humane democratic socialism” was too little or too late. But for a great many Party functionaries, his heresy, or “ideological AIDS,” was far too much.19 They fought against every plank of Gorbachev’s program, clinging to Brezhnev-era fundamentalism or even lurching back to neo-Stalinism.

Ligachev’s reaction, like that of a number of other influential antiradicals, was significantly different. As deputy Party leader, and even after losing the post in 1988 but remaining in the leadership, he supported Gorbachev’s general reforms while trying to guide them in “healthy” directions and guard against “excesses.” Ultraradicals later accused Gorbachev of being a centrist, but that best described the position Ligachev thought he occupied between Gorbachev and the Party’s real diehards, as well as its “extremists” on the other side.

Having abandoned many Communist dogmas of the past, Ligachev accepted the need for a significant degree of economic marketization and demonopolization, glasnost, political liberalization, and reforms in the ersatz Union, but always while protesting their “extremes,” as he saw them—“anti-Communism” in politics, “slander” in writing history, “capitalism” in economics, “anti-Sovietism” in the republics. Eventually he was willing to relinquish the Communist Party’s dictatorship in politics, the state’s monopoly in economics, and the central government’s dominance over the republics, but not the primacy of those institutions in a reformed Soviet system. To yield any more, he said, “I’d have to cross out my whole life.”20

In the end, Ligachev became a tragic figure—a moderate reformer in radical times, a progressive conservative when everything sacred fell under attack. He occasionally retreated into fundamentalist postures, but only briefly and not often. In some respects, he shared the tortuous fate of most Communist Party conservatives who until the Gorbachev years had been trapped in a pseudo-revolutionary ideology. Despite their authentic conservatism—a deep reverence for the past, abiding attachment to the present, and instinctive anxiety about change—they could not even acknowledge their real political identity: officially, “conservatives” were all those anti-Soviet forces in the West.

Liberated by Gorbachev’s political reforms and the advent of “pluralism,” the conservatives finally came out of the closet to protest the radicalization of perestroika. In 1990, younger, tougher-minded conservatives formed their own, predominantly anti-Gorbachev Russian Communist Party. Its leader, Ivan Polozkov, responded candidly to Communist reformers “who call us conservatives, investing that word with exclusively negative meaning. But the real content of conservatism, if we take its scholarly definition, is the preservation and maintenance of the basic foundations of state and social life…. In this sense, we are conservatives, and let us not be ashamed of the word.”21

As was clear from Ligachev’s memoirs, he remained, if not ashamed, a little ambivalent about the word. For him, the “real conservatives” were now forces in the country that wanted to abolish the Soviet socialist system for a capitalist one, and to destroy the Union on behalf of nationalist separation. But ultimately he counted himself among the proponents of “healthy conservatism”—the “true supporters of perestroika who were trying to prevent it from falling into the pernicious trap of radical-ism.” The new generation of Communist conservatives, however, had little use for Ligachev by the early 1990s. In their eyes, he had supported Gorbachev too much and for too long, was insufficiently militant, and perhaps too old. When Ligachev rose to commit another unorthodox act by running for election as deputy Party leader against Gorbachev’s hand-chosen candidate at the national congress in July 1990—the first ranking Communist to act so boldly in sixty years—they gave him a rousing ovation and then voted against him.22

THE Soviet Communist Party Congress that retired Ligachev turned out to be its last. In the aftermath of the failed coup in August 1991, the Party was banned by Russian President Yeltsin and, after his release from house arrest, by Soviet President Gorbachev; it largely disintegrated, before reemerging as a post-Soviet party. Four months later, a Yeltsin-led group of former Communist officials, now acting as presidents of Soviet republics, declared their respective independence and dissolved the Union. For Gorbachev, it was the end of his six-year struggle to carry out a full-scale Soviet reformation, and of his power, indeed, his country. For Ligachev, it was the collapse of everything he held “most sacred.”

Russian political culture has always been leader-dominated, so it is not surprising that in his memoirs Ligachev puts much of the blame on Gorbachev. If he often does so more indirectly and gingerly than we might expect, surely it is because he stood alongside Gorbachev, sharing “full responsibility,” as he ruefully acknowledges, for much of the time. Indeed, his relationship—perhaps obsession—with Gorbachev is a central theme of his memoirs, whose original Russian title was The Gorbachev Enigma, an odd choice for a book about his own life. (For the second Russian edition he changed the title to A Warning.)23 As Ligachev tells the story of perestroika, and thus the last chapter in Soviet history, the country came to ruin partly, even largely, because of his own inability to win the “battle for Gorbachev” against ever-destructive forces around the leader.

According to his account, the golden years of perestroika—and in his relations with Gorbachev—were from 1985 to 1987, or perhaps to early 1988. It is easy to understand why Ligachev always eulogized this period. He was at the height of his power and contentment as the number-two Party leader, and Gorbachev was still in the initial stage of his emergence as a radical reform leader. The new leadership removed a large number of corrupt and “diehard” antireformist officials; began to end the decades-long cover-up of both historical crimes and contemporary problems by reducing media censorship; introduced limited innovations to “accelerate” the state economy; took consequential steps in foreign policy to defuse the Cold War, including Gorbachev’s meetings with President Ronald Reagan of the United States; and cajoled the Party’s Central Committee into endorsing several more ambitious aspects of Gorbachev’s domestic program. Apart from a disastrous antialcohol campaign, and a lack of glasnost during the first days of the Chernobyl nuclear disaster in 1986, those years were for Ligachev a model of moderate, gradual reform.

Even though Gorbachev’s own radical intentions were evident earlier, the first unmistakable harbinger of fundamental change did not come until the Nineteenth Communist Party Conference in mid-1988, whose proceedings were televised nationally. The conference had great ramifications for two reasons. First, the public spectacle of the Communist ruling elite deeply divided over policy and ideology, for the first time since the 1920s, quickly incited—or inadvertently legitimized—more boundless kinds of “pluralism” in society. For example, a direct confrontation between Ligachev and Yeltsin, still a ranking Party official, was electrifying.24 Second, after a major struggle, and with considerable guile, Gorbachev manipulated the delegates into voting for the “democratization” of the Soviet system. Most Party functionaries no doubt thought the resolution would be merely ceremonial, as others had been in the past, but that was not the case.

Some readers will recall the dramatic events that followed. In March 1989, Gorbachev’s democratizing policies produced the country’s first relatively free, multicandidate national elections since 1917, and its first real parliament ever. (Some of the 2,250 deputies were given uncontested seats, including Ligachev, Gorbachev, and ninety-eight other representatives of the Communist Party establishment, but this concession did not inhibit the proceedings.) Sitting as a constitutional congress, the legislature later elected Gorbachev president of the Soviet Union, thereby partially freeing him from constraints imposed by the Party Central Committee, which had made him its general secretary in 1985. In 1990, parliamentary elections took place in Russia and other republics that further changed the Soviet political landscape. A multiparty system began to emerge, along with political leaders unbeholden to the Communist Party nomenklatura.

The election of a national parliament and the creation of Gorbachev’s executive presidency in 1989 and 1990 were turning points in Soviet history. They broke the Communist Party’s seven-decade monopoly on political life and thus fundamentally eroded the Leninist political system. Much that now ensued, and was so greatly lamented by Ligachev, was aftermath. The democratization process greatly outran Gorbachev’s economic reforms while generating popular protests against growing consumer shortages, rising inflation, and longstanding elite privileges. Even more destabilizing, the political change allowed nationalist discontent in several of the fifteen republics to develop into anti-Soviet movements for independence, first and most assertively in the Baltics. By 1990, powerful counterreform forces had regrouped and begun to strike back, finding many allies among unnerved Andropov-style reformers in the state, Party, and security bureaucracies. Their self-appointed leaders, most of them members of Gorbachev’s own government, staged the abortive coup in August 1991 that promised “national salvation” and “order” but triggered the disintegration of everything they had sent the tanks to save.

In his memoirs, Ligachev insists that his own serious concerns about the direction of Gorbachev’s reforms surfaced only in the fall of 1987, when he clashed with Aleksandr Yakovlev over the media’s “slanderous” portrayal of Soviet history. It was an important confrontation that sharpened divisions in the Gorbachev leadership. Opinions about the Stalinist past were inherently related to opinions about the degree of reform needed in the existing Stalinist system; Ligachev wanted a “balanced” approach to both questions. And though Yakovlev was not the éminence grise behind Gorbachev’s stunning radicalization, as Ligachev (and others) have presented him, he had been Gorbachev’s confidant for several years and now was a member of the top Party leadership, the Politburo. It is also true that Yakovlev had considerable influence among liberal Communist intellectuals and journalists, many of whom he appointed to important editorial positions.

But this was not the first serious conflict inside the Gorbachev leadership; earlier ones, about which Ligachev’s memoirs are silent or highly elliptical, were equally portentous. At the first Party Congress held under Gorbachev, in February 1986, for example, Ligachev strongly protested attacks on the Party apparatus’s power and privileges; only Gorbachev could have stood behind such attacks at the time. That issue continued to fester and contributed to the infamous Yeltsin affair in October 1987, when Gorbachev, in effect taking Ligachev’s side in a bitter controversy, moved to expel Yeltsin from the leadership. Ligachev portrays himself as a relatively minor participant in this prolonged and ramifying affair; his only regret is having recommended Yeltsin for a leadership position in the first place. Similarly, though Ligachev criticizes at length a “fateful” economic decision made in late 1987, he is silent about earlier disputes over proposals to marketize sections of the Soviet economy. That controversy probably delayed such decisions and thus made them harder to implement.

Above all, Ligachev’s memoirs are silent about behind-the-scenes struggles over political reform beginning in mid-1986, or perhaps even earlier, and leading up to a watershed meeting of the Central Committee in January 1987. It was there that Gorbachev first persuaded the recalcitrant assembly of Communist oligarchs to adopt at least a faint version of his calls for the democratization of the Soviet system and of the Communist Party itself. The latter proposal, if actually carried out, would have destroyed Ligachev’s base of power in the central Party Secretariat, which oversaw all high-level political appointments, as Gorbachev did by other means only in September 1988. Nor is it clear where Ligachev stood on a related and highly symbolic issue: the decision made in December 1986 to free Andrei Sakharov from seven years of internal exile, which was a major step toward legitimizing liberal democratic dissent, past and present.

In short, most of the great disputes that later disenchanted Ligachev and plunged the Communist Party into its fateful schism were latent in the Gorbachev leadership from the beginning and divided its members almost as soon as they began to exercise power. Ligachev’s memory of his original relationship with the number-one leader therefore needs revision. It was a political alliance, with all the need for bargaining and potential for conflict inherent in such arrangements everywhere, not a perfect marriage that fell apart because of the envious competitors, unwise decisions, and inexplicable behavior recounted in Ligachev’s memoirs.

Several factors eventually estranged Ligachev and Gorbachev, but the crucial one was historic. Gorbachev remained devoted to the “socialist idea,” but for whatever reasons, at some moment in his own biography he crossed the Rubicon from Communist Party liberalizer to authentic democratizer. His personal transformation is not widely understood or appreciated in the United States even today, but there is considerable evidence to support it, as a few Western scholars have shown.25 Hence Gorbachev’s dramatic evolution after 1985, which Ligachev attributed to the baneful influence of others, from proponent of “socialist pluralism” to proponent simply of “pluralism,” from advocate of “socialist democracy” to advocate of “democracy,” from defender of the Communist Party’s “leading role” to defender of the need for a multiparty system.

Both Gorbachev and Ligachev had spent their entire political lives rising through a ruling Communist Party apparatus created under Lenin, transformed into a vast, caste-like system by Stalin, and largely preserved by Khrushchev and Brezhnev. Gorbachev—like his closest Politburo colleagues, Yakovlev, Shevardnadze, and Vadim Medvedev—somehow broke with that world and its characteristic ideology. Like the great majority of Party officials, Ligachev, for all his notable evolution in other respects, did not, at least until after 1991, when it no longer mattered.

Ligachev was partly right, therefore, about a Gorbachev “enigma”: How did he evolve from provincial Soviet Party apparatchik into a seminal leader of Russian and twentieth-century democracy? Though many books have been written about Gorbachev, he still awaits his real biographers. Like all students of modern Soviet history, they will be indebted to Ligachev’s memoirs for valuable information and firsthand insights. Few of them, however, are likely to accept his interpretations of major political developments or his answer to the large “mystery of Gorbachev.”

Some of Ligachev’s explanations of Gorbachev’s behavior, while not implausible, were contradictory and lacked context. He was right, for example, that Gorbachev often was captive rather than master of events. But was this primarily because of the “personal qualities” of an indecisive and evasive leader, or was it another factor discussed by Ligachev, which he and others called “the Khrushchev syndrome”—Gorbachev’s fear of being deposed behind closed doors by the Central Committee, as was his reformist predecessor? On the one hand, Ligachev always insisted that Gorbachev had no reason to fear such a fate because provincial Party bosses, who formed the most powerful bloc on the Central Committee, “supported Gorbachev and only him.” In fact, by 1989 many of them feared and loathed Gorbachev and wanted to be rid of him. On the other hand, Ligachev’s memoirs retrospectively and inadvertently confirmed Gorbachev’s anxiety about a vengeful Party apparatus by pointing out that the leader did not try to oust him from the leadership until 1990 because the Central Committee “would not have supported it.”

Above all, Ligachev could never explain why Gorbachev ultimately remained “loyal to the radicals,” by which he means the democrats. When told that Gorbachev “wants to go down in history as a clean man, whom no one can accuse of dictatorship,” Ligachev did not understand the last Soviet leader’s resolve to break with centuries of Russian and Soviet leadership practices. Instead, he believed that a rudderless, impressionable Gorbachev had been captured and remade politically by Yakovlev and his band of “pseudo-democrats.” Yakovlev and many other people did influence Gorbachev’s thinking over the years, but no leader determined enough to initiate and sustain a radical reformation in such dangerously hostile circumstances, as Gorbachev did from 1988 to 1991, could have been as weak-willed, indecisive, or susceptible to far lesser figures as Ligachev’s memoirs suggested.

Indeed, they also suggested a Ligachev “enigma,” as even one of his most admiring aides later acknowledged.26 Readers may wonder why such a purposeful, self-confident man, who, by his own admission, had “much influence” in the Party’s power structure, did not oppose Gorbachev’s policies more forcefully or, when disillusionment set in after 1987, try to remove him as leader. Even the latter course might have been possible in the Party’s Central Committee before the 1989 national elections, which gave Gorbachev a new power base in the parliament and presidency and millions of aroused citizens a stake in the political process. Why instead did Ligachev acquiesce to policies he did not like? In only two substantive instances was he even accused of playing an aggressively anti-Gorbachev role—the Andreyeva affair of March 1988, when an anti-perestroika manifesto mysteriously appeared in a leading Party newspaper, and the Soviet army’s attack on street demonstrators in Tbilisi in April 1989. (Ligachev denied having instigated either, and the evidence in both cases remains inconclusive.)27

Indeed, Ligachev intended his memoirs to be in part an apologia for having borne “full responsibility” for Gorbachev’s policies and for his own “unprincipled” passivity. At most, Ligachev began to function as unproclaimed leader of a loyal Communist opposition at the 1988 Party conference, but his loyalty—or old-fashioned adherence to the idea of “Party unity”—still seemed to exceed his opposition. He wrote long (sometimes prophetic) letters of protest to Gorbachev and the Central Committee but appears never to have acted on them. Under previous leaders, such behavior would have been risky, but no longer, as Ligachev later acknowledged in a revealing lament: “Under Stalin, you would have lost your head for a letter like that. Under Khrushchev, you would have been fired. Under Brezhnev, you would be made an ambassador to Africa. And under Gorbachev, you were simply ignored.” In the end, when Gorbachev finally moved to retire him, Ligachev’s most defiant protest was to try to become his deputy again—this time by election.

Ligachev’s memoirs did provide some clues as to why he had been unwilling or unable to break decisively with Gorbachev. In his role as the Party’s number-two leader and overseer of its nationwide apparatus, Ligachev represented the powers and resentments of regional officials, though probably not so fully as Western writers have thought. By 1987, some of their resentments were directed at him for having fired, on behalf of Andropov and then Gorbachev, a large number of their colleagues. And others who remained in place could not have been happy with Ligachev’s contempt for the “former style of the ruling Party apparatchik,” who “groveled before the strong and lorded it over the weak.” Still more, by 1988 and certainly after the March 1989 elections, many provincial bosses could hardly forgive his complicity in political reforms that were already destroying their traditional power and privileges. No wonder they began looking for a younger, less tainted, more reliable representative.

As for Ligachev, his policy stance between Gorbachev’s radical reforms and the Party’s reactionary wing put him in an inherently ambivalent position. Unlike the majority of Party functionaries, in 1985 he had “cast his fate” with the small group of leaders who began perestroika, and even when Gorbachev’s version grew too radical for his taste, Ligachev had no wish to turn the clock back to 1985, only to 1987. Despite his angry charges that Gorbachev and Yakovlev let democratization and nationalist movements run out of control, there’s no evidence he was ready to use the kind of force necessary by then to restore “discipline and order.”

To these larger political factors that bound Ligachev to Gorbachev should probably be added the lack of any personal animus in relations between the two men, at least at the time, as well as any indication that Ligachev ever saw himself as an alternative leader. (Yeltsin’s attitude toward Gorbachev and the top leadership position, a matter that I treat in chapter 5, was entirely different.) Whatever the full explanation, when push finally came to shove, Ligachev was not among the coup plotters against Gorbachev in August 1991, though several of his comrades from the Party apparatus were. Amid wild rumors that he and Gorbachev (and even Yeltsin) had actually staged the failed putsch in order to enhance their eroding power, Ligachev again cast his lot with the embattled leader: “I know one thing for sure. Two people from the Party knew nothing about the plans… Gorbachev and Ligachev.”28

EVEN after the Soviet Union ended, Ligachev did not retire from politics, not even as he approached his eighty-ninth birthday in 2009. Until 1999, he was “on pension” but also on permanent call as the most respected senior statesman of the former Soviet Communist Party, now reconstituted as a successful Russian electoral party headed by Gennady Zyuganov. In 1999, two years after the death of his beloved and long-ailing wife Zinaida, Ligachev returned to “big politics” by winning direct election to the Duma, as the post-Soviet parliament was renamed, as the Party’s candidate in his adopted Tomsk.29 (Many deputies were selected indirectly by their party’s proportion of the national vote.) He did not run in the next election, in 2003, but remained a member of the Party’s Central Committee and deputy head of a union of Communist parties of the former Soviet republics.

Like two other Russians who appear in this book in the ninth decade of their lives, Solzhenitsyn and Antonov-Ovseyenko, Ligachev never changed his political views, though his were different, of course, from those of the former zeks. Throughout his post-Soviet years, he continued to insist that the Soviet breakup and the “restoration of capitalism” in Russia constituted a “tragedy” for ordinary people. And while acknowledging that Putin’s leadership was better than the “catastrophe” of Yeltsin’s presidency in the 1990s, Ligachev never stopped insisting that the “progress” achieved in the Soviet era in economics, science, education, health care, and other social benefits could be regained only by returning to some kind of socialism.30

That constancy of conviction, while so many other former Soviet officials were reinventing themselves, earned Ligachev considerable respect in many quarters, not just in his own party. For that reason, a longtime aide concluded that Ligachev’s “political fate… can be called both tragic and happy.” It was “tragic since everything to which he had given his life as a politician is now totally destroyed.” It was “happy” because despite all the disappointments and personal attacks he had endured, “he did not break internally and change, renounce his Communist faith, or become a turncoat and traitor.”31

When asked on his eightieth birthday about no longer participating in “big politics,” Ligachev replied: “I can walk freely wherever I want. I ride public transportation without any anxiety. I have nothing to fear. In the streets, many people recognize and speak to me, but no one has ever given me a hostile look or said a bad word. For me, this is fully reward enough for the life I have lived.” He added, “But let ‘them’ [now in the Kremlin] try to go out to the people without their bodyguards.”32

Nonetheless, Ligachev’s conservative views may seem to have become a relic of a bygone age, irrelevant in an era when the Soviet Union had been broken into fifteen independent states and the Communist Party driven from the Kremlin. But it would be a mistake to think that the Soviet system over seven decades, or Sovietism, was nothing more than the Moscow state and its ruling Party. It was also a political civilization with defining features, including collectivist economic attitudes, popular concepts of social justice, authoritarian rulership, and bureaucratic practices that had deep roots in Russia’s pre-Communist history. If Soviet Communism had simply been imposed on Russia, as many Western and Russian commentators maintained after 1991 and Ligachev always denied, the nation should have quickly escaped its twentieth-century past. That, of course, did not happen.

This does not mean that Russia has not changed since 1991 and will not change still more in the years ahead. Important Soviet and older traditions persist within both society and the political elite, but the nation, even with its devastating setbacks “in transition,” is already considerably more Westernized, economically and politically, even more democratized, than it was when Gorbachev and Ligachev came to power in March 1985. Since that turning point, Ligachev has been proved right about one essential issue: Russia can borrow from the West but it cannot transplant an American or other Western-style system into its native soil, as was attempted so disastrously in the post-Soviet 1990s.

In that regard, Ligachev’s “healthy conservatism” should not be dismissed. After all, as he remarked plaintively, no doubt thinking of his own reputation, “In the West, they respect people with conservative views.”33 In Russia past and present, however, moderate conservatives of all stripes have usually fared badly, marginalized or driven to reactionary positions by the nation’s traumatic history and recurring polarized politics. If every society needs conservatives, as Ligachev came to believe, the tragedies Russia experienced in the twentieth century are probably not over.

More disputed is the core tenet of Ligachev’s conservatism—his conviction that the Soviet system should and could have been reformed, not discarded. It rested on his belief that the alternative program of change represented first by Andropov and then himself and abandoned by Gorbachev, one much like the successful Chinese Communist model of market economics and authoritarian politics, would have resulted in a reformed and viable Soviet Union. The issue may now seem to be merely historical, but in post-Soviet Russia its political heat, like that of the Stalinist past, has not been extinguished.
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	4 WAS THE SOVIET SYSTEM REFORMABLE?

There are no unreformable social systems; otherwise there would not be any progress in history.

MIKHAIL GORBACHEV





OF all Russia’s “accursed” twentieth-century questions, one will continue to torment the nation more than any other in the twenty-first century: Why did the Soviet Union, or “Great Russia,” as its former citizens sometimes call it, perish? Russian scholars, politicians, and public opinion have been bitterly divided over the question ever since that state disappeared in December 1991, but most Western commentators think they know the answer: The Soviet system was not reformable and thus was doomed by its inherent, irremediable defects.

Considering the historic prodemocratic and promarket changes that took place under Mikhail Gorbachev from 1985 to 1991, all of them far exceeding the mere liberalization thought possible by even the most “optimistic” Western Sovietologists, was the system really unreformable? Certainly there was no such consensus at the time. Virtually to the end, Western governments, including the United States, thought and indeed hoped that a reformed Soviet Union might result from Gorbachev’s leadership. (The primary issue here is not, however, his role as a reform leader but the system’s capacity for fundamental change.) And while scholarly “pessimists” maintained, as most Sovietologists always had, that the system could not be reformed and that Gorbachev would therefore fail, many studies conducted during the perestroika years took it for granted that “systematic change was possible in the Soviet context.” An American economist soon to be the top Soviet expert at the White House of the first President George Bush was even more emphatic: “Is Soviet socialism reformable? Yes, it is reformable, and it is already being reformed.”1

WHY, then, have so many specialists of different generations and scholarly persuasions, with few exceptions, maintained since 1991 that the “USSR could not be reformed,” that it was “fundamentally, structurally unreformable,” indeed, that Soviet reform was a “contradiction in terms, like fried snowballs,” and therefore that Gorbachev merely “failed to reform the unreformable”? Still more, why do they insist, as though to preclude any reconsideration, that this towering historical question “has been answered”?2

Understanding their reasoning is not always easy because the “intrinsic irreformability of Communism” is one of the worst formulated axioms in the literature. In some cases, it is mere tautology, as with the French Sovietologist who could “not see the Soviet system reforming itself into something really different without ceasing to be the Soviet system,” or the New York Times columnist who insisted that “fundamental changes… would make it totally un-Soviet.”3 Apart from that kind of pseudoanalysis, four somewhat different reasons are usually given by different specialists for the assertion that the system could not be reformed.

One is that an “original sin” in the history of the Soviet Union—its aberrant founding ideology, the illegitimate way it came into being, or the crimes it then committed—made it forever an “absolute evil” without redemptive, alternative possibilities of development and thus “too fatally flawed to be reformed.” Through seven decades of Soviet history, according to this view, nothing essential ever changed or could change; the system never produced any real reformers or reforms just, as with Gorbachev’s perestroika, the “illusion of reformability.” The Soviet evil could end only with the system’s total destruction into “economic and social rubble,” a “victim of its own illegitimacy… its own murderousness.” Despite pretenses of scholarly objectivity, this is essentially a theological kind of argument, and like most sacred ideological beliefs, it crams history into Manichean interpretations and stubbornly rejects all evidence and logical arguments that do not fit.4

This view can be challenged, however, on its own terms. Most world theologies offer no such certitude about the role, duration, or resolution of evil and allow more room for alternatives and human choice than we find in this rigidly deterministic sermon on the Soviet experience. Moreover, if original sin forever disqualifies a political or economic system from redemption, how did slave-holding America eventually become a leading example of democracy?

Can it be plausibly or morally argued that an original Soviet evil was greater, more formative, or more at odds with the state’s professed values than was slavery in the United States, that “accursed thing,” which John Adams called “an evil of colossal magnitude” and which a contemporary American historian and a modern-day U.S. president rank as “one of history’s greatest crimes”? Eight to twelve million souls were held in absolute bondage over two hundred years, while perhaps another twelve million died in transit from Africa. And, we are told, “slaves represented more capital than any other asset in the nation, with the exception of land.” Nations and systems, it seems, can change. And in fact, the leading American crusader against the Soviet “evil empire,” President Ronald Reagan, decided that it had ceased to be malevolent after only three years of Gorbachev’s reforms.5

A second and more commonly held view is that the end of the Soviet Union was proof of its unreformability—on the assumption, evidently, that death is always caused by incurable disease. It is Sovietology’s longstanding habit of reading, or rereading, history backward in light of a known outcome: “With hindsight, of course, it is now clear that Gorbachev’s historical mission was not to succeed, but to fail.” According to another veteran specialist, “After the implosion of the Soviet Union, the outcome now appears to have been inevitable all along.” Even worldly scholars and journalists, it seems, need to believe that epochal events are predetermined by some inexorable logic.6 But such assertions are an abdication of real analysis and explanation. For outcomes to seem inevitable, historical complexities, alternatives, contingencies, and other possible results have to be minimized, rescripted, or expunged from the story.

Even apart from the anomaly that the Soviet breakup, as Tocqueville remarked of the French revolution, may have been the least foreseen “inevitable” major event in modern times, the “fallacy of retrospective determinism,” or “hindsight bias,” can also be exposed on its own terms.7 Many of its practitioners emphasize Gorbachev’s “mistakes” while proffering their own prescriptive policies, thereby implying that Soviet reform would have succeeded had he acted differently or had it been led by someone else. Such criticisms of Gorbachev are contradictory. Some specialists say he should have reformed faster, others slower; some say he should have been more democratic, others more authoritarian. But all these coulda-woulda-shoulda analyses tacitly concede the existence of alternatives and thus implicitly raise what-if or counterfactual questions that undermine their own conclusions about an unreformable Soviet system and its inevitable collapse.

Consider a few counterfactual questions about alternatives and contingencies, a form of analysis well-established in other fields of historical interpretation but rarely undertaken seriously in Sovietology.8 Most writers agree that Gorbachev’s fast-track democratization policies made his leadership vulnerable to growing economic hardships and nationalist unrest; that his failure to stand in a popular election for the Soviet presidency in 1990—like another first president, George Washington, he was elected by a congress—later deprived him of legitimacy, especially in 1990 and 1991 when confronted by Yeltsin’s electoral rise to the presidency of the Russian Republic; and that the combination of Yeltsin’s anti-Kremlin politics and the August 1991 putsch did much to doom Gorbachev’s efforts to hold the Soviet Union together.

But what if Gorbachev had tried to introduce market reforms before or without democratization, in some version of the Chinese model that many Russian reformers still think would have been the best approach, or if the 1986 Chernobyl nuclear accident and 1988 Armenian earthquake had not devastated the federal budget, or if world prices for Soviet oil had not fallen sharply or had risen as sharply as they did during Vladimir Putin’s presidency? Even later, popularly elected or not, what if Gorbachev had used force early, as he could have easily done, to discourage secessionist activities in one or two republics? And what if he had sent Yeltsin into remote ambassadorial exile after the future oppositionist’s ouster from the leadership in 1987 or denied him access to state-controlled television in 1990 and 1991, as Yeltsin later denied his Communist rival, Gennady Zyuganov, during the 1996 Russian presidential campaign?

Alternately, would Yeltsin ever have challenged the Union government if he had become president of the Soviet Union instead of its Russian Republic, as was conceivable in 1990 and as he considered doing after the failed coup in August 1991? And when he and two other Soviet leaders did stealthily abolish the Union in December 1991, what if the Soviet military or other security forces had moved against them, as Yeltsin worried they might? As for the fateful putsch attempt in August, would it have taken place if Gorbachev had removed those ringleaders from their high-level positions when they first conspired against him a few months earlier? Indeed, if the United States and other G-7 nations had committed large-scale financial assistance to Gorbachev’s reforms in mid-1991, as he requested, would any Soviet opponent have dared to move against him?

Those are only some of the legitimate questions disregarded by yet another standard explanation of why the Soviet system purportedly could not change: “The system simply would not accept reform.” Derived from the old totalitarian model, which portrayed the system as immutable, the argument that the Soviet Union was structurally unreformable comes in several versions but evidently rests on two basic assumptions: first, the monolithic Communist ruling class, or bureaucratic nomenklatura, would never permit any changes that actually threatened its monopolistic hold on power and would therefore “oppose all types of reform”; and second because “the political system had been constructed along totalitarian lines… its institutions could not be retooled to serve pluralist goals.”9

But these, too, turned out to be false assumptions. All of Gorbachev’s major domestic reforms during the decisive period from 1985 to 1990 were introduced, discussed, and ratified in the highest Communist nomenklatura assemblies—the Politburo, Central Committee, a national Party conference, and two Party congresses. Those bodies even voted to abolish the practice underlying their own bureaucratic domination, appointment to all-important political offices, in favor of elections. And in the process of enacting these “pluralist” reforms, those institutions became deeply divided, factionalized, and thus themselves pluralist, as did the constitutional bedrock of the system, the legislative councils called soviets.

That remarkable development brings us to the argument most favored by writers who insist that the Soviet Union could not be reformed: the system was “mutually exclusive with democracy” and therefore could only die from it.10 Even if true, however, this would not mean that the system was completely unreformable but that it was un-democratizable, which is also questionable. The argument assumes that once Gorbachev permitted relatively free speech, political activity, and elections, as he did by 1989, mass anti-Soviet sentiments—long suppressed and usually attributed to an insurgent “civil society”—were bound to “delegitimize” and sweep away the system in favor of a radically non-Soviet one.

Not surprisingly, this explanation of both the unreformability and the end of the Soviet Union was seized upon by Yeltsin and his allies in late 1991 when they were jettisoning Gorbachev’s gradualist perestroika and dismantling the Union. In the writings of many Western scholars and other commentators, particularly American ones, it has since become an axiom that the last years of the Soviet Union brought forth “an accelerating revolution from below,” a “genuinely popular revolution,” a “popular democratic revolution.” In this telling, ordinary citizens rejected socialism, “like a mass internal defection,” and “mounted the greatest bloodless revolution in history to remove that Soviet regime.”11

In reality, no anti-Soviet revolution from below ever took place, certainly not in Russia itself, which is the focus of most of these assertions. In 1989 through 1991, popular support for democratization and marketization was growing, as were protests against Communist Party rule, corrupt elites, bureaucratic abuses, and economic shortages. But the evidence, particularly public opinion surveys, clearly showed that large majorities of Soviet citizens, ranging up to 80 percent and even more on some issues, continued to oppose free-market capitalism and to support fundamental economic-social features of the Soviet system—among them, public ownership of large-scale economic assets, a state-regulated market, guaranteed employment, controlled consumer prices and other standard-of-living subsidies, and free education and health care. Or as a nonpartisan Russian historian of the period has concluded, the “overwhelming majority of the population shared the idea of the ‘socialist choice.’” (It was still the preference of the majority twenty years later.)12

Evidence of public support for the multinational Soviet state itself is even clearer and more precise. In a March 1991 referendum held in Russia and eight other republics, which included 93 percent of the entire Soviet population, 76.4 percent of the large turnout voted to preserve the Union—only nine months before it was abolished. The validity of that democratic voting result as an expression of public opinion in Russia, where the popular anti-Soviet revolution is alleged to have been centered, is confirmed by two developments. Even Yeltsin rose to electoral power in the Russian Republic on the widespread aspiration for a reformed Soviet system, not its overthrow. And after 1991, public regret over the Union’s abolition remained high, between 65 and 80 percent of those surveyed, in the early twenty-first century before beginning to decline.13

Nor is it true that a mass anti-Soviet “August Revolution” in 1991 thwarted the attempted coup by hard-line officials seeking to restore order throughout the country a few months after the referendum. Contrary to this equally widespread myth, there was no “national resistance” to the putsch. As heroic and determined as they were, barely 1 percent of Soviet citizens actively opposed the three-day tank occupation even in pro-Yeltsin Moscow, and considerably fewer resisted in provincial cities, the countryside, and outside the Russian Republic. The other 99 percent, according to an authoritative observer, “were feverishly buying up macaroni and pretending that nothing was going on” or, as the British ambassador reported, waiting “to see which way the cat would jump.” Whatever the exact percentages, even opponents of the coup knew “how few people” had come out to oppose it.14 (There was, for example, little if any response to Yeltsin’s call for a general strike against the putsch.)

We are left, then, without any theoretical or conceptual reason to think that the Soviet system was unreformable and thus, as is so often said, “doomed” from the beginning of Gorbachev’s reforms. Indeed, if the question is formulated properly, without the customary ideological slant, and examined empirically in light of the changes actually introduced under Gorbachev, particularly in the years 1985 through 1990, before crises destabilized the country, we might reasonably conclude that it turned out to be remarkably reformable. But in order to ask the question correctly, we need exact rather than cavalier understandings both of reform and of the Soviet system.

The universal meaning of reform is not merely change but change that betters people’s lives, usually by expanding their political freedom, economic freedom, or both. Nor is it revolution or total transformation of an existing order but normally piecemeal, gradualist improvements within a system’s broad historical, institutional, cultural dimensions. Insisting that “real reform” must be rapid and complete, as does so much commentary on the Soviet system, would disqualify, for example, historic but incremental expansions of voting, civil, and welfare rights over decades in Great Britain and the United States, including the New Deal of the American 1930s. It should also be remembered that reform has not always or necessarily meant democratization and marketization, though that has increasingly been the case in modern times.

In those plain terms, it is not true historically that the Soviet system was unreformable—that it had experienced only “failed attempts at reform.” NEP greatly expanded the economic and, to a lesser degree, political freedom of most citizens in the 1920s, and Khrushchev’s policies also benefited them in several important and lasting ways in the 1950s and 1960s. Most Western specialists evidently believe those were the limits of possible Soviet reform, arguing that even Gorbachev’s professed democratic socialism was incompatible with the system’s more legitimizing, antidemocratic historical icons—the October Revolution and Lenin.

But this assumption too lacks comparative perspective. French and American generations later reimagined their national revolutions to accommodate latter-day values. Why could not Lenin and other Soviet founders, who had professed democracy while suppressing it, eventually be viewed and forgiven by a democratic nation as products of their times, which were shaped by the unprecedented violence of World War I, much as American founding fathers—among them Washington, Jefferson, and Madison—were forgiven their slaves? (The United States had slave-owning presidents for almost fifty years and proslavery ones for even longer; slave labor was used to build the nation’s Capitol and the White House; and many textbooks still obscured or portrayed slavery as a benign institution nearly a hundred years after its abolition.)15 In fact, such reconsiderations of October and Lenin were well under way by the late 1980s as part of the larger process of public “repentance” inspired by Gorbachev’s reforms.

Arbitrary definitions of “the Soviet system” must also be set aside. Equating it with “Communism” is the most widespread, as in the ubiquitous axiom “Communism was unreformable.” In this usage, Communism is a nonobservable and meaningless analytical notion.16 No Soviet leaders ever said it existed in their country or anywhere else, only socialism, and the last Soviet leader, Gorbachev, doubted even that. “Communist” was merely the name given to the official ideology, ruling Party, and professed goal; and its meaning depended on the current leadership and varied so greatly over the years that it could mean almost anything. Thus, by 1990, Gorbachev decided it meant “to be consistently democratic and put universal values above everything else.” Western observers may not understand the difference between the abstraction “Communism” and the fullness of the actual Soviet system, or Sovietism, but the Soviet (and later Russian) people made it clear that about this at least they agreed with Gorbachev: “Communism is not the Soviet Union.”17

Instead, the Soviet system, like any other, has to be defined and evaluated not as an abstraction or ideological artifact but in terms of its functioning components, particularly its basic institutions and practices. Six of these had always been emphasized in Western Sovietological literature: the official and obligatory ideology; the especially authoritarian nature of the ruling Communist Party; the Party’s dictatorship over everything related to politics, buttressed by the political police; the nationwide pyramid of pseudodemocratic soviets; the state’s monopolistic control of the economy and all substantive property; and the multinational federation, or Union, of republics that was really a unitary state dominated by Moscow.

To ask if the Soviet system was reformable means asking if any or all of those basic components could be reformed. Contrary to the view that the system was an indivisible “monolith” or that the Communist Party was its only essential element, it makes no sense to assume that if any components were transformed, supplemented by new ones, or eliminated, the result would no longer be the Soviet system.18 Such reasoning is not applied to reform in other systems, and there are no grounds for it in Soviet history. The system’s original foundations, the soviets of 1917, were popularly elected, multiparty institutions, only later becoming something else. There was no monopolistic control of the economy or absence of a market until the 1930s. And when the Stalinist mass terror, which had been a fundamental feature for twenty-five years, ended in the 1950s, no one doubted that the system was still Soviet.

By 1990, Soviet conceptions of legitimate reforms within the system varied considerably, but many Gorbachev and Yeltsin supporters had come to believe they should and could include multiparty democracy, a marketized economy with both state and private property, and an authentic federation of republics.19 Those contemporary beliefs and the country’s political history suggest that for a reformed system still to have been Soviet, or to be regarded as such, four general elements had to be preserved in some form: a national (though not necessarily well-defined or unanimous) socialist idea that continued to memorialize antecedents in 1917 and the original Leninist movement, which had called itself social democratic until 1918; the network of soviets as the institutional continuity with 1917 and constitutional source of political sovereignty; a “mixed” economy with enough social entitlements to be called socialist, however much it might resemble a Western-style welfare state; and a union of Russia with at least several of the Soviet republics, whose number had grown over the years from four to fifteen.

WITH those well-defined and unbiased understandings of the question of the Soviet system’s reformability, we can now ask which, if any, basic components of the old system were actually reformed under Gorbachev. There can hardly be any doubt about the official ideology, which in the minds of many members of the elite underwent a significant “evolution.” By 1990, decades of Stalinist and then Leninist punitive dogmas had been largely replaced by Western-style social democratic and other “universal” tenets that differed little from liberal-democratic ones. What had been heresy for generations now became official Soviet ideology, ratified by the newly elected Congress of People’s Deputies and even by an at least semiconverted Communist Party congress.20 Still more, the government’s ideology was no longer obligatory, even in once thoroughly proscribed realms such as education and official Communist publications. “Pluralism” of thought, including religious belief, was the new official watchword and growing reality.21

Nor was this a superficial or inconsequential reform. Western specialists had always stressed the role of ideology in the Soviet system, many even arguing that it was the most important factor. That was an exaggeration, but ideology did matter. Just as Gorbachev’s radical “New Thinking” about international affairs paved the way for his reformation in Soviet foreign policy in the late 1980s, disestablishing old ideological strictures about Soviet socialism was imperative for carrying out far-reaching reforms at home.22

The next and larger reform was dismantling the Communist Party monopoly on politics, particularly on public discourse, the selection of office holders, and policymaking. The magnitude of this change was already so great by 1990 as a result of Gorbachev’s policies virtually ending censorship, permitting freedom of political organization, promoting increasingly free elections, and creating an authentic parliament that some Western scholars called it a “revolution” within the system.23 Party dictatorship and the primacy of Communist officials at every level, established during the Leninist era seventy years before, had always been (with the arguable exception of the Stalin terror years) the bedrock of Soviet politics. In the “command-administrative system” inherited by Gorbachev, the nationwide Party apparatus was commander in chief and overriding administrator. In only five years, a fundamental change had therefore taken place: The Soviet political system had ceased to be Leninist or, as some writers would say, Communist.24

That generalization requires qualification. In a country so vast and culturally diverse, political reforms legislated in Moscow were bound to have disparate results, from fast-paced democratization in Russia’s capital cities and the Western Baltic republics to less substantial changes in the Central Asian party dictatorships. In addition, the Communist Party’s exit from power, even where democratization had progressed, was still far from complete. With millions of members, units in almost every institution and workplace, longstanding controls over military and other security forces, large financial resources, and the deference exacted from citizens for decades, the Party remained the most formidable political organization in the country. And though political prisoners had been released, human rights were rapidly being established, and security forces were exposed to growing public scrutiny, the KGB remained intact and under uncertain control.

Nonetheless, the redistribution of the Communist Party’s long-held powers—to the reconstituted parliament, to the new presidency, and now to the popularly elected soviets in the regions and republics—was already far along. Gorbachev did not exaggerate when he told its congress in 1990, “The Communist Party’s monopoly on power and government has come to an end.” The demonopolization process abruptly terminated another longtime feature of the Soviet system—pseudodemocratic politics. A broad and clamorous political spectrum, exercising almost complete freedom of speech, emerged from decades of subterranean banishment. Organized opposition, scores of would-be parties, mass demonstrations, strikes, and uncensored publications, repressed for nearly seventy years, were rapidly developing across the country and being legalized by the reformist legislature. Gorbachev was also close to the truth when he remarked with pride that the Soviet Union had suddenly become the “most politicized society in the world.”25

Russia had been intensely politicized before, fatefully so in 1917, but never under the auspices of an established regime or in the cause of constitutional government. Indeed, constitutionalism and legal procedures were the watchwords of Gorbachev’s political reformation. The country had a long history of laws and even constitutions, before and after 1917, but almost never any real constitutional order or lawful constraints on power, which had traditionally been concentrated in a supreme leadership and exercised through bureaucratic edicts. (An estimated one million ministerial decrees were still in force in 1988.)26

Therein lay the unprecedented nature of Gorbachev’s political reforms. The entire Soviet transition from a dictatorship to a fledgling republic based on a separation of the Communist Party’s former powers and a “socialist system of checks and balances” was carried out through existing and amended constitutional procedures. The legal culture and political habits necessary for rule-of-law government could not be engendered so quickly, but it was a remarkable beginning. By September 1990, for example, the nascent constitutional court had struck down one of Gorbachev’s first presidential decrees, and he complied with the ruling.27

Considering those achievements, why is it so often said that even Gorbachev’s political reforms failed? The answer usually given is that the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, or CPSU as the pivot of the old system was called, turned out to be unreformable. The inadequacy of this generalization is twofold. First, it equates the entire Soviet system with the CPSU in ways that assume the former could not exist without the latter. And second, it treats the Party as a single, undifferentiated organization.

As a result of its long and complex history, the CPSU had grown by the 1980s into a vast realm inhabited by four related but significantly different entities: the notorious but relatively small apparat that dictatorially controlled the rest of the Party and, though to a decreasing extent, the bureaucratic state itself;28 the apparat-appointed but much larger and more diverse nomenklatura class that held all important positions in the Soviet system; 19 to 20 million rank-and-file members, many of whom had joined for reasons of conformity and career; and, lurking in the shadows, as I explained in the preceding chapter, at least two crypto-political parties—reformist and conservative—that had been developing in the “monolithic” one-party system since the 1950s. Not surprisingly, these components of the CPSU reacted to Gorbachev’s reforms in different ways.

Whether or not the Party apparatus—traditionally some 1,800 functionaries at its Moscow headquarters and several hundred thousand at other echelons of the system—was reformable hardly mattered because by 1990 it had been largely disfranchised by Gorbachev’s policies. (In this connection, the growing opposition of Ligachev, the Party apparat’s chief representative, was particularly indicative.) The Moscow nerve center of apparat operations, the Secretariat, had been all but dismantled, its Party committees in state economic ministries withdrawn or marginalized, and the authority of their counterparts at lower government levels assumed by elected soviets. The process lagged in the provinces, but the dethronement of the CPSU apparatus was formalized when powers exercised for decades by its Central Committee and Politburo were ceremoniously transferred to the new Soviet parliament and presidency. The apparat’s control even over its own Party had been substantially diminished, and in 1990 its head, the general secretary, previously selected in secret by the Communist oligarchy, was elected for the first time by a national Party congress.29

Gorbachev may have continued to fear “this mangy, rabid dog,” but the CPSU apparatus turned out to be something of a bureaucratic paper tiger. Confronted by his electoral reforms, it fell into a “state of psychological shock” and “complete confusion.”30 As its role in the system shrank and its organizations disintegrated, apparat representatives stepped up their anti-Gorbachev activities, but to little effect. Muscular antireform forces were now effectively based elsewhere—in the state economic ministries, military, KGB, and even parliament. How little the Communist Party apparatus still mattered was dramatized in August 1991. A majority of its central and regional officials evidently supported the coup against Gorbachev, but, contrary to many Western accounts, the Party apparatus did not organize or probably even know about it beforehand.31 (Nor did the apparatus have the power or will to resist the dissolution and banning of the Party after the coup failed, when it was easily dispersed.)

Unlike the Communist apparat that created it, large segments of the nomenklatura class survived the Soviet Union. That alone invalidates any simple generalization about its adaptability. Broadly understood, the millions of nomenklatura appointees throughout the system included many of the nation’s administrative, economic, cultural, and other professional elites, and thus significant parts of its middle class. As is the case elsewhere, this large stratum of Soviet society, though nominally composed solely of Communist Party members and indiscriminately vilified in Western accounts, was divided internally by privilege, occupation, education, generation, geographic location, and political attitudes.32

It therefore makes no sense to characterize the Party-state nomenklatura as unreformable. Even its high-level officials reacted to Gorbachev’s reforms in conflicting ways and went in different directions.33 By 1990, they could be found almost everywhere along the emerging political spectrum, from left to right. Many were in the forefront of opposition to perestroika. But virtually all the leading Soviet and post-Soviet reformers of the 1980s and 1990s also came from the nomenklatura class, foremost among them Mikhail Gorbachev, Boris Yeltsin, and their ranking supporters. And after 1991, large segments of the old Soviet nomenklatura reemerged as mainstays of post-Communist Russia’s political, administrative, and property-owning elites, some of them in the ranks of what would now be called “radical reform.”34 Indeed, one of its younger members, Vladimir Putin, would become Russia’s first president in the twenty-first century.

Still less is it correct to characterize the Communist Party’s almost 20 million rank-and-file members as unreformable. Most of them differed little in actual power, privilege, or political attitudes from other ordinary Soviet citizens, and they behaved in similarly diverse ways during the Gorbachev years. By early 1991, approximately 2 million had left the Party, mostly because membership was no longer worth the time or dues required. Among those who stayed, there was a “silent majority,” but many supported Gorbachev’s policies, as they had done from the beginning, and waged a grassroots struggle against the apparat.35 Many others became a social base for anti-perestroika movements forming inside and outside the Party.

The real question about the Communist Party’s reformability, given Gorbachev’s democratization policies, was whether a competitive electoral parliamentary Party could emerge from it as part of a reformed Soviet system. What we loosely call “the Party” had actually been different things during its eighty-year history—an underground movement in tsarist Russia, a successful vote-getting organization in revolutionary 1917, a dictatorship but with factions openly struggling over policy and power in the NEP 1920s, a decimated and terrorized officialdom in the Stalinist 1930s, a militarized instrument of war against the German invader in the 1940s, a resurgent institution of oligarchical rule in the post-Stalin 1950s and 1960s, and by the 1980s an integral part of the bureaucratic statist system.36

After all of those transformations, Gorbachev now wanted the Party, or a significant segment of it, to undergo yet another metamorphosis by becoming a “normal political organization” capable of winning elections “strictly within the framework of a democratic process.”37 Pursuing that goal involved ramifications he may not have fully foreseen but eventually came to accept. It meant politicizing, or repoliticizing, the Soviet Communist Party, as Gorbachev began to do when he called for its own democratization in 1987, which meant permitting its several embryonic parties to emerge, develop, and possibly go their separate ways. It meant ending the fiction of “monolithic unity” and risking an “era of schism.”38 Though cut short by the events of late 1991, the process unfolded inexorably and quickly.

By early 1988, the schism in the Party was already so far along that it erupted in unprecedented polemics between the Central Committee’s two most authoritative newspapers. Defending fundamentalist, including neo-Stalinist, “principles,” Sovetskaya Rossiya published a long, defiant protest against Gorbachev’s perestroika; Pravda replied with an equally adamant defense of anti-Stalinist and democratic reform.39 At the national Party conference two months later, delegates spoke publicly in strongly opposing voices for the first time since the 1920s. Central Committee meetings were now a “battlefield between reformers and conservatives.” In March 1989, Communists ran against Communists across the country for seats in the Congress of People’s Deputies. Though 87 percent of the winners were members of the same Party, their political views were so unlike that Gorbachev announced they were no longer bound by a Party line.40

By 1990, the growing schism had taken territorial and organizational forms, as parties began tumbling out of the CPSU like Russian nestling dolls. The three Baltic Communist parties left the Union Party to try to compete in their native and increasingly nationalistic republics. At the center, apparat and other nomenklatura conservatives compelled Gorbachev to allow the formation of a Communist Party of the Russian Republic, initially headed by Ivan Polozkov, nominally within the CPSU but under the conservatives’ control. Formally embracing more than 60 percent of all Soviet Communists, it, too, almost immediately split when reformers formed a rival organization, the Democratic Party of Communists of Russia.41

All sides now understood that the “CPSU is ‘pregnant’ with multiparty-ness” and that its political spectrum ranged “from anarchists to monarchists.”42 No one knew how many parties might spring from its womb—Gorbachev thought in 1991 there were “two, three, or four” just among the 412 Central Committee members43—but only the two largest mattered: the pro-reform or radical perestroika wing of the CPSU led by Gorbachev and now all but social democratic; and the amalgam of conservative and neo-Stalinist forces that opposed fundamental changes in the name of traditional Communist beliefs and practices.

A formal “dividing up” and “parting of the ways” was already being widely discussed in 1990, but neither side was ready.44 Conservatives still lacked a compelling national leader and feared the ascending Yeltsin, who quit the CPSU in mid-1990, almost (though not quite) as much as they hated Gorbachev. Several Gorbachev advisers urged him to lead his followers out of the CPSU or drive out his opponents and thereby create an avowedly social democratic movement, but he still feared losing the national apparatus, with its ties to the security forces, to his enemies, perhaps even his presidency to opponents in the Congress, and, like any politician, was reluctant to split his own party. Only in the summer of 1991 were both sides ready for a formal “divorce.” It was to take place at a special national congress later that year but became another casualty of the attempted coup in August.45

Splitting the enormous Communist Party into its polarized wings, as Gorbachev’s close associate Aleksandr Yakovlev had proposed privately in 1985 and still believed in, would have been the surest and quickest way to create a real multiparty system in the Soviet Union, and indeed one more authentic and substantial than existed in post-Soviet Russia in the early twenty-first century.46 In a “civilized divorce” that involved voting on opposing principles, framed by Gorbachev’s social-democratic program, both sides would have walked away with a sizable proportion of the CPSU’s membership, local organizations, printing presses, and other assets. Both would have immediately been the largest and only nationwide Soviet parties, far overshadowing the dozen of “pygmy parties,” as they were called, that were to dot the political landscape for years to come, some of them barely larger than the Moscow apartments in which they were conceived. (Based on a secret survey, Gorbachev believed that at least 5 to 7 million party members would remain with him in a new or recast party.)47

Nor is there any reason to doubt that both wings of the CPSU would have been formidable vote-getting parties in ongoing local, regional, and eventually national elections. Although a majority of Soviet citizens now held the existing Communist Party responsible for past and present ills, both divorcees could have escaped some of the onus by blaming the other, as they were already doing. Both would have had considerable electoral advantages of organization, experienced activists, media, campaign funds, and even voter deference. In surveys done in 1990, 56 percent of Soviet citizens distrusted the CPSU. But 81 percent distrusted all the other parties on the scene, and 34 percent still preferred the Communist Party over any other.48 Given the growing polarization in the country, both offshoots of the old Communist Party would have been in a position to expand their electorate.

Constituencies for a social democratic party led by Gorbachev included those millions of Soviet citizens who now wanted political liberties but also a mixed or regulated market economy that preserved welfare and other elements of the old state system. In all likelihood, it would have been strongest among professional and other middle classes, skilled workers, pro-Western intellectuals, and generally people who remained socialists but not Communists.49 As Soviet and Russian electoral results showed in the late 1980s and 1990s, as well as those in Eastern Europe, the kind of democratic Communists and former Communists who would have been the core of a social democratic party were fully capable of organizing campaigns and winning elections.

In this case, analytical hindsight can tell us something important about real possibilities. Gorbachev’s failure to carve out of the CPSU what in effect would have been a presidential party may have been his biggest political mistake.50 If he had done so at the already deeply polarized (and essentially multiparty) Twenty-eighth Communist Party Congress in July 1990, to take a beckoning moment, he would not have been isolated politically when crises swept the country later in 1990 and 1991, and his personal popularity fell precipitously. In particular, if he had seized the initiative by taking such a bold step, which would have redefined and realigned the Soviet political landscape, many of his original supporters, perhaps even Yeltsin, might not have deserted him.51

Gorbachev’s orthodox Communist opponents, contrary to most Western accounts, also had plenty of potential as a Soviet electoral party. As proponents of “healthy conservatism,” they had an expanding base of support in the millions of officials, factory workers, collective farmers, anti-Western intellectuals, and other traditionalists aggrieved by Gorbachev’s political and economic reforms.52 As change eroded the social guarantees and other certainties of the old order, the number of “newly discontented,” which had been steadily growing since 1985, was bound to increase. Conservative Communists had another growing appeal. The militant statist, or “patriotic,” nationalism that had characterized their “Communism” since the Stalin era was becoming a powerful ideological force in the country, especially in Russia.53 (Indeed, both anti-Gorbachev Communists and the now anti-Communist Yeltsin were already seizing on it.)

Nor should it be thought that the antireform wing of the Soviet Communist Party was incapable of adapting to democratic politics. After their shocked petulance over the defeat of a few dozen apparat candidates in the March 1989 elections, conservative Communists began to identify and organize their own constituents.54 By 1990, they were a large electoral and parliamentary party in the Soviet Russian Republic. Whatever their private ambitions, they behaved in a generally constitutional manner, even after Yeltsin won executive power in the republic and Communists suddenly became an opposition party for the first time in Soviet history.

The electoral potential of the Gorbachev wing of the CPSU, which dispersed after the end of the Soviet Union, can only be surmised, but his conservative enemies soon demonstrated their own capabilities. In opposition, as a Russian observer remarked several years later, they “got a second wind.” In 1993, they reemerged as the Communist Party of the Russian Federation and quickly became the largest and most successful electoral party in post-Soviet Russia. By 1996, it governed many regions and cities, had more deputies by far than any other party in the national parliament, and officially won 40 percent of the vote (some analysts thought even more) in Zyuganov’s losing presidential campaign against Yeltsin, who still had not been able to form a mass party.55 Indeed, until 2003, it won more votes in each parliamentary election than it had in the preceding one. In short, if the reformability of the old Soviet Communist Party is to be judged by its electoral capacities, both of its wings were reformable.

Two major components of the Soviet system still need to be reconsidered—the statist economy and the Union. On close examination, no real case can be found in the specialized literature that the Soviet economy was unreformable. There is a near consensus that Gorbachev’s economic reforms “failed miserably,” but even if this is true, it speaks to his leadership and policies, not the economic system itself.56 As noted earlier, many Western specialists not only assumed that the economy could be reformed but proffered their own prescriptions for reforming it.57 Assertions that the Soviet economy had been unreformable were yet another afterthought inspired by Russian politicians (and their Western patrons) who later decided to launch an all-out, “shock-therapy” assault on the old system.

Once again we must ask what is meant by “reform.” In the Soviet case, if it meant the advent of a fully privatized, entirely free-market capitalism, the economy was, of course, not reformable; it could only have been replaced in its entirety. By 1991, some self-appointed Western advisers were already urging that outcome and never forgave Gorbachev for disregarding them.58 But few Soviet politicians or policy intellectuals, including radical reformers at that time, advocated such an economic system. Overwhelmingly, they shared Gorbachev’s often and by 1990 emphatically stated goal of a “mixed economy” with a “regulated” but “modern full-blooded market” that would give “economic freedom” to people and “equal rights” to all forms of property ownership and still be called socialist.59 Most of the disagreements among Soviet reformers, and with Gorbachev, continued to be over the methods and pace of the change.

Gorbachev’s proposed mixed economy has been the subject of much Western derision, and Yeltsin’s retort that the Soviet leader “wanted to combine things that cannot be combined”—or as a Western historian put it, “like mating a rabbit with a donkey”—found much applause.60 But this, too, is unjustified. All modern capitalist economies have been mixed and regulated to various degrees, the combination of private and state ownership, market and nonmarket regulation, changing repeatedly over time—the U.S. government’s response to the 2008 and 2009 financial crisis being only a recent example. None of them have chosen actually to practice the fully “free market” their ideologues often preach. Moreover, it should again be emphasized, economies with large state and private sectors had been the tsarist and Soviet Russian tradition, except during the years since the end of NEP in 1929.

Introducing “capitalist” elements into a reformed Soviet system was more difficult politically and economically than had been adding “socialist” elements to, for instance, American capitalism in the 1930s. But there was no inherent reason why nonstate, market elements could not have been added to the Soviet economy—private manufacturing firms, banks, service industries, shops, and farms alongside state and collective ones—and encouraged to compete and grow. Something similar had been done under far greater political constraints in Communist Eastern Europe and China. It would have required adhering to Gorbachev’s principle of gradualism and refusal to impose a way of life on people, even a reformed life. The reasons it did not happen in Soviet or post-Soviet Russia were primarily political, not economic, as were the causes of the country’s growing economic crisis in 1990 and 1991, a subject examined in the next chapter.

We must also ask if Gorbachev’s economic policies really “failed miserably” because this suggests that the Soviet economy did not respond to his reform initiatives. As often as not, this, too, is an afterthought in scholarly and media commentary. Even as late as 1990, when Gorbachev’s policies were already generating an ominous combination of growing budget deficits, inflation, consumer shortages, and falling production, a number of Western economists nonetheless thought he was moving in the right direction. One wrote, for example, that the “sequencing of the economic reforms is sensible: Gorbachev has a fine strategic sense.”61 In this case, however, we are interested in larger and more long-term questions.

If economic reform is a “transition” composed of necessary stages, Gorbachev had launched the entire process by 1990 in four essential respects. He had pushed through almost all the legislation needed for a comprehensive economic reformation.62 He had converted large segments of the Soviet elite to market thinking to the extent that even the most neo-Stalinist candidate in the 1991 Russian presidential election conceded, “Today, only a crazy person can deny the need for market relations.” Indeed, by discrediting longstanding ideological dogmas, legalizing private enterprises and property, and thus market relations, and personally lauding “lively and fair competition” for “each form of property,”63 Gorbachev had largely freed the economy from the clutches of the proscriptive Communist Party apparatus. And as a direct result of these changes, the actual marketization, privatization, and commercialization of the Soviet economy were under way.

These developments require special attention because later they would usually be attributed to Yeltsin and post-Soviet Russia. By 1990, the private businesses called cooperatives already numbered about 200,000, employed almost 5 million people, and accounted for 5 to 6 percent of GNP. For better or worse, state property was already in effect being privatized by nomenklatura officials and others. Commercial banks were springing up in many cities, and the first stock exchanges had appeared. New entrepreneurial and financial elites, including a soon-to-be formed “Young Millionaires Club,” were rapidly developing along with these market institutions. By mid-1991, an American correspondent was filing a series of reports on “Soviet capitalism.”64 Western commentators may dismiss Gorbachev’s policies as failed half-measures, but many post-Soviet Russian economists knew better: “It was during his years in power that all the basic forms of economic activity in modern Russia were born.”65 The larger point is that they were born within the Soviet economy and thus were evidence of its reformability.

Finally, there is the question of the largest and most essential component of the old Soviet system—the Union or multinational state itself. Gorbachev was slow to recognize that Moscow’s hold on the fifteen republics was vulnerable to his political and economic policies, but by 1990 he knew that the fate of the Union would decide the outcome of all his reforms and “my own fate.”66 During his final two years in office, he became a Lincolnesque figure determined to “preserve the Union”—in his case, however, not by force but by negotiating a transformation of the discredited “super-centralized unitary state” into an authentic, voluntary federation. When the Soviet Union ended in December 1991 and all of the republics became separate and independent states, so ended the evolutionary reformation Gorbachev called perestroika.67

Was the Union reformable, as Gorbachev and many Russian politicians and intellectuals insisted before and after 1991? Two biases afflict Western writing on this enormous “question of all questions.”68 The anti-Sovietism of most Western accounts, particularly American ones, inclines them to believe, with however much “hindsight bias,” that the Soviet Union was a doomed state. The other bias, probably unwitting, is again the language or formulation of the question. It is almost always said, perhaps in a tacit analogy with the end of the tsarist state in 1917, that the Union “collapsed” or “imploded,” words that imply inherently terminal causes and thus seem to rule out the possibility of a reformed Soviet state. But if we ask instead how and why the Union was “abolished,” “destroyed,” “dissolved,” “disbanded,” or simply “ended,” the formulation leaves open the possibility that contingencies or subjective factors may have been the primary cause and therefore that a different outcome was possible.69

The standard Western thesis that the Union was unreformable is based largely on a ramifying misconception. It assumes that the nationwide Communist Party apparatus, with its vertical organizational discipline imposing authority from above and compliance from below, “alone held the federal union together.” Therefore, once the dictatorial Party was disfranchised by Gorbachev’s reforms, there were no other integrative factors to offset centrifugal forces and the “disintegration of the Soviet Union was a foregone conclusion.” In short, “No party, no Union.”70

The role of the Party should not be minimized, but other factors also bound the Union together, including other Soviet institutions. In significant respects, the Moscow state economic ministries, with their branches throughout the country, had become as important as Party organizations.71 And the integrative role of the all-Union military, with its own kind of discipline and assimilation, should not be underestimated. The state economy itself was even more important. Over many decades, the economies of the fifteen republics had become virtually one, sharing and depending upon the same natural resources, energy grids and pipelines, transportation, suppliers, producers, consumers, and subsidies. The result, as was commonly acknowledged, was a “single Soviet economic space.”

Nor should compelling human elements of integration be discounted. Official formulas boasting of a “Soviet people” and “Soviet nation” were overstated, but they were not, reliable sources assure us, merely an “ideological artifact.”72 Though the Soviet Union was composed of scores of different ethnic groups, there were many millions of mixed families and some 75 million citizens, nearly a third of the population, lived outside their ethnic territories, including 25 million Russians. Shared historical experiences were also a unifying factor, such as the terrible losses and ultimate victory in World War II, or “Great Patriotic War,” as was the language of the Moscow center. More than 60 percent of non-Russians spoke Russian fluently, and most of the others had assimilated some of Russia’s language and culture though the all-Union educational system and media.73

Given the right reform policies and other circumstances, these multiple integrative elements, along with a history of living with Russia and one another for centuries before and since 1917, were enough to hold most of the Soviet republics together without the Communist Party dictatorship. Indeed, a decade after the end of the Soviet Communist state, an American historian traveling through its former territories still found “Sovietness at almost every turn.”74 If nothing else, tens of millions of Soviet citizens had much to lose in the event of a breakup of the Union. That understanding no doubt helps explain the result of the March 1991 referendum, which was, an American specialist confirmed, an “overwhelming vote for the Union.”75

It is also true that the voluntary Soviet federation proposed by Gorbachev would have meant fewer than the fourteen non-Russian republics. He hoped otherwise but acknowledged the prospect by enacting a new Law on Secession in April 1990. The tiny Baltic republics of Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia, annexed by Stalin’s Red Army in 1940, were almost certain to choose renewed independence, and Western Moldova reunion with Romania (though it changed its mind after 1991).76 One or two of the three small Transcaucasian republics also might have seceded depending on whether the bitter enemies Armenia and Azerbaijan sought Russia’s protection against the other and whether Georgia decided it needed Moscow’s help in preserving its own multiethnic state. (Its decision eventually contributed to the Georgian-Russian war in August 2008.)

Even so, all of these small nationalities were on the Soviet periphery, and the remaining eight to ten republics constituted more than 90 percent of the old Union’s territory, population, and resources. They were more than enough to form and sustain a new Soviet Union. Even fewer grouped around Russia would have been adequate. Indeed, according to a non-Russian leader who participated in the abolition of the Soviet state a few months later, a new Union could “consist of four republics.” (Presumably he meant Russia, Belorussia, Ukraine, and Kazakhstan with its large number of ethnic Russians, as indeed Solzhenitsyn and others had already proposed.)77

Popular opinion may have been overwhelmingly pro-Union, but after early 1990, when regional parliamentary elections devolved considerable power from the Moscow center, it was the leaders and elites of the republics who would decide their future. There is strong evidence that a majority of them also wanted to preserve the Union, at least until late 1991. This preference was clearly expressed in negotiations for a new Union Treaty that Gorbachev began directly with the willing leaders of nine Soviet republics—Russia, Ukraine, Belorussia, the five Central Asian republics, and Azerbaijan—in April 1991, a crisis-ridden time somewhat beyond the period analyzed here but therefore all the more significant.

The negotiations, known as the Novo-Ogarevo process, resulted in an agreement to form a new “Union of Soviet Sovereign Republics.” Scheduled to be signed formally on August 20, 1991, the treaty was initialed by all nine republic leaders, including the three who would abolish the Soviet Union only a few months later—Yeltsin of Russia, Leonid Kravchuk of Ukraine, and Stanislav Shushkevich of Belorussia.78 Gorbachev had to cede more power than he wanted to the republics, but the treaty preserved an all-Union state, elected presidency and parliament, military, and economy. It was so finalized that even disputes over seating at the signing ceremony and the order of signatures—Yeltsin insisted that his appear near the top, not alphabetically—which were to be followed by a new constitution and elections, had been resolved and special paper for the text and souvenir stamps agreed upon.79

The familiar argument that Novo-Ogarevo’s failure to save the Soviet Union proved its unreformability therefore makes no sense. Those negotiations were successful, and, like Gorbachev’s other reforms, they developed within the Soviet system, legitimized by the popular mandate of the March referendum and conducted by the established multinational leaderships of most of the country. Instead, the Novo-Ogarevo process should be seen as the kind of elite consensus, or “pact-making,” that many political scientists say is necessary for the successful democratic reformation of a political system.80 That is how even a leading pro-Yeltsin democrat anticipated the signing of the new treaty—as a “historic event” that could be “as long-lived as the American Declaration of Independence, and serve as the same reliable political and legal basis of the renovated Union.”81

In other words, the treaty did not fail because the Union was unreformable but because a small group of high-level Moscow officials staged an armed coup on August 19 to stop its successful reform. (Nor was the coup inevitable, but that is another story.)82 Though the putsch quickly collapsed, primarily because its leaders lacked the resolve to use the military force they had amassed in Moscow, its fallout dealt a heavy blow to the Novo-Ogarevo process. It profoundly weakened Gorbachev and his central government, emboldened the political ambitions of Yeltsin and Kravchuk, and made other republic leaders wary of Moscow’s unpredictable behavior. According to most Western accounts, it eliminated any remaining possibility of saving the Union.

In fact, not even the failed but calamitous August coup extinguished the political impulse to preserve the Union or expectations by leading Soviet reformers that it would still be saved. In September, some 1,900 deputies from twelve Soviet republics resumed their participation in sessions of the Union Congress. In October, an agreement on a new economic union was signed. And as late as November 1991, Yeltsin assured the public, “The Union will live!”83 Seven republics, including Russia, continued to negotiate with Soviet President Gorbachev—a majority, not counting the now independent Baltic states—and, on November 25, they seemed to agree on yet another treaty. It was more confederal than federative but still provided for a Union state, presidency, parliament, economy, and military.84 Two weeks later, it, too, was aborted by a coup, this one carried out by Yeltsin, Kravchuk, and Shushkevich, fewer conspirators but men with greater resolve.

We must conclude, then, that just as there are no conceptual reasons for believing the Soviet system was unreformable, nor are there any empirical ones. As the historical developments reconsidered here show, by 1991 most of the system was in a process of far-reaching democratic and market reformation. The Soviet Union under Gorbachev was, of course, not yet fully reformed, but it was in full “transition,” a term usually reserved for the post-Soviet period. All that remains of the unreformability axiom is the insistence that because Gorbachev’s reforms were avowedly pro-Soviet and prosocialist, they were merely a “fantasy” or “chimera.”85 This is, of course, ideological bias, not historical analysis.

WHY, contrary to the assertions of so many specialists for so many years, did the Soviet system turn out to be remarkably reformable? Was it really some kind of “political miracle,” as an American historian later wrote?86 Important elements of a full explanation include the enduring power of anti-Stalinist ideas dating back to the 1920s and even to 1917; the legacies of Khrushchev’s policies, among them the birth of a proto-reform party inside the Communist Party; the Soviet elite’s increasing exposure to the West and thus awareness of alternative ways of life (both socialist and capitalist); profound changes in society that were eroding Party-state controls and de-Stalinizing the system from below; growing social and economic problems that further promoted proreform sentiments in the high nomenklatura; and, not to be minimized, Gorbachev’s exceptional leadership. But there was an equally crucial factor.

Most Western specialists had long believed that the Soviet system’s basic institutions were too “totalitarian” or otherwise rigged to be fundamentally reformed. In fact, the system had been constructed all along in a dualistic way that made it potentially reformable, even, so to speak, reform-ready. Formally, it had most of the institutions of a representative democracy—a constitution that included provisions for civil liberties, a legislature, elections, a judiciary, a federation. But inside or alongside each of those components were “counterweights” that nullified their democratic content, most importantly the Communist Party’s political monopoly, single-candidate ballots, censorship, and police repression.87 To begin a process of democratic reform, all that was needed was a will and a way to remove the counterweights.

Gorbachev and his closest aides understood the duality, which he characterized as “democratic principles in words and authoritarianism in reality.” To democratize the system, he later observed, “it wasn’t necessary to invent anything new,” only, as an adviser remarked, to transform the democratic components of the Soviet Union “from decoration into reality.” This was true of almost all of Gorbachev’s reforms, though the most ramifying example was, as he emphasized, the “transfer of power from the hands of the Communist Party, which had monopolized it, into the hands of those to whom it should have belonged according to the Constitution—to the soviets through free elections.”88 Not only did its dualistic institutions make the Soviet system highly reformable, but without them the peaceful democratization and other transformations of the Gorbachev years probably would not have been possible, and certainly would not have been as rapid or historic.
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	5 THE FATE OF THE SOVIET UNION

WHY DID IT END?

[It is] the question of all questions.

LEON ONIKOV, VETERAN COMMUNIST OFFICIAL





MOST explanations of the end of the Soviet Union in December 1991 assume in one way or another that it had been unreformable. But if that was not the case, why did the vast state long known as the world’s “second superpower,” one that had survived and even grown stronger from repeated turmoil, trauma, and internal changes during its seventy-four-year existence, abruptly disappear? For the answer, or to search for an answer, we must first recall the context in which that historic event occurred.

By mid-1990, in the sixth year of Gorbachev’s reforms, the Soviet Union was being destabilized by growing crises and disorder on almost every front—economic, social, and political. During the next year and a half, the government’s budget deficit and foreign debt soared, as did inflation caused by relaxed controls over wages and the money supply, while the state’s financial resources—gravely depleted by the plunge in world prices for Soviet oil since 1985—declined to virtually nothing. By 1991, production had begun to fall, and a growing number of basic consumer goods all but disappeared from state shops. The economic hardships—rationing was introduced in several regions for some essential goods—shattered any remaining social consensus about Gorbachev’s perestroika. Many Soviet citizens now wanted the reforms ended, even reversed; an influential minority called for more far-reaching and rapid economic marketization and privatization; and still others, in an older Russian tradition, were “waiting for a Messiah,”1 a role soon ascribed to Boris Yeltsin.

The political crisis was the most serious, threatening to destabilize the Soviet state from bottom to top. Gorbachev’s democratization measures had created public space for all manner of long repressed discontents and newly aroused demands. By 1991, this space was being amply filled by, elections across this most vast country; nationalist demands for more sovereignty in many republics, including outright secession in the Baltics Western Ukraine, and parts of the Caucasus, and even ethnic pogroms; mass political strikes by miners in the coal fields of Russia and Ukraine; and a nationwide “rally mania” featuring large anti-Communist (and, often overlooked, pro-Communist) demonstrations in the streets of Moscow and other cities.2

Meanwhile, parliamentary elections in the Soviet Russian Republic in 1990 produced a movement of self-described “radical reformers” rallying around the maverick former Politburo candidate Yeltsin. Virtually all of the prominent new “radical democrats,” as they also called themselves, had begun as Communist Party members and fervent Gorbachev supporters. In the summer of 1990, following Yeltsin’s lead, a growing number of them began deserting the Party, repudiating both its present-day role and historical record all the way back through Stalin to Lenin himself.

Gorbachev’s personal leadership was also in deep crisis. In the second half of 1990, his public popularity, which had remained remarkably high for five years, fell precipitously while Yeltsin’s soared.3 His authority was further diminished in June 1991, when Yeltsin was elected president of the Russian Republic by popular vote; Gorbachev’s presidency of the Soviet Union, bestowed by a vote of its Congress the pervious year, now seemed substantially less legitimate. The same was true of his once liberator-like standing with the proreform intelligentsia, which had been perhaps his most important constituency. No longer united around him or by his conception of a socialist reformation, some of its best-known figures, his own “foremen of glasnost and perestroika,” defected to Yeltsin.

More ominously in those uncertain conditions between dismantled dictatorship and democracy, support for Gorbachev in the Party-state elite plummeted. By the fall of 1990, his original perestroika coalition with moderate nomenklatura reformers, which had enabled him to enact such great changes since 1985, had completely collapsed. For its most influential members, notably Ligachev and Ryzhkov, Gorbachev’s policies had finally become not just too radical but destructive acts bringing the country “to ruin.” Even his close allies could no longer support him, as his chief military adviser explained: “Gorbachev is dear to me, but the Fatherland is dearer!”4 Neither Ligachev nor Ryzhkov yet directly opposed him, but nor did they any longer stand between him and the growing bureaucratic wrath directed at his leadership.

Having discovered the uses of glasnost for themselves, leaders of every powerful Soviet institution were now openly aligned against Gorbachev—the Party apparatus, state economic ministries, the military, the KGB, and even his own Congress. They charged that his reforms had “destroyed the Communist Party, shattered the Union, lost Eastern Europe, liquidated Marxism-Leninism… dealt a blow to the entire army, devastated consumer shops, fostered crime,” and more. The depth of their opposition was reflected in the emotionally charged accusation that he had put “our Fatherland in a danger even more threatening than in 1941,” the year of the Nazi invasion. At first privately but then increasingly in public forums, they threatened to remove him if he did not quickly “restore order.” Rumors of an anti-Gorbachev coup were now rife.5

They were not empty threats. Anti-Gorbachev attitudes were rabid among military and other security officials, “men with guns,” as one of his advisers reminded observers.6 They particularly despised his foreign policies, which by 1991 included major disarmament concessions to the United States, the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Eastern and Central Europe, the reunification of Germany on Western terms, and support for the American war against Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait. Gorbachev insisted that these unprecedented steps were necessary for ending the Cold War and the arms race with the United States, bringing the Soviet Union into a reunited Europe, and thus enhancing the country’s security. His enemies saw them as a “Soviet Munich,” the “betrayal of everything our wartime generation achieved,” a “catastrophe equal in its consequences to defeat in a third world war,” and, of course, as “criminal.”7

Beleaguered by reactionary threats on one side and demands for more radical changes on the other, as well as over three-fourths of the public calling for “firm order in the country,” Gorbachev made a desperate political shift in late 1990 and early 1991 that has been widely misunderstood.8 Known as his “turn to the Right,” he distanced himself publicly from several of his most prominent proreform associates and reconstituted his government in a way that seemed to put it “in the hands of hardline opponents of reform,” creating the impression he had become, “in a profound sense, conservative,” even “head of a revived authoritarianism.”9 Many onetime followers bitterly accused him of abandoning perestroika, and his close ally and foreign minister, Eduard Shevardnadze, resigned.

In fact, Gorbachev, who had promised only a few months earlier to “radicalize” his political and economic policies and still proclaimed himself to be “a democrat who is inclined toward radical views,” was trying to save his reforms by forging a new coalition with different high-level officials who he thought, not unreasonably, were moderates in the circumstances of 1990 and 1991. He called his revised stance “centrism” and defended it against what he understood to be growing “extremism” on both sides of his leadership.10 During these few months, Gorbachev did adopt a number of tougher measures in the name of “order and stability.” But he assured sympathizers that they were a “tactical maneuver,” promising that his reforms were “eternal values” and he would never “turn back.” Nor did he actually reverse any of his prodemocracy changes and, indeed, even pushed forward with the unprecedented national vote on the Union. As one of his “radical” critics remarked at the time, “That Gorbachev has suddenly turned into a rightist… is absurd.” Two scholars later agreed, concluding that Gorbachev “did not suggest turning back but simply going ahead more cautiously.”11

However interpreted, the maneuver was a political disaster and short-lived. In those highly polarized circumstances, there was no stable center. Torn between his cherished role as the father of a Soviet democratic reformation and his perceived need to stabilize the country, as well as his leadership position, Gorbachev fluctuated between Yeltsin’s radicals and his own government, while his new ministers, who did not trust him, intrigued against him. And when he gathered Yeltsin and other republic leaders at his residence at Novo Ogarevo, in April 1991, to negotiate a radically decentralized Union, his appointees set into motion the fateful August coup.

As serious as those crises were, they do not explain the end of the Soviet Union. They resulted primarily from the abolition of “command” elements in the prereform political and economic administrative system before new democratic and market processes could fully function. Given time, the further development of new institutions and anticrisis measures proposed by Gorbachev and other leaders were feasible solutions. Indeed, the Soviet system had survived much worse kinds of destabilization, including those caused by collectivization and famine in 1929 through 1933 and the German invasion in the early 1940s. Moreover, the crises of 1990 and 1991 were often exaggerated by contemporary commentators, whose accounts strongly influenced later studies. They came to overstate the problems partly for partisan reasons, partly because it had become “fashionable to speak and write about crisis,” but mainly because such political and economic disorders, while not uncommon elsewhere, were unprecedented in the Soviet Union and therefore had an extraordinary psychological effect.12

Even so, few, if any, informed observers at the time saw the crises as the death knell of the Soviet system. Most interpreted them instead as a general “crisis of recuperation”—as symptoms, even positive signs, of the country’s ongoing transformation or “transition.”13 In this respect, they agreed with Gorbachev: “The logic and values of stability… do not coincide with the logic and values of reformationist breakthroughs.” Or as he expressed this philosophy of high-wire reform elsewhere, “stability would mean the end of perestroika” and therefore “there is no reason to fear chaos.”14 The world’s leading intelligence services evidently agreed. Reporting to their governments in 1991, none foresaw the end of the Soviet Union, only of the form in which it had previously existed.15

HOW, then, is that historic outcome to be explained? The importance of the question can hardly be overstated. For many Russians, probably most of them, the end of the Soviet Union naturally remains the “question of the century,” to which “no one has given the people a straight answer.” It is a question that arouses passions like those of “religious fanatics” and becomes “harder to understand as the years pass.”16 But the disappearance of that enormous, epochal nation-state, and why this happened, is also a vital part of our own history. More than any other modern event, it has shaped the world in which we have lived since 1991. (Why, then, would a prominent Western scholar think that explaining the Soviet breakup is “a can of worms… perhaps best left unopened”?)17

Most of the answers given in the large specialized literature are, like many interpretations of Soviet history, riddled with fallacies, myths, ideological bias, and conceits of hindsight. A senior scholar assures us, to take an example similar to one quoted in the preceding chapter, that “in retrospect,” the end of the Soviet Union “is easily understood and not at all surprising,” even though he did not foresee it and does not really explain it.18 Readers may be surprised to learn, however, that despite many emphatic assertions in the literature, there is no consensus whatsoever as to what factors actually explain the end of the Soviet Union.

There are, instead, as many as ten different explanations.19 Some of them, like generalizations about the purported unreformability of the Soviet system, are too poorly formulated to be useful. These include, for example, assertions that the system “really collapsed of its own weight” or “simply imploded and collapsed of itself.” Others, as a Russian scholar noted, are “extraordinarily impressionistic and superficial,” little more than a “collection of banalities” and “stereotypes.” And still others, though serious and substantial, emphasize so many different, even contradictory explanatory factors as to add up to no coherent explanation at all.20

Putting those unhelpful accounts aside, and combining several related factors frequently cited in the specialized literature, six different but widely propounded explanations require attention:

• The end of the Soviet Union was “inevitable” because it was “doomed” by some irremediable genetic or inherent defect

• The system fell victim to a popular anti-Soviet revolution from below, a democratic one in Russia, nationalist revolts in the other ethnic republics, or both

• The Soviet system was undermined by an unworkable economy that resulted in economic collapse

• The gradualist reformation (perestroika) attempted by Gorbachev unleashed and succumbed to a Russian tradition of ideological and political maximalism, or extremism, as had happened before in the nation’s history, which destroyed the foundations of the system

• The disappearance of the Soviet Union was a classic example of the crucial role of leaders in history, in this case first Gorbachev and then Yeltsin

• The Soviet breakup was an “elite-driven” event, which means the explanation is to be found in the behavior of the nomenklatura, or segments of it, in the late 1980s and early 1990s

To begin with inevitability, the argument that the Soviet Union was inescapably doomed is, as Russian intellectuals often point out, a simplistic kind of historical determinism not unlike the crude Marxism once taught in Soviet schools.21 It is also a quintessential example of post facto predetermination. Consider these revealing statements about Western scholarly opinion by three of its leading representatives. In 1990, according to the first, the end of the Soviet Union “seemed absolutely unthinkable.” But in 1998, the second reported, “Nobody really expresses any surprise that the Soviet Union collapsed.” And in 2002, according to the third, the “prevailing view” was that “the breakup was inevitable.”22 Was it conceptual revelation, hindsight bias, or political fashion that led expert opinion from unthinkable to inevitable?

As for the fatal defect said to have doomed the Soviet Union, three are variously cited. Each relies, of course, on the axiom that the system was unreformable. One, which I already rejected as both theological and disproved by the historical experiences of other nations, including America, is a fatal original Soviet sin or inherent evil. The second is the “effects of socialism,” which is construed to be an unnatural ideology that killed the system. This, again, is mostly an expression of intense ideological dislike, and therefore little more needs to be said about it.23 The third inherent feature of the system purported to have been the doomsday factor is less simplistic: the Soviet Union was an “empire,” and all “multinational empires are doomed.” (For the sake of this discussion, I leave aside the report that four leading Western historians of empire could “agree on only one thing: that none of them know what an empire is.”)24

There are several serious problems with this widespread explanation. First, its proponents frequently confuse or conflate the end of the Soviet Union itself in 1991 with the fall of the Soviet empire in Eastern Europe two years earlier, which is a different matter. (This is not to say there was no spillover effect from the developments in Eastern Europe, though its importance can be debated.)25 Second, this, too, is almost entirely a retrospective analysis. Many Western scholars later decided the “Soviet Union was clearly an empire,” but before 1991, few of them actually treated that multinational state as an empire.26 Third, it too has a strong ideological flavor, “empire” being a pejorative characterization of the Soviet Union. As a result, this explanation lost some of its analytical integrity (and ideological satisfaction) after September 11, 2001, when a broad spectrum of U.S. policy opinion decided that there was, or should be, an American empire—and not an evil or doomed one, but even, some argue, a “benevolent empire.”27

The main question, however, is whether the Soviet Union was an empire at home and, even if so, whether that is an adequate explanation of its disappearance. Writers often assert that the “USSR fell apart because it was an empire.” But three leading Western authorities on the subject conclude that its end was not inevitable; another resists classifying it as an empire; and yet another denies it was an empire, as do a large number of post-Soviet Russian scholars and democratic thinkers.28 Indeed, even proponents of the explanation concede that the Soviet Union was a “peculiar kind of empire” and “differed… in several important ways” from traditional ones.29 For all the political repression over the years, there was not, for example, a pattern of economic exploitation of the other republics by the Russian center. Instead, the backward ones were considerably modernized under the Soviet system, arguably to the economic detriment of Russia.30

Nor did the Soviet Union end like most traditional empires, including its presumed tsarist predecessor, which disintegrated under the pressures of war and political opposition on their colonial peripheries. In the Soviet case, there was no war, and seven republics were still negotiating a new Union with Moscow at the end. Among them were the five Central Asian republics, presumably the most “colonized” but that least of all wanted to abandon the Union. Instead, the Soviet Union was broken up first and foremost by its own “imperial” center, Moscow, now controlled by Yeltsin. In short, whatever imperial aspects the Soviet state may have had, they were not enough to mean, as most authoritative studies conclude, that “it was necessarily doomed to disintegration.”31

The equally widespread idea that a revolutionary “vast movement from below” destroyed the Soviet Union is no more persuasive. There are two versions of these “populist interpretations” and “political myths,” as a Russian expert on the subject labels them.32 By now, the first requires no special attention. As I showed in chapter 4, there was no popular anti-Soviet revolution in Russia itself. Nor does the evidence support a related argument that the Soviet system succumbed to a “legitimacy crisis”—essentially a “delegitimization” of its socialist ideology primarily as a result of Gorbachev’s glasnost ideas and historical revelations.33 Russians may have valued their new political liberties and turned against the Communist Party, but the “overwhelming majority” remained pro-Soviet and prosocialist.

The second version of “revolution from below” locates it primarily outside Russia, in the other Soviet ethnic republics. In this dramatic and sweeping explanation, sometimes coupled with the empire thesis, the Union was overthrown by the “peoples… of all those republics,” a “rebellion of the [Soviet] nations,” and a “remarkable nationalist mobilization” resulting in “multiple waves of nationalist revolt.” In a word, it was the “popular will… that the Soviet Union should die.”34

This explanation is at odds with the essential facts, not the least being the 76 percent pro-Union vote in the referendum held only nine months before the breakup. It is also contradicted by the submissive behavior of most of the Soviet republic leaders, from Central Asia and Transcaucasia to Ukraine, in August 1991. When they thought the military coup in Moscow might succeed and forcibly reimpose the center’s control throughout the country, they were either compliant or silent.35 For these and other reasons, a number of Western and Russian analysts give a different account of the end of the Soviet Union. There was “only limited mobilization of the masses”; it “was not broken up by crowds of people who came into the streets under nationalist slogans”; and, as a group of (non-Communist) Russian experts concluded five years later, the Union’s breakup occurred “against the will of its peoples.”36

The ramifying mistake made by proponents of the nationalist revolution-from-below explanation is interpreting all or most of the thousands of ethnic protests during the Gorbachev years as demands for secession and full independence.37 In reality, the great majority of them sought redress of various grievances within the framework of the Union, were “not a struggle against the USSR” but against other ethnic groups, and became separatist only after the end of the Soviet state—or, several Russian observers point out, were “decoration” for the self-interested politics of regional elites,38 an important subject to which I will return.

The mistake is compounded by failing to understand the confusion that developed, and remains, over the words “sovereignty” and “independence.” Even according to the pre-Gorbachev Soviet constitution, every Union republic was “sovereign.” In early 1990, he urged the newly elected republic congresses to reaffirm their sovereignty as preparation for negotiating a new Union Treaty.39 All but one did so without any of them, outside the Baltics, construing it to mean independence from the Union. Even the fateful sovereignty resolution adopted by the Russian Republic at its congress in June 1990, despite later claims, “actually had nothing to do with independence.” That is why 907 of 929 deputies voted for it, including the adamantly pro-Union Communist delegates.40 And it is why the agreement reached by Gorbachev and republic leaders at Novo Ogarevo in mid-1991, including the Russian leader, could call for a new “Union of Soviet Sovereign Republics.”

And yet, construing “sovereignty” to mean full independence did play a critical role in the end of the Soviet Union. This is partly because of the ambiguous meaning of the word, which was used differently in various Soviet languages, but mainly because it suited the political ambitions of several republic leaders and elites, particularly Russia’s Yeltsin and Ukraine’s Leonid Kravchuk. By late 1991, the words “sovereignty” and “independence” figured prominently in political struggles under way across the country, but not even longtime students of Soviet media could be sure what exactly was meant by either.

That helps explain the incongruous result of the December 1991 referendum in Ukraine, which is usually cited as conclusive evidence of a popular nationalist revolution. In this instance, 90 percent of the turnout voted for “independence” even though nine months before, in the March referendum, 70 percent of Ukrainians (and 80 percent in a supplementary ballot) had voted for the Union. Ukraine, along with Russia, Belarus, and Western Kazakhstan, were the Slavic core of the Soviet Union. And when Yeltsin, Kravchuk, and, following their lead, the leader of tiny Belarus abolished it a few days later, they used the December referendum as justification.

But did so many Ukrainians, linked to Russia for centuries and scarcely distinguishable from their fellow Slavs, really vote to leave the Union? In Ukraine, there was already “considerable confusion” over the words “sovereignty” and “independence,” which were being used almost interchangeably and manipulated by the former Communist elite, turned nationalist and headed by Kravchuk.41 Protesting Kravchuk’s use of the referendum vote, Gorbachev could tell him “with some justice,” as an American scholar notes, that other republics had declared independence without it meaning an “obligatory exit from the Union.” Moreover, as another American scholar argues based on polling data, the wording of the referendum was ambiguous, simply asking voters if they favored “the independence of Ukraine”; had it said this meant leaving the Union, the outcome probably would have been significantly different.42 (A decade later, 60 percent of Ukrainians favored some kind of union with Russia and only 46.5 percent said they would have voted for a referendum on independence.)43

Whatever the result, Ukraine, like most of the other republics, did not experience a popular secessionist revolution. There and elsewhere, the growth of anti-Union sentiment was “more at the level of elite politics than of mass public opinion,” and “separatism came… from above.”44 Looking back on the events of 1990 and 1991, a Russian specialist concluded that there had been an “almost complete absence of any serious separatist attitudes in the Soviet republics except the Baltics and Georgia.” A leading British scholar, warning that “hindsight can mislead,” agreed: “Only in the Baltic (and perhaps Transcaucasia) did the local national question take the form of a demand for immediate independence.”45

The third common explanation of the end of the Soviet Union argues the entire system was “nonviable” because of a “fundamentally unworkable” economy that finally resulted in “utter and complete collapse.” (In some of these accounts, President Reagan’s military buildup of the early 1980s is incorrectly credited with having precipitated or accelerated the economic collapse.) As evidence, it emphasizes the economic crisis of 1990 and 1991, which is said to have left the country on the brink of catastrophe, even “teetering on the edge of famine.”46 An explanation propounded with equal certainty by anti-Marxists and some Marxists, though by very few economists, it also contains strong ideological elements: some of its proponents portray the “doomed” Soviet economy as perversely socialist, others as fatally nonsocialist.47 It also draws on self-serving assertions by Yeltsin’s “radical reformers.” Their “shock therapy” having brought even greater misfortunes to Russia in the 1990s, they insisted that the “collapse of the Soviet economy” had left them with no choice.48

This explanation is no more convincing than the other two. Long-established economies do not suddenly “collapse” or destroy nation-states. It did not happen, for example, earlier in Soviet history, despite periods of greater economic disorder and misery; during the corrosive American Great Depression of the 1930s; or later in Russia when the post-Soviet economy plunged into considerably worse crises.49 Moreover, what was in crisis in 1990 and 1991 was not actually the Soviet economy, which still recorded growth from 1985 to 1989, but an already post-Soviet or transitional one.50 By 1990, Gorbachev’s reforms and other developments had removed or weakened the elements of Party-state command and control that had defined the Soviet economy and made it workable in important ways for decades.

Nor was the economic crisis, however severe, truly a “collapse.” (An American economist later concluded, using new information, that “the Soviet economy was a lot sturdier than it appears in hindsight.”) Citizens continued to work and be paid, and the overall economy, even in mounting disarray, continued to function, occasionally even showing some signs of recovery.51 Industrial production began to fall sharply in 1990, but the agricultural output that year was one of the highest in decades. Indeed, citizens were earning more disposable income than ever before, which contributed to the crisis: “Too many rubles,” as the saying went, were “chasing too few goods,” as many essential items, including foodstuffs, disappeared from state shops.

Those widespread shortages helped foster the myth of a total economic breakdown, but the problem was primarily one of distribution. Anticipating a major upsurge in state-controlled prices, both consumers and suppliers were hoarding goods, the former at home in fear of higher costs, the latter in warehouses in hope of greater profits.52 (Thus, goods would soon suddenly reappear on store shelves in abundance, far from all of them imports, after January 1992, when Yeltsin’s policies decontrolled prices and vaporized the value of rubles.) And even that crisis of supply has been exaggerated. Although Soviet citizens had endured periodic shortages for decades, overwrought predictions of impending catastrophe, including a nationwide famine, became part of the general “hysteria” of 1990 and 1991 and passed into now standard accounts. (Panicky buying of household basics in response to rumors of shortages, thereby creating them, was and remains a Russian tradition. In 2006, for example, it happened in pursuit of salt, when it was correctly diagnosed as a “psychological” phenomenon having “nothing to do with the actual economy.”)53

Bare shelves in state stores, to take the starkest example, did not mean mass hunger. In the countryside, people grew much of their own food, as they always had, but even many urban dwellers were not greatly dependent on official shops. In addition to resorting to more costly but readily accessible nonstate markets and cultivating their own food gardens, almost all employed Soviet citizens and students traditionally received their main meal at midday in workplace and school cafeterias, where employees could also buy take-home supplies. That long-standing system continued to operate in 1990 and 1991, though no doubt with declining quantity and nutrition. In any event, as was later pointed out, the “sausage thesis” hardly explains the end of a Soviet state that had endured more severe food shortages before.54

But no matter how serious the crisis may have been, its primary cause was not economic. As many Western and Russian economists agree, “The USSR was killed… by politics, not economics.”55 From the late 1980s to 1991, one political decision and development after another steadily dismantled or undermined the old Soviet economic system without leaving time for another to develop in its place. As a direct result, the economic crisis unfolded while the longstanding problem of implementing new policies inherent in the Soviet bureaucratic system became even worse. (By mid-1990, Gorbachev, despite his new presidential powers on paper, was unable to have any major economic initiative actually carried out. “The boldest reform decisions,” a top aide complained, “are left hanging in the air.”)56

Political factors that destabilized the economy began with Gorbachev’s adoption of democratizing and other decentralizing reforms, which soon diminished the Party-state’s controls on enterprises, resources, wages, the money supply, and eventually property. They were followed by the “parade of sovereignty,” which many regions and republics increasingly interpreted to mean economic autonomy over their own resources and products; by spontaneous “privatization” with little concern for production; and by a series of premature official announcements of forthcoming price increases, first by Gorbachev’s ministers and then by Yeltsin’s, that triggered the hoarding of goods. Even aspects of Gorbachev’s foreign policy had a negative effect on the economy, the use of so much railway capacity to remove military equipment from East Europe further disrupting food distribution. In response to growing shortages, regional officials—among them, it seems, some of Gorbachev’s enemies, who engaged in sabotage—began withholding their products from the national market, crippling it still more.57

Here, too, the August 1991 coup, by further weakening Gorbachev’s central government, made everything worse, from hoarding to the dismemberment of the Union economy. By late autumn, Yeltsin was not only refusing to pay his Russian Republic’s taxes to the Union budget but in Russia’s name systematically stripping the Union of its economic and financial assets.58 “Economics,” as Gorbachev lamented, had become the “hostage of politics.”59 And as politics grew increasingly radical and extreme, so did the economic crisis.

The political radicalism afflicting the country in 1990 and 1991, especially in the capital cities Moscow and Leningrad, is the focus of the fourth explanation of the Soviet breakup. Believing that Russian history is “cyclical,”60 it argues that Gorbachev’s perestroika collapsed for much the same reason as had all previous attempts to modernize the nation through a gradualist or evolutionary reformation—as a result of impassioned and ultimately destructive extremism.

In this “tragic” view of Russia’s long tradition of failed reforms and lost opportunities, “with its terrible grimaces and cruel irony,” the outcome was always a reactionary backlash, revolution, or both.61 Thus, the liberalizing reforms of Aleksandr II in the 1860s led to his assassination by radicals, harsh crackdowns by successor tsars, and the revolutionary upheaval of 1905; the modernizing land policies begun by Prime Minister Pyotr Stolypin in 1907 ended in his assassination and eventually the collapse of tsarist rule in the revolution of February 1917; the centrist, prodemocracy government emerging from that historic event was swept away by the Bolshevik coup of October; Lenin’s evolutionary NEP of the 1920s perished in Stalin’s revolution from above; and even Khrushchev’s limited de-Stalinizing reforms of 1956 through 1964 resulted in his overthrow and twenty years of reactionary “stagnation.”62

The agent of destructive radicalism in the tsarist era is said to have been the extremist wing of the Russian intelligentsia—educated, oppositionist, often guilt-ridden people of some privilege who emerged in the second half of the nineteenth century. Usually described as politically immoderate, impatient, and nihilistic, the radical intelligentsia repeatedly sought to destroy Russia’s existing order for the sake of a new one inspired by Western ideas, most fatefully Marxist socialism.63 This nihilistic tradition, according to the explanation, reasserted itself under Gorbachev, as longtime Communist Party intellectuals, now enamored with free-market capitalism and calling themselves radical democrats, undermined his evolutionary perestroika with an onslaught of impatient criticism and increasingly anti-Soviet demands.

This interpretation of the end of the Soviet Union appears only occasionally and fragmentarily in Western studies—possibly because most of them sympathize with that anti-Soviet “extremism”—but it is wide-spread in Russia, where the primary role of the intelligentsia is seen as an “immutable law of all Russian revolutions.”64 A leading Russian historian is unequivocal: “There is no doubt that the intelligentsia was the main force in shattering the Soviet order.” Another scholar agrees that it was those “political opponents of Gorbachev and his cautious, evolutionary course” who “suffocated perestroika and destroyed the Soviet Union.” Other Russian writers are even more prosecutorial. One asks the “sacred question, ‘Who is to blame?’” and answers emphatically, “the intelligentsia.”65

Unlike several other explanations of the Soviet breakup, this one is not an afterthought. From 1988 to 1991, moderate Soviet intellectuals, anxiously pointing to the “notorious” precedents, warned “ultra-radicals” against an “inverted Bolshevism” that would again “raze everything to the ground.” They feared that traditional intelligentsia “impatience and extremism,” the new “spell of maximalism,” would lead to “more historical upheavals” and again abort the “evolutionary possibilities of our civilization.”66 So great was the fear that tradition would doom the ongoing Soviet reformation that its supporters, from self-described “moderate democrats” to the Gorbachev leadership itself, began worrying publicly about the most ominous analogy: “Our perestroika [might] suffer the tragic fate of NEP.”67

The intelligentsia tradition clearly did play a significant role during the last years of the Soviet Union. The “revolution of ideas” sometimes attributed to “the people” was actually limited primarily to a radicalized segment of the intelligentsia. It was apparent in the behavior of the many middle-aged Communists who turned so quickly and completely against their own long-professed ideology (including the anti-Stalinist ideas that had spawned perestroika) and, in a “peculiar Oedipus complex,” against the Soviet leader who had just liberated them. (In turn, Gorbachev resented the “betrayal of the intelligentsia, to which I gave everything,” though he almost never said so publicly.) As with their tsarist-era predecessors, such radicalism often seemed to be “personal repentance” for the “shameful fact” of their prior lives of privilege—this time as conformist Party intellectuals.68 Not surprisingly, it included another characteristic aspect of the tradition—enthusiasm for a new maximalist “fairy-tale,” a revolutionary leap, in only “500 days,” to a fully privatized, marketized economy. (Even though the International Monetary Fund and other Western financial institutions also initially opposed the plan, when Gorbachev rejected this first draft of shock therapy in 1990 as unworkable, fraught with social pain, and likely to break up the Union, the radical intelligentsia’s impatience with him only grew.)69

Like their forerunners, from nineteenth-century underground revolutionaries to Lenin himself, perestroika-era intelligentsy became passionately active in politics. (A fellow intellectual was “horrified by… the ‘revolutionary throng’ made up of PhDs and academics.”)70 Having been entrusted with an important part of the mass media by Gorbachev for purposes of his glasnost policies, they used them increasingly to polarize the political atmosphere. Meanwhile, by 1990, they were in the forefront of the most radical movements of the period and abandoning Gorbachev for a maximalist hero—one declared, “The smartest people take Yeltsin’s side”—which some of them would later deeply regret.71 By November, and again following official violence in the Baltics in January 1991, for which they held Gorbachev responsible, even “foremen of glasnost” whom he had promoted and protected since 1985 were demanding his resignation.72

In the end, however, the radical intelligentsia did not cause the breakup of the Soviet Union. It did much to focus popular discontents on Gorbachev’s leadership and to bolster Yeltsin’s, but it had no effective power apart from those commanding figures. However great their public prominence and loud their voices, radical intellectuals had almost no standing with rank-and-file Russians, who mostly disliked them. Nor did they represent the entire intelligentsia even in Moscow or Lenin-grad, and still less in the provinces, where they were scarcely present. As was true during most of Russian history, the intelligentsia was a secondary actor.

WE come, then, to the role of leaders—Gorbachev, Yeltsin, or both—in the fateful drama of 1985 through 1991. Understood in its context, this “subjective” factor was the primary cause of the end of the Soviet Union or what some Russians call its “imposed dissolution.”73 Many Western specialists (though few Russian ones) strongly disagree. Like most modern-day interpreters of history, but also for their own Sovietological reasons, they dislike explanations of great events that point to the behavior of individuals, even powerful ones. They prefer equally great causes—in this case, “objective processes” determined by those large, defining elements of the Soviet system said to have “doomed” it.74

But the “decisive role of the subjective factor” in the Soviet breakup, to quote a Russian scholar, is clear from a simple counterfactual exercise: Remove the two leading protagonists, particularly Gorbachev, and it becomes almost impossible to imagine the events that led from 1985 to 1991 but easy to imagine, as a senior American scholar argued, the Soviet Union having “continued to muddle through without overt instability. That is the only possible conclusion.”75 The great majority of Russian writers on the question agree with that conclusion, as do most of the Russian citizens periodically surveyed and at least a few Western authors. They too “do not see the kind of powerful objective economic, social, and political causes capable of destroying such a strong and large state.”76

Even among proponents of the leadership explanation, however, there are substantial disagreements. Disputes (especially in Russia) about the nature of that leadership—whether it was well intentioned or malign, wise or bungling, worthy or unworthy of admiration, and whether its results were intended or unintended—are important but not my main interest here. More to the point is which leader was primarily responsible for the disappearance of the Soviet state. Some Western and Russian “subjectivists” point to Gorbachev, others to Yeltsin, and a few to both leaders.

At first historical glance, it would seem to have been Yeltsin. On December 8, 1991, at a secluded hunting resort for top officials in the Belovezh Forest near Minsk, the capital of Soviet Belorussia, he met secretly with two junior republic leaders to sign an agreement abolishing the Soviet Union. But the absent Gorbachev’s contribution to that fateful outcome was larger and more essential, even though he desperately tried to prevent it. Without the political changes Gorbachev had introduced during the preceding six years, neither Yeltsin nor any of the other factors said to have caused the Soviet breakup would have played a significant role, certainly not in the foreseeable future.

It was, after all, Gorbachev’s democratization policies that freed the intelligentsia to speak openly about the “sins” of the past and present, permitted popular discontents to be aired and organized, enabled nationalist sentiments to grow into defiant movements, and contributed to the economic crisis by loosening central controls. As for Yeltsin, he was the biggest individual beneficiary of Gorbachev’s prodemocracy reforms, being elected to the first Soviet Congress in 1989, the first Russian parliament in 1990, and Russia’s first popularly chosen presidency in 1991. No matter what part any of those developments may have had in ending the Soviet Union, Gorbachev’s leadership was therefore the “critical precipitating factor”—so much so that another American scholar reasonably concludes: “Without Gorbachev there would still be the Soviet Union.”77

Judgments about the consequences of Gorbachev’s leadership vary enormously in both Russia and the West. They range from the view that he “led [Russia] out of bondage” and, as the “liberator of such a country,” was the “only great Russian reformer whose reform succeeded”; to the verdict that his “mind-boggling political ineptitude” made him “one of the greatest examples of failed leadership in history”; to darker indictments of Gorbachev (and Yeltsin) as knowing or unknowing agents of a U.S. conspiracy to destroy the Soviet Union.78 (Widespread Russian conspiracy theories are the counterpart of American triumphalist assertions that a U.S. president or secret agency “ended Communism.” Neither has any merit, and both are therefore excluded from this consideration.)79

But whatever the judgment of informed commentators, none of them doubt that in 1985 Gorbachev was the only person in the ruling Communist Party leadership, even in the expanding political class, willing and able to begin such reforms and during the next few years radicalize them in the face of growing opposition. It is why several American and Russian scholars argue that Gorbachev was an exceedingly rare figure in history—an “event-making” leader or, as one characterizes his equally singular role in ending the Cold War, a “historically fateful personality.”80

As a direct result of Gorbachev’s influence on events, Yeltsin, a little-known provincial Party boss until the new Soviet leader promoted him to Moscow, also became a fateful personality. (“Had there been no Gorbachev,” a man in a position to know assures us, “there would have been no Yeltsin.”)81 By 1991, as president of Russia, the Union’s only truly in-dispensable republic, leader of the growing legion of “radical reformers,” and for now the people’s “messiah,” Yeltsin held the fate of his former patron’s crisis-ridden, evolutionary reformation in his hands, most directly the future of the Union. Until the failed August coup, he alternated between opposing and supporting Gorbachev. But immediately after that event, Yeltsin began, in a kind of unfolding coup of his own, to diminish his already weakened rival by systematically dismantling the institutions of the Union center and arrogating to his Russian Republic virtually all of the political powers and economic assets of Gorbachev’s Union government.82

Abolishing what remained of Gorbachev’s presidency—his state and country—was the final step. Formally, three men signed away the Soviet Union in the Belovezh Forest, but in effect it was one. Without Yeltsin, as a former republic leader later explained, “there would not have been a Belovezh document.”83 Of the other two, the head of Soviet Belorussia (soon to be Belarus), faithful to its tradition as Moscow’s “little Slav brother,” deferentially followed the Russian leader. And though Ukraine’s Kravchuk was now bent on “independence,” he, too, had been influenced by Yeltsin, perhaps even his secret collaborator for several months.84

Echoing Yeltsin’s justification of Belovezh—he insisted it had been “inevitable”85—most Western authors have concluded that by December 1991 the Union alternative no longer existed. But clearly it did—in the form of Gorbachev’s ongoing negotiations with republic leaders and in polls showing continuing public support for the Union, as Yeltsin himself had acknowledged only a month before and one of his top advisers at Belovezh later confirmed.86 Moreover, a Yeltsin-backed Union of the remaining seven or eight republics, considering its size and resources, might have persuaded others to return, including Ukraine. The real problem was different. Yeltsin had already decided, even while negotiating with Gorbachev, that the Union alternative no longer suited him.87

What drove these two leaders toward the destruction of a twentieth-century superpower, a development almost no one foresaw even a few months before? Obviously, both were men of extraordinary political will but, it is clear, of different kinds: Gorbachev’s was a will to reform, Yeltsin’s a will to power. The distinction can be made without prejudging either man; the consequences of Gorbachev’s pursuit of reform may be applauded or condemned, as may his rival’s pursuit of power. But there can be no doubt about their mutual role in the events that led from the seemingly indestructible Soviet state of 1985 to its disappearance barely six years later.

Gorbachev’s remarkable will to reform the Soviet system he inherited—and, inseparably related in his mind, the international order based on the long U.S.-Soviet Cold War—is often obscured by the misperception that he was a half-hearted reformer who moved too slowly. In reality, as I explained earlier, a passionate, unrelenting commitment to the reformation he called perestroika was the defining feature of Gorbachev’s leadership, and many knowledgeable observers thought it caused him to introduce changes too quickly. With that almost evangelical reformism in mind, a onetime critic dubbed Gorbachev the “Apostle Mikhail,” pointing out that he had used power “not for the sake of power” but out of “concern for the fate of the reconstruction of life he had begun.” Nor did most observers doubt that “all the titanic changes for the better” by 1990 were due to the “political will of Gorbachev.”88

Only that overriding will to reform can explain the fateful steps Gorbachev took—and did not take. It explains his launching of heretical changes, trampling over totems and taboos even though he lacked any such mandate within his own perestroika coalition, and his radicalization of those policies even while confronted by increasingly menacing opposition. It explains why he could tell an aide early on, “No one knows how far I will go,” as indeed he did, crossing one political Rubicon after another while abandoning both the Communist Party dictatorship at home and the Soviet empire abroad, and never turning back.89

No less remarkably, Gorbachev’s will to reform explains two elements of his leadership that were, and remain, unprecedented in Russian political history. One was his systematic dispersal—literally, giving away—of the immense personal power he had inherited as general secretary. Had he not done so in pursuit of a democratic reformation, as he often said truthfully and without regret, “I could have operated just like they… ruled before me, like Brezhnev… like an emperor,” adding for emphasis: “Is there another case in history of a person receiving power and giving it away himself ?”90 As a result, he became more and more powerless.

The other unique feature of Gorbachev’s rule was his “deep aversion to the use of force.” How often he actually resorted to armed force is disputed—many Russians still resent that he did not use it more often and effectively—but considering the country’s violent past and the turbulent changes during his years in power, he left with remarkably little or, arguably, “no blood on his hands.”91 This, too, is explained by his commitment to an unprecedented kind of Russian reformation—a modernizing “revolution without shots.” Gorbachev largely adhered to his “credo of reform,” or “principled non-violence,” insisting that “for me they are not merely words but a firm conviction, a vitally important idea,” to the end. It was, a Russian scholar emphasizes, “his victory over centuries-long Russian, and later Soviet, traditions.” For the sake of his reform mission, another pointed out, Gorbachev “was ready to give up everything—his crown, state, and allies.”92

If Gorbachev’s will to reform was sometimes in doubt, Yeltsin’s will to power was not. The distinction was recognized even by one of Gorbachev’s critics: “He fights for programs and ideas while his opponents fight for power.” (Gorbachev said the difference between them was that “Tsar Boris,” as he derisively called him, “worships power.”)93 From the moment Yeltsin appeared on the Soviet national scene, he was perceived as a man who believed he was “destined to rule.” He had, wrote a British correspondent, “a huge thirst for power and a shrewd nose for finding it.” A Russian journalist and early admirer later characterized him as a “power alcoholic, addicted to power.” Yeltsin himself did not entirely disagree: “To be ‘first’ probably has always been part of my nature.” Nor did one of his former press secretaries: “Power is his ideology.”94

That was not, of course, the sole aspect of Yeltsin’s political personality. He thought of himself as the heroic “father of an independent, democratic Russia,” as did his many admirers.95 But his relentless pursuit of power—compounded by a “pathological, destructive, all-consuming hatred of Gorbachev”96—ultimately determined his political positions. At various times, Yeltsin was for and against every disputed issue of the period—perestroika, the Communist Party, shock therapy and a free market, the emerging parliamentary system, nomenklatura Communists, the Union—and for “neither a capitalist nor a socialist” Russia. Even his touted support for Baltic independence was thought to be “a way of asserting himself against Gorbachev.” Indeed, most of his increasingly radical positions seem to have been adopted “not as ends in themselves but primarily to advance his personal political objectives.” This pursuit of power led Yeltsin, the American ambassador observed. “to tell people what they wanted to hear, and he did so with abandon,” or as a Russian academic quipped: “For the sake of power, he can become whomever you want, even a Muslim.”97

The ultimate expression of Yeltsin’s will to power was the historic coup d’etat at Belovezh that overthrew what was still, despite its crises and defections, a nuclear superpower with some 280 million citizens. Yeltsin and his collaborators always denied Belovezh was a coup, insisting that after the aborted August putsch the “Soviet Union had in fact already ceased to exist, and it was necessary to declare this de jure,” though their real concern may have been that the “cunning Gorbachev” was making a political comeback and his pro-Union position gaining new support.98 But if it was necessary to formally end the Soviet Union, Yeltsin could have stated the case openly and turned to the leaders or legislatures of all the remaining republics or even to the people in a referendum, as Gorbachev had done nine months before and was now calling for again.99

Instead, Yeltsin acted illegally, in complete disregard for a longstanding constitution, in (as he admitted) “super-secrecy,” and—a telltale sign of a coup—in some fear of being arrested. (As precautionary measures, the heavily guarded Belovezh conspirators met near the Polish border and the first person they informed, to assure him that he would still be the top military commander, was the head of the now former Soviet armed forces.) The result, as a broad spectrum of independent observers, including the British ambassador, concluded, was a coup—or, considering the failed putsch against Gorbachev in August, a “second coup.” It was, a Yeltsin supporter widely admired in the West later acknowledged, “neither legitimate nor democratic.”100

Yeltsin took that fateful step, as many Russian and Western authors also agree, primarily to be completely rid of Gorbachev.101 To be “first,” the presidency of a republic of the Soviet Union, even the most important one, was far from enough; he needed the seat and symbol of supreme power, Gorbachev’s Kremlin. No other anti-Gorbachev, proreform leader in Russia had that kind of will to rule. Nor did anyone on the other side of the political barricade. The August plotters amassed overwhelming military force in the center of Moscow, but did not use it or even arrest Yeltsin or any of his allies. Various reasons were given, but they all came down to one—“a fatal lack of will.”102

Thus did the opposing but symbiotic wills of two extraordinary figures—extraordinary also in that they appeared at the same historical moment and the fate of each would have been different without the other—lead to the end of the Soviet Union. Readers may still resist attributing such an epochal development to two individuals, but it was in keeping with Russia’s long tradition of leader-dominated politics. Two eminent students of that tradition, a Russian and an American, understood the roles Gorbachev and Yeltsin had played. The first expressed it in a Russian historical analogy: “Gorbachev was our February revolution, and Yeltsin our October.” The American expressed it in a Western idiom: “The Gorbachev-Yeltsin rivalry seemed to contain all the elements of a Shakespearean tragedy.”103

That is the essential explanation of the end of the Soviet Union, which means, of course, the outcome was not inevitable. But is it a sufficient explanation? It remains to be asked why Yeltsin, who had no armed forces or even a political party, was able, almost on his own, to abolish an enormous, seventy-four-year-old state, even in its weakened condition, without any significant resistance by ordinary citizens, the parliament, or other important groups, at least in Soviet Russia itself.

Three factors seem to explain why there was no popular resistance to Yeltsin’s extraordinary step at Belovezh, despite widespread support for the Soviet Union during and after 1991. The passivity of the Russian people during fateful political struggles among the nation’s leaders, whether out of deference, indifference, hope, or fear, was another strong tradition. December 1991 was not the first time “the people kept silent,” in an often-quoted expression from Pushkin’s Boris Godunov, about a sixteenth-century breakup of the Moscow state.104 The second factor was contemporary. Public opinion had turned so sharply against Gorbachev by 1991 that many Russians undoubtedly saw Belovezh not as the end of the Soviet state but as the welcomed end of its unpopular president.105

The third factor was closely related and almost certainly the most important. At Belovezh, Yeltsin and his co-abolitionists announced that the Soviet Union was immediately being replaced by a Commonwealth of Independent States that would keep most of the former republics, peoples, armed forces, and economies together. On paper, it strongly resembled the “soft” union recently proposed by both Gorbachev and Yeltsin. As such, a Russian historian points out, Belovezh “was presented not as the liquidation but as the transformation of the previously existing state,” which was the view of 66 percent of Russians surveyed at the time.106 Whether the Commonwealth was an authentic aspiration on the part of Yeltsin and Kravchuk or a ruse that “deceived their own people,” they immediately led Russia and Ukraine away from any such unity. (Reports of heavy drinking, even drunkenness that night, especially on the part of Yeltsin, may explain why one of the three signatories later felt confused or “deceived” by what had happened there.)107

Why the Soviet Russian parliament, or Supreme Soviet, ratified the Belovezh agreements almost unanimously after barely an hour of mostly perfunctory discussion—188 deputies voted in favor, 6 against, and 7 abstained—is less obvious.108 Popularly chosen in 1990 by an electorate that also voted for the Union in the March 1991 referendum, it was the same parliament which only two years later, in October 1993, defied Yeltsin to the point of an armed showdown. For some of Russia’s independent democrats, the ratification vote would “forever remain the indelible shame and guilt of the Russian parliament.” And for Gorbachev, who sent a desperate pro-Union plea to the deputies, nothing could ever fully explain their “lunacy.”109

Above all, this would involve explaining why the large bloc of Communist delegates, most of whom had supported the attempted August coup to “save the Union,” “rubber-stamped” Yeltsin’s abolition of the Soviet Union or did not even attend the fateful session on December 12. (Nearly a third of the membership of the parliament was conspicuously absent.) Some of the Communists were motivated, not surprisingly, by hatred of Gorbachev, one exulting before casting his vote, “Thank God, with this the Gorbachev era is ended.”110 And like the general electorate, many of them believed, or hoped, that in voting at the same session for the new Commonwealth, they were actually ratifying a “renewal, a rebirth of the Union,” as Yeltsin seemed to suggest in his remarks to the assembly and several observers later testified.111

But a darker, more compelling consideration also motivated Communist and possibly other pro-Union deputies—a “fear of repression.” (Even Yeltsin’s vice president, head of a democratic Communist Party, was opposed to the Union’s abolition but remained silent.) Since the failed coup in August, for which the Communist Party had been menacingly blamed and banned, anti-Communism had been the political watchword of the new Yeltsin regime, inspiring a kind of “witch-hunt.” Since their Party had repressed so many people in the past, “disoriented and crushed” Communists feared their turn had now come. And just as millions had bent to the will of their predecessors, they now bowed, under the weight of “a genetic fear inherited from previous eras,” to Yeltsin’s.112 With scarcely a word of protest, Communist delegates voted to end the state that embodied their ideas, history, and current ambitions, as they would be loudly reminded seven years later when they tried, in a different Russian parliament, to impeach him for that “crime.”

Not even those factors fully explain, however, the seeming indifference of more important Soviet elites, the high-level bureaucratic nomenklatura, to Yeltsin’s abolition of the state that had created and rewarded them with power, status, and privilege. The compliance of the armed elites, the KGB and military, is perhaps the most easily understood. Having been drawn into the disastrous coup attempt against Gorbachev three months earlier, they were demoralized and fearful of becoming entangled in yet another conflict between the country’s political leaders. In addition, the military had long since soured on Gorbachev, and, even more, only Yeltsin now could guarantee generals and other commanders their salaries, benefits, and promotions.113

The acquiescence of Soviet economic and administrative elites, who, observers agree, “still remained firmly in control of the formidable state machine,”114 was more complex. It brings us to the last explanation of the end of the Soviet Union to be considered here: by the early 1990s, a small but strategically located segment of the nomenklatura was zealously “privatizing” the great wealth shaken loose from the Soviet state by Gorbachev’s economic reforms. They were “transforming power into property,” as most accounts agree, and thus potentially into even greater power. They therefore had little if any self-interest in defending a state whose assets they were stripping.

DIFFERENT interpretations of the crucial question of “nomenklatura privatization” appear in the many Russian writings and in the considerably fewer Western studies that present this explanation of the Soviet breakup. Some see it as the outcome of a long historical process during which the appointed nomenklatura strove to become an independent ruling class owning the enormous state property it only administered and could not legally profit from or bequeath to its families; others view the frenzied privatizing as a spontaneous, opportunistic reaction to the undoing of the nomenklatura’s dominant position by Gorbachev’s political reforms, and to economic developments in East Europe, a “golden parachute” to a new system.115 Some depict it as the natural (in Soviet circumstances) emergence of a Russian capitalist class, others as “criminal” looting of the nation.116

Whatever its origins and nature, the development was exceptionally important. When Gorbachev became leader in 1985, the vast Soviet economy was almost entirely state-owned, at least 90 percent of it under the control of Moscow ministries and their nationwide nomenklatura. As Gorbachev’s promarket policies increasingly liberalized property rights in the late 1980s, high-level officials, particularly the managerial elite and others with direct access to state (and Party) assets, began to find ways—legal, semilegal, and illegal—to make themselves, their associates, and even their relatives owners or primary shareholders of that property.117

By 1991, the process had spread from Moscow to the republics and localities, and from modest confiscations to oil and other natural resources, major manufacturing enterprises, banks, export-import and trade networks, and real estate. Typically, ministers privatized and commercialized their industries, financial executives their capital, factory directors their plants, the Party’s officials its enormous holdings, and even high-ranking military officers their assets.118 (An undetermined number of these transactions also involved “criminal” elements from what until recently had been the black-market or “shadow” economy.) Formal privatization came later in the 1990s, in post-Soviet Russia under Yeltsin, but by late 1991 “spontaneous” property seizures, as they were called, had already consumed multi-billion-dollar components of the Soviet economy and were growing into a “true bacchanalia of redistribution.”119

Compelling political ambitions were an integral part of the nomenklatura’s “grab-it-ization,” as it also became known, particularly at high levels in the fifteen Soviet republics. By the late 1980s, republic leaders, following Gorbachev’s own example in Moscow and mindful of the fate of their East European comrades, were shifting their power base from the slumping Communist Party to new parliaments and presidencies on their own territories. (The ethnic nature of Soviet federalism and the official nurturing of native elites had long made such a centrifugal shift possible.)120

Soviet elites knew instinctively, in part no doubt because of their Marxist upbringing, that power without the authority and resources of the Party apparatus could best be secured by property. With less than 10 percent of the Soviet economy under direct control of the republics, their leaderships began claiming “sovereignty” over the Union’s assets located within their borders. By 1990, almost every dispute between Gorbachev’s government and the republics included the ongoing struggle over “redistribution of property and power,”121 and even more so as he tried to negotiate a new Union treaty.

That development was the primary force behind many of the nationalist and secessionist movements that swept across the Soviet Union in 1990 and 1991. Those movements are often attributed to “the people” and characterized as a “revolution from below,” but the majority were actually “extremely elite-dominated” by “nomenklatura nationalists.”122 Certainly, there is no mistaking their leaders, longtime Party bosses who quickly reinvented themselves as declared nationalists of their respective republics, from Yeltsin in Russia and Kravchuk in Ukraine to Communist chieftains in Central Asia and Azerbaijan, where one now insisted he had long been a “secret Muslim” and “genuine anti-Communist.”123

In that new guise, republic elites played a crucial role during the last years of the Soviet Union—one much larger that that of “the people,” except perhaps in the Baltics and parts of the Caucasus—but it should not be misunderstood. Their drive for property-based power eventually determined the lines along which the Union was dissolved, each of the fifteen republics becoming an independent state. And their zealous privatizing of state assets sometimes made it seem that the Soviet breakup was an act of “self-dissolution,” “self-destruction,” or “suicide.”124

But authors who focus on spontaneous privatizing are wrong in concluding that the Soviet breakup was “elite-driven” and the nomenklatura was the “catalyst.”125 Again, by 1991, that primary role belonged to Yeltsin. The related argument that the institution of ethnically based republics doomed the system is unconvincing because institutions behave largely as their elites choose.126 And little in the history or contemporary behavior of most Soviet republic elites suggests defiance of Moscow to the point of secession. In the 1980s, they complied even as Gorbachev’s prodemocracy policies undermined their power, and they did so again in August 1991 when Moscow putschists threatened to reimpose control over their republics. Indeed, several “sovereign” republic heads telephoned the coup leaders in the Kremlin to negotiate their place in the “new order.”127 They went their independent ways only when Yeltsin, in Moscow, paved the way.

In short, though the property-seeking nomenklatura was the main beneficiary of the Soviet breakup,128 it was not the primary causal factor, even at the center of its bureaucratic power in Russia. It was, however, the crucial enabling factor. It may be true that “no force would have brought down the Soviet Union if the Russian elite had not wanted this.”129 But in this regard, the nomenklatura was mostly indifferent. Its attention fixed on untold wealth, it simply “kept silent,” as Gorbachev bitterly remarked, while Yeltsin, the real “catalyst,”130 abolished the Soviet state.

Why property-grabbing Soviet elites, who now favored some kind of capitalism over any kind of socialism and about whom it was said “property is more important than ideology,” preferred Yeltsin to Gorbachev is easy to understand. Their antipathy to the Soviet leader began during his democratic reforms, when “‘nomenklatura’ became a curse word,”131 but by 1991 they had a more important reason—the devoutly socialist nature of Gorbachev’s perestroika reformation. Adamant in the face of new political fashions and rampant greed, his goal remained a social-democratic Soviet Union based on “mixed” state and private economics and a “regulated” market to preserve the social benefits of the old system.

That “socialist idea” underlay Gorbachev’s opposition to the rapid wholesale privatization called for by the 500-Day Plan and other shock-therapy proposals. He was prepared “to go boldly” toward “destatization,” but “on the condition… that property created by whole generations does not fall into the hands of thieves” and end with “someone standing over us.” As people around him often emphasized, “Perestroika was not created to convert power into property.” Warning against a Soviet “Klondike,” he wanted a privatization that was gradual, partial, guided by “high legal and political standards,” and “in the interests of the working people.”132 Western writers mock Gorbachev’s belief in such a “socialism with a human face,” but Soviet elites knew he was determined and therefore was a major obstacle to their ongoing property seizures.133

Yeltsin, on the other hand, was sending them a different message. He had emerged as a popular politician by opposing nomenklatura privileges, but in mid-1990, and even more upon becoming president of the Russian Republic a year later, he began appealing to disaffected Soviet elites in his campaign against Gorbachev.134 Yeltsin’s “radical reform” positions were interpreted by the mass electorate as populism but by the nomenklatura as an endorsement, even an incitement, of their freelance privatizing, or “eagerness to seize,” as a well-known reformer viewed it. That was the case, for example, with his demonstrative support for the “free-market” 500-Day-Plan and his astonishing exhortation to regional elites: “Take as much sovereignty as you can swallow.”135

If any doubt remained as to what Yeltsin meant by “sovereignty,” it was removed by his confiscation of the Union’s vast economic assets on his Russian republic’s territory, from natural resources to banks, during the second half of 1991. Elites throughout the Soviet Union, observers recalled, “watched Yeltsin’s behavior” and “imitated” it. (Some of their representatives, including his collaborator at Belovezh, Kravchuk, he simply bribed with property.)136 By the time Yeltsin went to Belovezh in December to abolish the Union, soon-to-be-post-Soviet elites knew he was the leader who would ratify their privatized holdings. They knew, as a Yeltsin aide understood at the time, “who would play first fiddle in this historic divvying up. That was the main thing.”137
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	6 GORBACHEV’S LOST LEGACIES

Do I think I realized my goals, and in this respect am I happy? There’s no simple answer to this question…. In general, I do not know of any happy reformers.

History will show who was right and who was wrong.

MIKHAIL GORBACHEV, 1993/2000





IN conventional political terms, Gorbachev failed, and did so catastrophically: the “democratic reformation” he tried to enact in the Soviet Union ended in the breakup of his state and country. But that is not the full story of his six and a half years as leader, during which Gorbachev had two unprecedented achievements. He led Russia (then Soviet Russia) closer to real democracy than it had ever been in its centuries-long history.1 And, with the partners he found in American presidents Ronald Reagan and the first George Bush, he came closer to ending the decades-long Cold War than had anyone before him.

Nor is it reasonable to think that Gorbachev should have completed those undertakings. Few transformational leaders, even “event-making” and “historically fateful” ones, are able to see their missions to completion. This is especially true of leaders of great reformations, whose nature and duration generate more opposition and problems than their initiators (unless they are a Stalin) have power or time to overcome. Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal, to take a familiar example, a perestroika of American capitalism, continued to unfold and undergo setbacks long after his death. Most such leaders can only open political doors, leave behind alternative paths that did not exist before, and hope, as Gorbachev often did publicly, that what they began would be “irreversible.”2

Historic opportunities to modernize Russia gradually and consensually and to end the Cold War were Gorbachev’s legacies. That they were missed, or squandered, was the fault of elites and leaders who followed him, both in Moscow and Washington. Indeed, those possibilities were soon misrepresented and then half-forgotten. Despite the democratic breakthroughs under Gorbachev examined earlier, the role of “father of Russian democracy” was soon reassigned to his successor, Boris Yeltsin. Along with the Washington political establishment, leading American journalists now informed readers that it was Yeltsin who began “Russia’s transition from totalitarianism,” who “set Russia on a course toward democracy,” and under whom its “first flickering of democratic nationhood” occurred.3 Remarkably, many academic specialists concurred: “Democracy emerged in Russia after the collapse of Soviet Communism in 1991.”4 In effect, Gorbachev’s model of evolutionary democratization was deleted from history and thus from politics.

HOW is this historical amnesia to be explained? In post-Soviet Russia, the primary cause was political expediency. Fearing a backlash at home against their role in the Soviet breakup and worried about Gorbachev’s continuing popularity abroad, Yeltsin and his inner circle insisted that the new Russian president was the “undoubted father of Russian democracy” and Gorbachev merely a half-hearted reformer who tried to “save Communism.”5 Early on, even a few Russian supporters of Yeltsin understood that this was both untrue and dangerous for the country’s future. Recalling Gorbachev’s role as “liberator,” one wrote: “Miracles do not happen. People who are not capable of appreciating a great man cannot successfully lead a state.”6

In the West, and particularly in the United States, a more ideological politics inspired the revised history. Gorbachev’s historic reforms, along with Washington’s previous hope that they would succeed, were quickly obscured as the Soviet breakup and purported U.S. victory in the Cold War became defining moments in a new American triumphalist narrative. The entire history of the “defeated” Soviet enemy was now presented in the press as “Russia’s seven decades as a rigid and ruthless police state,” a “wound inflicted on a nation… over most of a century,” an experience “every bit as evil as we had thought—indeed more so.” Reagan’s condemnation of the Soviet Union as an “evil empire,” which he had happily rejected because of Gorbachev’s reforms only three years before, was reinstated. An influential columnist even declared that a “fascist Russia” would have been a “much better thing.”7

American scholars, some of them also inspired by “triumphalist belief,” reacted similarly. With few exceptions, they reverted to old Sovietological axioms that the system had always been unreformable and its fate predetermined. The view that there had been promising “roads not taken” in its history was again dismissed as an “improbable idea” based on “dubious assumptions.” Gorbachev’s “evolutionary middle path… was a chimera,” just as NEP had been, an attempt “to reform the unreformable,” and the Soviet Union therefore died from a “lack of alternatives.” Accordingly, most scholars no longer asked, even in light of the calamities that followed, if a reforming Soviet Union might have been the best hope for the post-Communist future of Russia or any of the other former republics.8 On the contrary, they insisted that everything Soviet “must be discarded” by “razing the entire edifice of political and economic relations,” an exhortation that translated into American cheerleading for Yeltsin’s extremist measures after 1991.9

The revised history of the Soviet Union also required a revised memory of its last leader. Once seen as the Soviet Union’s “No. 1 radical” and acclaimed for his “boldness,” Gorbachev was now dismissed as having been “irresolute and unproductive,” as well as insufficiently “radical.”10 The leader who said of himself while in power, “everything new in philosophy begins as heresy and in politics as the opinion of a minority,” and whose own Communist fundamentalists were “against me, hate me” because his policies were “heresy,” was recast as a man with “no deep convictions,” even as an “orthodox Communist.”11 That persistent ideological response to Gorbachev’s belief in a “socialism with a human face” also promoted the assertion that Yeltsin had “introduced markets and democracy to Russia.”12

The notion that Gorbachev’s pro-democracy measures and other reforms had been insufficiently radical misunderstands a fateful difference between his approach and Yeltsin’s. From Peter the Great to Stalin, the dominant leadership method of transforming Russia had been a “revolution from above” that imposed wrenching changes on society through state coercion. Looking back, many reform-minded Russians rejected those methods as “modernization through catastrophe” because of their extraordinary human and material costs and because they kept the Russian people as subjects of the state rather than freeing them to become democratic citizens. Yeltsin’s “shock-therapy” measures of the early 1990s, though his purpose was different, continued that baneful tradition.13

Gorbachev emphatically rejected the tradition. From the beginning, he was determined to “ensure that for the first time in its centuries-long history our country would go through a turning point without bloodshed.” Perestroika, he vowed, was a “historic chance to modernize the country through reforms, that is by peaceful means”—a process “revolutionary in content but evolutionary in methods and form.” Once initiated from above, it meant putting the “cause of perestroika in the hands of the people,” not the state, through “democratization of all spheres of Soviet life.” Readers already know the price Gorbachev paid for choosing a “democratic reformation”—itself a kind of leadership heresy—as an alternative to Russia’s history of imposed transformations.14

As political and social calamities unfolded under Yeltsin in the post-Soviet 1990s, Russian scholars and other intellectuals, unlike their American counterparts, began to rethink the consequences of the Soviet breakup. A growing number concluded that some form of Gorbachev’s perestroika, or “non-catastrophic evolution,” even without him, had been a chance to democratize and marketize Russia in ways less traumatic and costly, and thus more fruitful, than those adopted by Yeltsin. Russia’s historians (and politicians) will debate the issue for many years to come, but the fate of the country’s democratization suggests why some of them already believe that Gorbachev’s approach was a “lost alternative.”15

Consider briefly the “trajectory,” as specialists say,16 of four essential components of any democracy as they developed in Russia before and after the end of the Soviet Union in December 1991:

•Without a significant number of independent media, other elements of democracy, from fair elections and constraints on power to the administration of justice, cannot exist. In 1985 and 1986, Gorbachev introduced “glasnost,” his necessary initial reform, which meant a gradual diminishing of official censorship. By 1990 and 1991, the process had given rise to a plethora of independent publications and, more importantly at the time, to substantially uncensored state-owned national television, radio, and newspapers. The latter development was attributable to Gorbachev’s committed leadership, continued government funding of national media, and the absence of other forces that might seize those opinion-shaping instruments for their own purposes.

A reverse process began after Yeltsin’s victory in the failed August 1991 coup and his abolition of the Soviet Union in December. In both instances, he closed several opposition newspapers while reasserting Kremlin censorship over television. These were temporary measures, but more lasting control of the post-Soviet national media followed Yeltsin’s armed destruction of the Russian parliament in 1993 and his “privatization” decrees, which made a small group of men, known as “oligarchs,” owners of the nation’s most valuable assets, including the media.

The 1996 presidential election, which Yeltsin was at risk of losing to the Communist Party candidate, marked the end of truly free and independent nationwide media in post-Soviet Russia. Though some pluralism and independent journalism remained, mainly because of internecine warfare among the media’s oligarchic owners and a residual effect of Gorbachev’s glasnost, they steadily declined. As a leading independent editor during both the Gorbachev and post-Soviet years later emphasized: “In 1996, the Russian authorities… and the largest business groups… jointly used the mass media, above all television, for the purpose of manipulating voter behavior, and with real success. Since that time, neither the authorities nor the oligarchs have let this weapon out of their hands.”17

Other Russian journalists later compared their experiences during the Gorbachev years favorably to what followed under Yeltsin and Putin, but here is the judgment of a knowledgeable American head of an international monitoring organization, written in 2005: “During glasnost, courageous journalism pried open closed doors to history, sparked vigorous debates on multiparty democracy, and encouraged Soviet citizens to speak freely…. But in today’s Russia, courageous journalists are endangered…. Reporting on basic public issues is increasingly restricted, and the public is kept in the dark about corruption, crime, and human rights abuses.”18

•Russian elections naturally took the same “trajectory.” The first ever national multicandidate balloting in Soviet history, for a Congress of People’s Deputies, took place in March 1989. Though half of the deputies were chosen by institutions rather than popular vote, it was a historic breakthrough in Gorbachev’s democratization campaign and was soon followed by more important ones. Voting for a counterpart legislature of the Soviet Russian Republic in early 1990 remains the freest and fairest parliamentary election ever held in Russia.19 The same is true of the 1991 electoral campaign for the new presidency of that Soviet republic, in which a defiant Yeltsin defeated the Kremlin’s candidate by a wide margin.

No further Russian parliamentary or presidential elections occurred until after the end of the Soviet Union, and when they did, each, while maintaining an innocuous degree of competition, was less free and fair than its predecessors. By 1996, Yeltsin’s backers had developed enough “political technologies” for the “managed democracy” later associated with Vladimir Putin—overwhelming use of funds, control of the mass media, restrictions on independent candidates and parties, and falsified returns—to assure that effective power remained with whoever already ruled Russia. Even the referendum results said to have ratified Yeltsin’s new constitution in 1993, unlike Gorbachev’s 1991 referendum on the Union, were almost certainly falsified.20

Most telling, Yeltsin’s election as Soviet Russian president in 1991 was the first and the last time executive power was allowed to pass from the Kremlin to an opposition candidate. In 2000, Yeltsin transferred power to Putin by means of a “managed” election, and Putin made Dmitri Medvedev his successor as president in a similar way in 2008. Even an American specialist unsympathetic to Gorbachev’s reforms concluded that “Gorbachev-era elections were less fixed and fraudulent than most post-Soviet parliamentary and presidential elections in Russia have been.” A Russian commentator was more succinct: “The peak of electoral democracy in our country came toward the end of perestroika.”21

•But no Gorbachev-era democratic achievement was more important, or decline more fateful, than the popularly elected Soviet legislatures he promoted in 1989 and 1990. Democracy is possible without an independent executive branch but not without a sovereign parliament or its equivalent, the one truly indispensable institution of representative government. From tsars to heads of the Soviet Communist Party, Russian authoritarianism had featured overwhelming executive power and nonexistent or doomed representative assemblies, from the Dumas of the late tsarist period to the popularity elected soviets and Constituent Assembly of 1917 and 1918.

In that context, the Soviet Congress elected in 1989 and its Russian Republic counterpart in 1990—each chose a smaller Supreme Soviet to continue as a sitting parliament—were the most historic result of Gorbachev’s prodemocracy policies. The first functioned as an increasingly independent constitutional convention, enacting legislation for the further democratization of the Soviet Union by separating the powers previously monopolized by tsars and commissars alike, while also empowering investigative commissions and emerging as a source of opposition to Gorbachev. The second did the same in the Russian Republic, most importantly by amending its constitution to institute an elected presidency for Yeltsin. Nonetheless, Gorbachev was so committed to real legislatures as an essential component of democratization that he agreed only reluctantly to his own executive presidency in 1990, worrying it might diminish their independence, and he then endured, however unhappily, their mounting criticism of his leadership.22

Twenty years later, Russia’s post-Soviet Parliament, renamed the Duma, had become a near replica of its weak and compliant tsarist-era predecessors, and the presidency a nearly all-powerful institution. Two turning points marked this fateful development. The first was in late 1991, when the Soviet Congress was permitted to play almost no role during the last months of the Soviet Union and then none at all in its dissolution. The second came in late 1993, when Yeltsin forcibly abolished the 1990 Russian Parliament and enacted a superpresidential constitution. Thereafter, each successive parliament, like each election, was less independent and influential, eventually becoming, in the eyes of its critics, a “decorative” or “imitation” legislature, like post-Soviet democracy itself.

•Finally, viable democracies require governing elites whose ranks are open, at least periodically, to representatives of other parties, nonofficial institutions, and civil society. Until the onset of perestroika, the self-appointed Soviet nomenklatura monopolized political power and even participation in politics. Breaking that monopoly by allowing the rise of new political actors from different backgrounds and professions—an academic economist and a law professor were elected the mayors of Moscow and Leningrad/St. Petersburg—was another democratic breakthrough of the Gorbachev years. By 1990, such people made up a significant minority in the Soviet Congress and a majority in the Soviet Russian Parliament.

After 1991, that development was also reversed. The post-Soviet ruling elite soon grew into a narrow group largely composed of the leader’s personal entourage, financial oligarchs and their representatives, state bureaucrats, and people from military and security institutions. The growing number of military and security officers at the highest levels of government, for example, is usually attributed to Putin, a former KGB colonel, but it began soon after the Soviet breakup. Before 1992, under Gorbachev, they accounted for 4 percent of the ruling elite; this more than tripled to 17 percent under Yeltsin and then climbed to some 50 percent under Putin.23

Civil society fared accordingly. Contrary to civil-society “promoters,” it always exists, even in authoritarian systems, whether in the form of parties, trade unions, other nongovernmental organizations, or simply the everyday interactive activities of citizens. But in post-Soviet Russia, by the late 1990s, most of its political representatives had lapsed back into pre-perestroika passivity, sporadic actions, or impotence. The turnabout was caused by several factors, including exhaustion, disillusion, the state’s reoccupation of political space, and the decimation of once large and professionalized Soviet middle classes, usually said to be a prerequisite of stable democracy, by Yeltsin’s shock-therapy measures of the early 1990s. On the eve of the twentieth anniversary of perestroika, Gorbachev’s partner in democratization, Aleksandr Yakovlev, spoke “a blasphemous thought: Never in the history of Russia has there been such a deep divide between the ruling elite and the people.”24 It was a considerable exaggeration, but an expression of the fate of what Gorbachev and he had begun.

In short, these four indicators document the downward trajectory of Russian democratization after the end of the Soviet Union. Other political developments were in the same direction. Constitutionalism and rule of law were the guidelines of Gorbachev’s reforms. They did not always prevail but stand in sharp contrast to Yeltsin’s methods, which destroyed an entire existing constitutional order in 1993, from its parliament and fledging Constitutional Court to reanimated councils of local government. Yeltsin then ruled primarily by decree during the rest of the 1990s, issuing 2,300 in one year alone. There was also the rise and fall of official respect for human rights, always a sensitive indicator of the degree of democracy. On this subject we have a Western study published in 2004: “Human rights violations have increased dramatically in Russia since the collapse of the Soviet Union.”25

The conclusion seems clear: Soviet democratization, however dictatorial the system’s preceding history, was Russia’s missed democratic opportunity, an evolutionary road not taken. In the context of American triumphalism and its political correctness, it is a heretical conclusion, but not in post-Soviet Russia. Even early Yeltsin supporters and Gorbachev critics later reconsidered the choices they had made in 1990 and 1991. Looking back, one concluded, “Gorbachev… gave us political freedoms, without costs or bloodshed—freedoms of the press, speech, assembly, and a multiparty system.” Another pointed out, “How we used these freedoms is already our problem and responsibility, not his.” And a third, who had lent his political support to Yeltsin’s abolition of the Soviet Union, wondered aloud “how the country would have developed” had it continued to exist.26

TWENTY years after the Soviet state ended, most Western observers agreed that a far-reaching process of “de-democratization” was under way in Russia. Explaining when and why it began again revealed fundamental differences between the thinking of Western specialists, particularly American ones, and Russians themselves.

Unlike Americans, a majority of Russians, as readers already know, regretted the end of the Soviet Union not because they pined for “Communism” but because they lost a familiar state and a secure way of life. Even an imprisoned post-Soviet oligarch, like so many of his fellow citizens, saw the event as a “tragedy,” a view that produced the adage: “Those who do not regret the breakup of the USSR have no heart.”27 If only for that reason, Russian intellectuals and political figures were less constrained by ideology and politics than were Americans in examining the origins of de-democratization. A growing number joined Gorbachev partisans in believing that the end of perestroika, which had been abolished along with the Soviet Union, had been a “lost chance” for democracy and a “tragic mistake.”28

Most American commentators insisted on a different explanation and continue to do so. Having deleted Gorbachev’s reforms from the Soviet Union’s “evil” history and attributed democratization to Yeltsin, they blamed Putin for having “taken Russia in the opposite direction.” Political, media, and academic commentators who had been vocal cheerleaders for “Yeltsin-era democracy” initiated the explanation, but it became conventional wisdom: “The democratizing Russia that Putin inherited” fell victim to his “anti-democratic agenda” and “blueprint for dictatorship.”29 Only a few American specialists disagreed, faulting Yeltsin rather than his successor for beginning the “rollback of democratic reforms.”30

Wary perhaps of doubting “one of the great moments in history,”31 even fewer have asked if the “rollback” began earlier, with the Soviet breakup itself. The failure of journalists and policymakers to consider the possibility may be understandable. But not even established scholars who later regretted their “optimism” about Yeltsin’s leadership have rethought the end of the Soviet Union.32 They should do so because the way its breakup occurred—in circumstances about which standard Western accounts are largely silent or mythical—clearly boded ill for Russia’s future. (One myth is the “peaceful” and “bloodless” nature of the dissolution.33 In reality, ethnic strife soon broke out in Central Asia and the Caucasus, killing or brutally displacing hundreds of thousands of citizens, a post-Soviet fallout still ongoing in the 2008 war in Georgia.)

Most generally, there were ominous parallels between the Soviet breakup and the collapse of tsarism in 1917. In both cases, the way the old order ended resulted in a near total destruction of Russian statehood that plunged the country into prolonged chaos, conflict, and misery. Russians call what ensued “Smuta,” a term full of dread derived from previous historical experiences and not expressed in the usual translation, “Time of Troubles.” (In this respect, the end of the Soviet Union may have had less to do with the specific nature of that system than with recurring breakdowns of the state in Russian history.)

The consequences of 1991 and 1917, despite important differences, were similar. Once again, hopes for evolutionary progress toward democracy, prosperity, and social justice were crushed; a small group of radicals imposed extreme measures on the nation; zealous struggles over property and territory tore apart the foundations of a vast multiethnic state, this time a nuclear one; and the victors destroyed long-standing economic and other essential structures to build entirely anew, “as though we had no past.”34 Once again, elites acted in the name of an ideology and a better future but left society bitterly divided over yet another “accursed question”—why it had happened.35 And again the people paid the price, including catastrophic declines in life expectancy.

All of those recapitulations unfolded, amid mutual (and lasting) charges of betrayal, during the three months from August to December 1991 when the “dismantling of Union statehood” actually occurred. (Gorbachev felt betrayed by the August coup plotters and by Yeltsin, Yeltsin by his Belovezh partner Kravchuk, and millions of Russians by the Belovezh dissolution of the Soviet Union, leading a foreign correspondent to label post-Soviet Russia “the country of the broken word.”)36 The period began and ended with the coups in Moscow and Belovezh and culminated in a revolution from above against the reforming Soviet system led by its own elites, analogous to, again allowing for important dissimilarities, Stalin’s abolition of NEP Russia in 1929. Looking back, Russians of different views would conclude it was during these months that political extremism and unfettered greed cost them a chance for democratic and economic progress.37 Few thought it happened a decade later under Putin.

Certainly, it is hard to imagine a political act more extreme than abolishing a state of 280 million citizens, one laden with countless nuclear and other weapons of mass destruction. And yet, Yeltsin did it, as even his sympathizers acknowledged, precipitously and in a way that was “neither legitimate nor democratic.”38 A profound departure from Gorbachev’s commitment to gradualism, social consensus, and constitutionalism, this was a return to the country’s “neo-Bolshevik” and earlier traditions of imposed change, as many Russian, and even a few Western, writers have characterized it.39 The ramifications were bound to endanger the democratization achieved during the preceding six years of perestroika.

Yeltsin and his appointees promised, for example, that their extreme measures were “extraordinary” ones, but, as had happened before in Russia, most recently under Stalin from 1929 through 1933, they grew into a system of rule.40 (The next such measure, already being planned, was “shock therapy.”) Those initial steps had a further political logic. Having ended the Soviet state in a way that lacked legal or popular legitimacy, the Yeltsin ruling group soon became fearful of real democracy. In particular, a freely elected independent parliament and the possibility of relinquishing power in any manner raised the specter of “going on trial and to prison.”41

The economic consequences of Belovezh were no less portentous. Liquidating the Union without any preparatory stages shattered a highly integrated economy. In addition to abetting the destruction of a vast state, it was a major cause of the collapse of production across the former Soviet territories, which fell by nearly half in the 1990s. That in turn contributed to mass poverty and its attendant social pathologies, from declining longevity to massive corruption, which remained the “main fact” of Russian life even in the early twenty-first century.42

The economic motivation behind elite support for Yeltsin in 1991, which I examined in chapter 5, was even more malignant. As a onetime Yeltsin supporter wrote thirteen years later, “Almost everything that happened in Russia after 1991 was determined to a significant extent by the divvying-up of the property of the former USSR.”43 Here, too, there were foreboding historical precedents. Twice before in twentieth-century Russia, the nation’s fundamental property had been confiscated—the landlord’s vast estates and the bourgeoisie’s industrial and other large assets in the revolution of 1917 and 1918, and then the land of 25 million peasant farmers in Stalin’s collectivization drive in 1929 through 1933. The aftereffects of both episodes plagued the country for many years to come.44

Soviet elites took much of the state’s enormous wealth, which for decades had been defined in law and ideology as the “property of all the people,” with no more regard for fair procedures or public opinion than there had been in 1917 and 1918. Indeed, an anti-Communist Russian intellectual thought that the “Bolshevik expropriation of private property looks simply like the height of piety against the background of the insane injustice of our absurd privatization.”45 To maintain their dominant position and enrich themselves, Soviet elites wanted the most valuable state property distributed from above, without the participation of legislatures or any other representatives of society. They achieved that goal first by themselves, through “spontaneous privatization” on the eve of the Soviet dissolution, and then, after 1991, through decrees issued by Yeltsin. As a result, privatization was haunted from the beginning by a “‘dual illegitimacy’—in the eyes of the law… and in the eyes of the population.”46

The political and economic consequences should have been easy to foresee. Fearful for their dubiously acquired assets and even for their lives and families (many were sent abroad to live), the property holders, who formed the core of the first post-Soviet ruling elite, were as determined as Yeltsin to limit or reverse the parliamentary electoral democracy and media freedoms instituted by Gorbachev. In their place, they strove to create a kind of praetorian political system devoted to and corrupted by their wealth.

The role played in post-Soviet “de-democratization” by the “divvying-up of the property of the former USSR,” which was still under way during the financial crisis of 2008 and 2009, is rarely noted in Western accounts. Its full history lies outside the framework of this book, but several milestones should be emphasized. “Privatization” of billions of dollars worth of state assets was a central issue in the struggle between Yeltsin and the parliament in 1993 and its destruction by tank fire in October. It was also a motive for the superpresidential constitution imposed on the country in December of that year, as well as the coalition between the Kremlin and the new oligarchs to keep Yeltsin in power by rigging the 1996 presidential election.

The endangered well-being and security of that Kremlin-oligarchical “Family,” as it became known, then inspired the “democratic transition” of power from Yeltsin to Putin in 1999 and 2000. With demands for social justice, criminal accountability, and impeachment growing in the country and in the new parliament, and Yeltsin in failing political and physical health, the oligarchs desperately needed a new protector in the Kremlin. (In late 1999, 90 percent of Russians surveyed did not trust Yeltsin and 53 percent wanted him put on trial.) The plan was to appoint his successor as prime minister, who would, according to the constitution, become acting president upon Yeltsin’s retirement until a new “election” was held.

Several candidates were rehearsed for the position before the forty-seven-year-old Putin, a career KGB officer and head of its successor agency, the FSB, was chosen. Though he later became a leader unlike the oligarchs had intended, the reason behind Putin’s selection was clear: as FSB chief, he had already demonstrated he was “willing to help” a previous patron escape criminal indictment. And, indeed, his first act upon becoming president was to grant Yeltsin, as agreed beforehand, lifetime immunity from prosecution. For the first time in Russia’s centuries of police repression, thus did a career secret policemen become its supreme leader.47 (Yuri Andropov headed the KGB before becoming Soviet general secretary in 1982, but it had not been his original or primary profession.)

The economic consequences of the “divvying-up” were no less pro-found. Uncertain how long they could actually retain their immense property, the new oligarchs were initially more interested in stripping assets than investing in them. Capital flight soon far exceeded investment in the economy, which fell by 80 percent in the 1990s. This was a major cause of a depression worse than the West’s in the 1930s, with the GDP plummeting by half and real wages (when they were paid at all) by even more, and some 75 percent of Russians plunged into poverty. As a result, post-Soviet Russia lost many of its hard-gained twentieth-century achievements, becoming the first nation ever to undergo actual demodernization in peacetime.48

Not surprisingly, as the new elite and its top bureaucrats were increasingly perceived as a rapacious “off-shore aristocracy,” popular hatred of them spread and grew more intense. In a 2005 survey, Russians rated them well below their Soviet-era counterparts in their concern for the nation’s welfare, their patriotism, and their morals. Having unfolded under the banner of “democratic reform,” all of these developments further discredited democracy, now termed “shit-ocracy,” in public opinion.49 Twenty years after it began, the political and economic consequences of the “divvying-up of the property of the former USSR”—and the conviction that “property without power isn’t worth anything”50—remain both the primary cause of Russia’s de-democratization and the primary obstacle to reversing it.

Considering all these ominous circumstances, why did so many Western commentators, from politicians and journalists to scholars, hail the breakup of the Soviet Union as a “breakthrough” to democracy and free-market capitalism and persist in these misconceptions?51 Where Russia was concerned, their reaction was again based on anti-Communist ideology, hopeful myths, and amnesia, not historical or contemporary realities. Alluding to that myopia on the part of people who had long sought the destruction of the Soviet state and then “exulted” in it, a Moscow philosopher remarked bitterly, “They were aiming at Communism but hitting Russia.”52

Among the most ideological myths surrounding the end of the Soviet Union was that it “collapsed at the hands of its own people” and brought to power in Russia “Yeltsin and the democrats”—even “moral leaders”—who represented “the people.”53 As I pointed out in the preceding chapter, no popular revolution, national election, or referendum mandated or sanctioned the breakup, and so there is no empirical evidence for this supposition. Indeed, everything strongly suggests a different interpretation.

Even the most event-making leaders need supporters in order to carry out historic acts. Yeltsin abolished the Soviet Union in December 1991 with the backing of a self-interested alliance. All of its groups called themselves “democrats” and “reformers,” but the two most important ones were unlikely allies: the nomenklatura elites who were pursuing the “smell of property like a beast after prey,” in the revealing metaphor of Yeltsin’s own chief minister, and wanted property much more than any kind of democracy or free-market competition—many had opposed Gorbachev’s reforms—and the impatient, avowedly prodemocracy wing of the intelligentsia.54 Traditional enemies in the prereform Soviet system, they colluded in 1991 largely because the intelligentsia’s radical economic ideas seemed to justify nomenklatura privatization.

But the most influential pro-Yeltsin intellectuals, who would play leading roles in his post-Soviet government, were neither coincidental fellow travelers nor real democrats, foremost among them Yegor Gaidar, Anatoly Chubais, and their “team” of shock therapists. Since the late 1980s, Chubais and others had insisted that market economics and large private property would have to be imposed on a recalcitrant Russian society by an “iron-hand” regime. This “great leap,” as they extolled it, would entail “tough and unpopular” policies resulting in “mass dissatisfaction” and thus would necessitate “anti-democratic measures.”55 Like the property-seeking elites, they saw the new legislatures elected in Russia under Gorbachev, still called soviets, as a major obstacle. “Liberal admirers of Pinochet,” the general who had brutally imposed economic change on Chile in the 1970s and 1980s, they said of Yeltsin, now their leader, “Let him be a dictator!”56

Little else could have been worse for Russia’s nascent democracy in 1992 than a Kremlin belief in the need for a Pinochet-like leader to implement market reforms, a role Gorbachev had refused to play, and a team of “reform” intellectuals to encourage it. From there it was only a step back to Russia’s authoritarian traditions and on to the overthrow of an elected parliament, privatization by decree, a Kremlin-appointed financial oligarchy, and corruption of the media and elections. A Russian law professor later summarized what happened: “The so-called democratic movement ceased to exist at the end of 1991…. Some of its members took part in the divvying up of property and primitive accumulation of capital; others hired themselves out to the new property owners and served their interests politically.”57

Certainly Chubais and his “democratic reformers” were there at each stage, planning and justifying the undoing of democratization, including the transition to Putin, while still yearning for a Russian Pinochet.58 They became much more (or less) than intellectuals, serving as ministers in Yeltsin’s government, notably Chubais himself, Gaidar, Alfred Kokh, Boris Nemtsov, and a dozen or so others. (Their service and deeds, it should be emphasized, also had the enthusiastic support of American policymakers, media opinion makers, and academic specialists.)59

Underlying the Pinochet syndrome among Yeltsin’s intellectual supporters was a profoundly antidemocratic contempt for the Russian people (narod). When election returns went against the “liberals,” they questioned the “psychological health of voters”; declared, “Russia! You’ve lost your mind!”; and concluded that “the people are the main problem with our democracy.” And when their policies ended in economic disaster, they pointed to the “rot in the national gene pool” and again blamed “the people,” who “deserved their miserable fate.”60 When the Soviet Union ended, however, Russia’s future was not in the hands of the people, who had responded admirably to Gorbachev’s democratic reforms, but in those of the elites now in power.

Political and economic alternatives still existed in Russia after 1991. Other fateful struggles and decisions lay ahead. And none of the factors contributing to the end of the Soviet Union were inexorable or deterministic. But even if genuine democratic and market aspirations were among them, so were cravings for power, political coups, elite avarice, extremist ideas, widespread perceptions of illegitimacy, and anger over the “greatest betrayal of the twentieth century.”61 All of these factors continued to play a role after 1991, but it should already have been clear which would prevail—as should have been the fate of the democratic alternative Gorbachev bequeathed to Russia.

ON the occasion of Gorbachev’s seventieth birthday in 2001, a Soviet-era intellectual who had deserted him in 1990 and 1991 reevaluated his leadership. After acknowledging that Russia’s democratization was his achievement, she added another: “Gorbachev ended the ‘Cold War’, and that fact in itself makes him one of the heroes of the twentieth century.”62 Though Gorbachev himself always credited the “key role” played by his “partners” Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush, few nonpartisan historians of that process, or participants in it, deny he was the main “hero.”63

Here, too, however, his legacy may have been lost. In August 2008, almost exactly twenty years after Gorbachev delivered a historic United Nations speech disavowing the Soviet ideological premise of the Cold War, Washington and Moscow were fighting a proxy hot war in the former Soviet republic of Georgia. Surrogate U.S.-Soviet military conflicts had been a regular feature of the Cold War, in the Third World and elsewhere, but this was a more direct confrontation by half. Washington was represented by Georgia’s military forces, which it had amply funded for several years, but Moscow’s own troops fought (and won) the war. Whatever the view from America, many Russians, Georgians, and South Ossetians, on whose territory it began, “perceived the conflict as a proxy battle between two global powers—Russia and the United States.”64

The war caught most Western governments and observers “totally by surprise” primarily because they had failed to understand that a new (or renewed) cold war had been developing long before the U.S.-Russian conflict in the Caucasus.65 In particular, American officials and specialists, almost without exception, had repeatedly denied that a new cold war was even possible. Some dismissed the possibility adamantly (in reply to a small number of critics, myself included, who warned of the mounting danger), presumably because they had formulated, implemented, or defended policies contributing to it. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, for example, announced officially that “talk about a new Cold War is hyperbolic nonsense.” And a Washington Post columnist denounced the “notion” as “the most dangerous misjudgment of all.”66

Personal motives aside, most commentators apparently misunderstood the nature of cold war, assuming that the one following World War II was the only model. The essential meaning of cold war is a relationship between states in which exacerbating conflicts and confrontation are dominant in more areas than not and usually, though not always, short of military fighting. To take two disparate examples, the fifteen-year U.S. nonrecognition of Soviet Russia, from 1918 to 1933, was a kind of cold war, but without an arms race or other direct dangers to either side. The Sino-Soviet cold war, from the 1960s to the 1980s, on the other hand, witnessed occasional military skirmishes along a long border. Cold-war relationships vary in form, causes, and content, the last U.S.-Soviet one being exceedingly dangerous because it included a nuclear arms race.

Other misconceptions underlay the assumption that a U.S.-Russian cold war was impossible after the end of the Soviet Union. Unlike before, it was widely argued, post-1991 conflicts between Washington and Moscow were not the product of different economic and political systems, were not ideological or global, and, in any event, post-Soviet Russia was too weak to wage another cold war.67 (The “friendship” between President George W. Bush and President Putin was often cited as further evidence, even though Richard Nixon and Leonid Brezhnev had professed the same personal relationship thirty years before.)

All of these assertions, which are still widespread in the United States, are misinformed. Russia’s “capitalism” is fundamentally unlike America’s, economically and politically. Exaggeration of ideology’s actual importance in the previous Cold War aside, ideological conflict, or a “values gap,” between U.S. “democracy promotion” and Russia’s “sovereign democracy”—“autocratic nationalism,” even “fascism,” as new American cold warriors label it—has been growing for several years, along with the number and prominence of ideologues on both sides. And this gap, we are told, “is greater today than at any time since Communism’s collapse.” Indeed, one of the Americans assures us, “Ideology matters again.”68 Nor did the Cold War after World War II begin globally, but in Eastern Europe, as did the new one, which is rapidly spreading. As for Russia’s inability to fight it, that assumption was shattered by the 2008 war in Georgia in less than a week.69

The tenacious fallacy of deniers of a new cold war is illustrated by their own accounts of the U.S.-Russian relationship, the “worst in a generation,” as it evolved during the first decade of the twenty-first century. Though couched in euphemisms, worsening relations could hardly be mistaken for anything other than a new cold war. Consider the following passages from a front-page New York Times “news analysis,” under the heading “No Cold War, But Big Chill,” published a week after the war in Georgia broke out:

“The cold war is over,” President Bush declared Friday, but a new era of enmity between the United States and Russia has emerged nevertheless…. As much as Mr. Bush has argued that the old characterizations of the cold war are no longer germane, he drew a new line… between countries free and not free, and bluntly put Russia on the other side of it…. Tensions are manifest already, and both sides have done their part to inflame them…. The United Nations Security Council has reverted to a cold-war-like stalemate…. The Russian offensive—the first outside its territory since the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991—has crystallized a realignment already taking place in Central and Eastern Europe…. The administration dropped its opposition to sending Patriot missiles, which would defend the Polish site [for U.S. missile defense]…. A senior Russian general promptly gave credence to Poland’s worst fears by saying Friday that the country had just made itself a target of Russia’s nuclear arsenal…. It may seem outdated to speak of blocs in Europe, but they are emerging just as clearly, if less ideologically, as those that existed on either side of the Iron Curtain…. In fact, the alienation between the United States and Russia has rarely, if ever, been deeper.70

If so, what happened to the “end of the Cold War?” The next chapter proposes an answer, but this one must end where it began, by emphasizing yet another instance of historical amnesia and revisionism. In this case, it involves the crucial question: How and when did the Cold War end?

When Gorbachev came to power in 1985, he was already determined to pursue not merely another relaxation of East-West tensions but an abolition of the forty-year Cold War.71 He was committed to doing so for three reasons: He believed that its most dangerous element, the U.S.-Soviet nuclear arms race, threatened human existence. He wanted the Soviet Union to become an integral part of the West, of a “Common European Home,” in which he included the United States. And without substantially reducing both the international tensions and economic costs of the Cold War, Gorbachev had little hope of mobilizing the political support and resources at home necessary for his perestroika reformation.

Gorbachev’s anti–Cold War mission was informed by what he and his aides called “New Thinking.” Also decried as heresy by Communist Party fundamentalists, it brought about a “conceptual revolution” in Soviet foreign policy.72 Those ideas, together with Gorbachev’s remarkable leadership abilities and the essential participation of a U.S. president who also feared the potential consequences of nuclear weapons, Ronald Reagan, quickly transformed East-West relations.

In 1986, barely a year after Gorbachev’s rise to power, the two leaders agreed in principle that all nuclear weapons should be abolished, an impossible goal but a vital pursuit. In 1987, they signed a treaty eliminating for the first time an entire category of those weapons, in effect putting the long arms race in reverse gear. In 1988, while joining Gorbachev in other important disarmament initiatives, Reagan absolved the Soviet “evil empire,” saying of America’s new partner, “That was another time, another era.” And when he left office in January 1989, Reagan explained why there was a new era: “The Cold War is over.”73

Even if true, it had to be affirmed by Gorbachev and by Reagan’s successor, the first President Bush. They did so emphatically in November and December 1989, first when Gorbachev refused to respond with military force, as his predecessors had done in similar situations, to the fall of the Berlin Wall and the disintegration of the Soviet empire in Eastern Europe; and then together at a Malta summit meeting, which they agreed marked the onset of a “brand new era in U.S.-Soviet relations.”74 Other formal ratifications soon followed, but ultimate evidence of a post–Cold War era, however brief, was provided in 1990 by two instances of unprecedented U.S.-Soviet cooperation: an agreement on German reunification and Moscow’s support for the U.S.-led war to drive Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi army, a Soviet client, out of Kuwait.

Three elements of this history were crucial. First, even allowing for the “key” roles of Reagan and Bush, the Cold War would have continued unabated, possibly grown worse, had it not been for Gorbachev’s initiatives. Second, objective historians and participants disagree about exactly when the Cold War ended, but they agree it occurred sometime between 1988 and 1990—that is, eighteen months to three years before the end of the Soviet Union in December 1991.75 And third, the termination of the Cold War was negotiated in a way, as Bush initially confirmed, “so there were no losers, only winners” or, as future Secretary of State Rice wrote, with “no winners and no losers.”76

On the American side, however, those historical realities were soon rewritten. Immediately after December 1991, the end of the Cold War was conflated with and attributed to the end of the Soviet Union, and both were recast for a new American triumphalist narrative. Bush himself wrote the first draft, declaring in his January 1992 state-of-the-union address, “America won the Cold War…. The Cold War didn’t end—it was won.” He repeated the claim, which was noted and bitterly rejected by Gorbachev’s admirers in Moscow, throughout his campaign for reelection that year.77

George F. Kennan, the iconic (but usually disregarded) authority on U.S.-Soviet relations, later dismissed the claim of a U.S. victory as “intrinsically silly” and “simply childish,”78 but virtually all American politicians and the mainstream media followed Bush’s lead, as they continue to do today. So have leading scholars who should know better, two even claiming that Boris Yeltsin, who became president of the Soviet Russian Republic only in June 1991, well after the turning-point events of 1988 through 1990, had been the “catalyst for the Cold War’s end.”79

The result was a “new history” written, in the words of a critic, “as seen from America, as experienced in America, and told in a way most agreeable to many Americans”—a “fairytale,” another wrote, “with a happy ending.”80 When future historians search for the beginning of the new cold war, they may find it at the moment when Americans rewrote the end of the preceding one by deleting Gorbachev’s legacy.
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	7 WHO LOST THE POST-SOVIET PEACE?
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IN the early 1990s, the U.S. government undertook a far-reaching crusade to transform post-Soviet Russia into “the kind of Russia we want.” Amply funded by Washington and private institutions, the missionary campaign mobilized many Americans who claimed to have the necessary expertise—economists and other academics, investors, think-tank specialists, and journalists—to prevent the new state from taking “a strange, ambivalent path of its own confused devising.”1 When the crusade, with its legions of onsite “advisers,” contributed instead to economic ruin, creeping authoritarianism, and surging anti-Americanism, the media and other observers asked, “Who lost Russia?”

In one respect, the question, reminiscent of political accusations regarding China in the 1940s, was a false one. Russia, it now was rightly said, even by lapsed missionaries, “had never been ours to lose.” Accepting the tutelage of a foreign power and its ill-conceived advice had been the Kremlin’s own choice. But in a different and crucial respect, Russia had been America’s to lose—as a strategic partner in the post– Cold War relationship initiated from 1988 through 1991 by Mikhail Gorbachev, Ronald Reagan, and the first President Bush.

The question of who lost that historic opportunity is almost never asked in the United States.2 One reason is the deficient memory described in the preceding chapter. As U.S.-Russian relations worsened in the first decade of this century, leading American officials, newspapers, and scholars issued amnesiac assurances that the relationship was nonetheless “far better” and the “foundation for a genuine partnership… far stronger” than in 1991.3 Evidently, the opportunity U.S. and Soviet leaders created in the years from 1988 through 1991 had already been forgotten.

A more dangerous factor, however, also contributed to the missed opportunity: a widespread American belief in the 1990s, particularly in Washington, that post-Soviet Russia, shorn of its superpower status, was “virtually irrelevant” and that the United States could therefore pursue its vital interests in “a world without Russia.”4 That folly has diminished, but it persists in the belief that a new cold war is impossible or would not matter because “the Russian phoenix won’t rise again.”5 In reality, Russia remains more important to America’s national security than any other country, both as the Soviet Union did and in a new, even graver way.

Despite its diminished status after the Soviet breakup, Russia alone still possesses weapons that can destroy the Unites States, a military complex nearly America’s equal in exporting arms, and the world’s largest oil and natural gas reserves, along with a disproportionate share of the planet’s other natural raw materials, from iron ore, nickel, and timber to diamonds and gold. With its highly educated and creative people, Russia also remains the world’s biggest territorial country, pivotally situated in both the West and the East, at the crossroads of colliding civilizations, with strategic capabilities from Europe, Latin America, Iran, and other Middle East nations to Afghanistan, China, North Korea, and India. All of this means that no vital American national security interest is attainable without Russia’s full cooperation, from preventing nuclear proliferation and international terrorism to guaranteeing regional stability and reliable flows of energy and other essential resources. More generally, a “world without Russia” would be globalization, on which the well-being of today’s nations is said to depend, without a large part of the globe.

But Russia is vital to American security also because it represents an unprecedented danger that did not exist during the forty-year Cold War. As a result of the Soviet breakup in 1991, a state bearing every nuclear and other device of mass destruction virtually collapsed. During the 1990s, Russia’s essential infrastructures—political, economic, and social—disintegrated. Moscow’s hold on its vast territories was weakened by separatism, official corruption, and mafia-like crime. The worst peacetime depression in modern history brought economic losses more than twice those suffered by the nation in World War II. Most Russians were impoverished, death rates soared, and the population shrank. In August 1998, the financial system imploded. No one in authority anywhere had ever foreseen that one of the twentieth century’s two super-powers would plunge, along with its arsenals of mass destruction, into such catastrophic circumstances.

Ten years later, on the eve of the 2008 international financial crisis, Russia seemed to have recovered. Its economy had grown annually by 6 to 8 percent, doubling the GDP, and its gold and foreign-currency reserves were nearly $600 billion, the world’s third largest. Its stock-market index had increased by 83 percent in a single year, and Moscow was booming with gentrified construction, frenzied consumption of Western luxury goods, five-star hotels, and fifty-six large casinos. Some of the new wealth had spread to the provinces and to the middle and lower classes, whose incomes were rising. But those advances, loudly touted by the Russian government and Western investment-fund promoters, were largely caused by unusually high prices for the country’s oil and stood out mainly in comparison with the wasteland of 1998.

More fundamental realities indicated that Russia was still in an unprecedented condition of peacetime demodernization and depopulation. Investment in basic infrastructures remained barely a third of the 1990 level. The government claimed that less than 20 percent of its citizens now lived in poverty, but the actual figure was probably closer to 50 percent and included 60 to 75 percent of families with two or more children, pensioners, and rural dwellers, as well as large segments of the educated and professional classes, among them teachers, doctors, and military officers. The gap between rich and poor, according to Russian experts, had become “explosive.”

Most indicative, and tragic, Russia continues to suffer wartime death and birth rates. Already with seven million fewer people than in 1992, its population is still declining by 700,000 or more each year. Deaths exceed births by three to two; male life expectancy is barely fifty-nine years; and, at the other end of the life cycle, 2 to 3 million children are homeless. The country’s health, a Western authority reports, “is a disaster,” with old and new diseases, from tuberculosis to HIV infections, growing into epidemics. Nationalists may exaggerate in charging that “the Motherland is Dying,” but even the founding head of Moscow’s most pro-Western university warned in 2006 that Russia remained in “extremely deep crisis.”6 And the financial crisis in 2008 and 2009 made everything even worse.

To the extent that Russia is a modern European country, the political system atop this bleak post-Soviet landscape is an anomaly. In 2009, its stability still rested heavily, if not entirely, on the personal popularity and authority of one man, Vladimir Putin, who admitted in 2006 that the state was “not yet stable.”7 While Putin’s favorable rating in opinion surveys reached an extraordinary 70 to 75 percent and he had managed to generate similar figures for his nominal successor as president, Dmitri Medvedev, the country’s actual political institutions and other would-be leaders had almost no popular support.

This was even more the case of the country’s top business and administrative elites. Having continued to “divvy up” the state assets they privatized in the 1990s and having again been favored by the state with enormous bailouts in 2008 and 2009, they were still widely despised by ordinary Russians, probably a majority of them. Lacking popular legitimacy, their possession of that immense property therefore remained a time bomb embedded in the political and economic system. (New oligarchs created by Putin’s Kremlin have even fewer recognized property rights.) This lurking danger was another reason knowledgeable observers worried that a sudden development—a sharp fall in world oil prices (as happened in 2008), a repetition of the kind of ethnic violence or large-scale terrorism that had already occurred in post-Soviet Russia several times, or Putin’s disappearance—might plunge the nation into an even more wrenching crisis. Indeed, an eminent Western scholar asked “whether Russia is stable enough to hold together.”8

As long as catastrophic possibilities exist in that nation, so do the unprecedented threats to U.S. and international security. Experts differ as to which danger is the gravest—the proliferation of Russia’s enormous stockpiles of nuclear, chemical, and biological materials, all of which are sought by terrorist organizations; poorly maintained nuclear reactors on land and on decommissioned submarines; an impaired early-warning system controlling nuclear missiles on hair-trigger alert; or a repetition of the first-ever civil war in a shattered superpower, the terror-ridden Chechen conflict. But no one should doubt that together they constitute a much greater constant threat than any the United States faced during the Soviet era. If nothing else, the widespread assumption that the danger of a nuclear apocalypse ended with the Soviet state is a myth.

Nor is a catastrophe involving weapons of mass destruction the only possible danger. Even fewer petrodollars may buy Russia longer-term stability, but this will possibly be on the basis of the growing authoritarianism and xenophobic nationalism witnessed in recent years not far from the center of power. Those ominous factors derive primarily not from Russia’s lost superpower status (or Putin’s KGB background), as the American media regularly assert, but from so many lost and damaged lives at home since 1991. Sometimes called the “Weimar scenario,” this outcome is unlikely to be truly fascist, but it could lead to a Russia that both possesses weapons of mass destruction and large proportions of the world’s energy resources and is headed by men much less accommodating than Putin and Medvedev and even more hostile to the West than was its Soviet predecessor.

And yet, despite all these ways that Russia can singularly endanger or enhance America’s security, by 2009 Washington’s relations with Moscow were, it was generally agreed, “the worst in a generation.” U.S. and Russian warships were again probing the other nation’s perceived zone of security; military officials talked in tones from the “darkest days of the cold war”; the foreign departments expelled the other’s diplomats as they had during that era; and the legislatures issued threatening statements. No less indicative, enemy images of the other resurfaced in popular culture and journalism, as in a book subtitled Spies, Murder, and the Dark Heart of the New Russia. Even Winston Churchill’s Cold War aphorism was revived to warn a well-intended West against a menacing Russia as “a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma.”9

What happened to the opportunity created from 1988 through 1991 for a post–Cold War relationship? In the United States, the overwhelmingly consensual answer is that Putin’s Russia destroyed it. According to this explanation, Presidents Bill Clinton and Boris Yeltsin seized the opportunity in the 1990s, before Russia “changed from a relatively friendly democracy into a belligerent police state,” to develop a U.S.-Russian strategic partnership, even friendship. After 2000, it was “betrayed” by Putin’s “autocracy” at home and “crude neo-imperialism” abroad, which included “militarily threatening [Russia’s] neighbors,” “America bashing,” and other “serial misbehavior.”10

Blaming the Kremlin for the lost post–Cold War opportunity is orthodoxy among U.S. policymakers, mainstream editorialists, and most influential academics. Some point to resurgent tsarist or Soviet traditions (that is, to the nature of Russia),11 some to Putin, but all of them to Moscow alone, emphasizing with Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, “It is simply not valid: to blame Russia’s behavior on the United States.”12 Reiterating the consensus, a New York Times writer rejoiced, “People of all political persuasions now seem to get it about Russia.” And, indeed, even a critic of U.S. policy ended an article, “Of course, Russia has been largely to blame.”13

If this explanation is true, there would seem to be nothing Washington can do to prevent an even worse relationship with Moscow. But it is not true, or at least far from fully true. The new cold war and the squandering of the post-Soviet peace began not in Moscow but in Washington.

AFTER President George H. W. Bush’s reelection defeat, formulating a long-term policy toward post-Soviet Russia fell to Bill Clinton, who became president in January 1993. The general approach adopted by the Clinton administration—its underlying assumptions, purposes, and implementation—has been Washington’s policy ever since, through both terms of the second President George Bush. It was still in place when President Barack Obama took office in January 2009. Given Russia’s singular potential for both essential cooperation and unprecedented dangers, the Clinton administration inherited a historic responsibility for, as pundits say, getting Russia policy right. It failed disastrously, though officials involved in those decisions have continued to defend them.14

It does not require a degree in international relations to understand that the first principle of policy toward post-Communist Russia should have been to heed the Hippocratic injunction: Do no harm! Do nothing to undermine its fragile stability, nothing to dissuade the Kremlin from giving first priority to repairing the nation’s crumbling infrastructures, nothing to cause it to rely more heavily on its stockpiles of superpower weapons instead of reducing them, nothing to make Moscow less than fully cooperative with the West in those and other vital pursuits. Everything else in that shattered country was of far less consequence.

Instead, beginning in the early 1990s, Washington simultaneously conducted, under Democrats and Republicans, two fundamentally different policies toward post-Soviet Russia—one decorative and outwardly reassuring, the other real and exceedingly reckless. The decorative policy, which was generally taken at face value in the United States, professed to have replaced America’s previous Cold War intentions with a generous relationship of “strategic partnership and friendship.” The public image of this approach featured happy-talk meetings between the American and Russian presidents, first “Bill and Boris” (Clinton and Yeltsin), then “George and Vladimir” (Putin).

The real U.S. policy was different—a relentless, winner-take-all exploitation of Russia’s post-1991 weakness. Accompanied by broken American promises, condescending lectures, and demands for unilateral concessions, it was, and remains, disregarding official rhetoric, even more aggressive and uncompromising than was Washington’s approach to Soviet Communist Russia. It is important to specify the defining elements of this actual policy as they unfolded—with fulsome support in both major American political parties, influential media, and liberal and conservative think tanks—since the early 1990s, if only because they are firmly lodged in Moscow’s memory:

•A growing military encirclement of Russia, on and near its borders, by U.S. and NATO bases, which by August 2008 were already ensconced or being planned in at least half the fourteen other former Soviet republics, from the Baltics and Ukraine to Georgia, Azerbaijan, and the new states of Central Asia. The result is a reemerging iron curtain and the remilitarization of American-Russian relations, developments only belatedly noted, and almost always misexplained, in the United States. In the aftermath of the 2008 Georgian War, for example, a U.S. senator angrily declared, “We’re not going to let Russia, so soon after the Iron Curtain fell, to again draw a dividing line across Europe.” A New York Times editorial added that such a “redivision of Europe” could “not be tolerated.”15 But it was the eastward expansion of the NATO military alliance, beginning in the 1990s, that imposed “new dividing lines in Europe,” certainly in the eyes of Russia’s political leaders, and threatened their country with “being pushed” behind a new “iron curtain.”16

•A tacit (and closely related) U.S. denial that Russia has any legitimate security concerns outside its own territory, even in ethnically akin or contiguous former Soviet republics such as Ukraine, Belarus, and Georgia. Perhaps aware the denial is preposterous, U.S. officials occasionally concede that “even authoritarian regimes have legitimate security interests,” invariably followed, however, by “but” and the unmistakable implication that it is for Washington to decide what those “interests” might be.17 How else to explain, to take a bellwether example, the thinking of Richard Holbrooke, perennial Democratic would-be secretary of state and a “special envoy” under Obama? While roundly condemning the Kremlin for promoting a pro-Moscow government in neighboring Ukraine, where Russia has centuries of shared linguistic, marital, religious, economic, and security ties, Holbrooke declared that faraway Slav nation part of “our core zone of security.”18

•Even more, a presumption that Russia does not have full sovereignty within its own borders, as expressed by constant U.S. interventions in Moscow’s internal affairs since 1992. The ultimate expression of that missionary presumption was, of course, the American crusade of the 1990s, which featured Washington’s efforts to dictate the Kremlin’s domestic and foreign policies, along with swarms of onsite “advisers” determined to direct Russia’s “transition” from Communism. The grand crusade ended, or at least diminished, but endless U.S. sermons from afar continued, often couched in threats, on how Russia should and should not organize its political and economic systems, and so did active American support for Russian anti-Kremlin groups, some associated with hated Yeltsin-era oligarchs in exile.

By 2006, that interventionary impulse had grown even into suggestions that Putin be overthrown by the kind of U.S.-backed “color revolutions” carried out since 2003 in Georgia, Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan. Thus, while mainstream editorial pages increasingly called the Russian president “thug,” “fascist,” and “Saddam Hussein,” one of the Carnegie Endowment’s several Washington crusaders assured policymakers of “Putin’s weakness” and vulnerability to “regime change.”19 (Do proponents of “democratic regime change” in Russia ever consider that it might mean destabilizing a nuclear state?) In that same vein, the more staid Council of Foreign Relations suggested that Washington reserve for itself the right to reject Russia’s future elections and its leaders as “illegitimate.”20

•Underpinning these components of the real U.S. policy have been familiar Cold War double standards condemning Moscow for doing what Washington does—such as seeking allies and military bases in former Soviet republics, using its assets (oil and gas in Russia’s case) as aid to friendly governments, regulating foreign money in its political life, and recognizing secessionist territories after using force to abet them.

More specifically, when NATO expanded to Russia’s front and back doorsteps, gobbling up former Soviet-bloc members and republics, it was “fighting terrorism” and “protecting new states”; when Moscow protested, it was engaging in “Cold-War thinking.” When Washington meddled in the electoral politics of Georgia and Ukraine, it was “promoting democracy”; when the Kremlin did so, it was “neo-imperialism.” When American bombers attacked Serbia on behalf of Kosovo, it was “defending human rights”; when Russian forces crossed into Georgia on behalf of South Ossetia and Abkhazia, it was “an affront to civilized standards and completely unacceptable.”21 And not to forget the historical background: When in the 1990s the U.S.-supported Yeltsin over-threw Russia’s elected parliament and constitutional order by force, gave its national wealth and television networks to Kremlin insiders, imposed a constitution without real constraints on executive power, and began to rig elections, it was “democratic reform.”22 When Putin continued that process, it was “authoritarianism.”

•Finally, the United States has been attempting, by exploiting Russia’s weakness, to acquire the nuclear superiority it could not achieve during the Soviet era. That is the essential meaning of two major steps taken by the Bush administration in 2002 and another in 2007 and 2008, all of them against Moscow’s strong wishes. One was the administration’s unilateral withdrawal from the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, freeing itself to try to create a system capable of destroying incoming missiles and thereby the capacity to launch a nuclear first strike without fear of retaliation. The second was pressuring the Kremlin to sign an ultimately empty nuclear weapons reduction agreement requiring no actual destruction of weapons and indeed allowing development of new ones; providing for no verification; and permitting unilateral withdrawal before the specified reductions were required. The third step was the decision to install missile defense components near Russia’s western flank, in Poland and the Czech Republic. Though Washington continues to insist the system has no implications for Russia’s security, independent U.S. specialists confirm the Kremlin’s concern that it could undermine Moscow’s ability to respond to a U.S. nuclear attack.23

The history of these extraordinarily anti-Russian policies contradicts two American official and media axioms: that the “chill” in U.S.-Russian relations was caused by Putin’s behavior at home and abroad after 2000 and that the Cold War ended with the Soviet Union. The first axiom is false, the second only half true: the Cold War ended in Moscow, but not in Washington.

Even at the time, it was far from certain that it would end in Washington. Declarations alone could not terminate decades of warfare attitudes. While President Bush was agreeing to end the Cold War from 1989 through 1991, a number of his top advisers, like many members of the U.S. political elite and media, were strongly resisting. (I witnessed that rift firsthand on the eve of the 1989 Malta summit, when I was asked to debate a pro–Cold War professor, in front of Bush and his clearly divided foreign-policy team, on the possibility of an unprecedented U.S.-Soviet strategic partnership. Many of the top-level officials present clearly shared my opponent’s views, though the president did not.) Further evidence came with the Soviet breakup in December 1991. As I pointed out in chapter 6, U.S. officials, led by Bush himself, and the media immediately presented the purported “end of the Cold War” not as the mutual Soviet-American decision it had been but as a great American victory and Russian defeat.

That (now standard) triumphalist assertion was the primary reason the Cold War quickly revived—not in Moscow a decade later under Putin but in Washington in the early 1990s. It led the Clinton administration to make two fatefully unwise decisions. The most fundamental was to treat post-Communist Russia not as a strategic partner but as a defeated nation, analogous to Germany and Japan after World War II, which was expected to replicate America’s domestic practices and bow to U.S. international interests. The approach was pursued, of course, behind the decorative facade of the Clinton-Yeltsin “partnership and friendship” and adorned with constant tributes to the Russian president’s “heroic deeds” as the “father of Russian democracy.”24 (Why Yeltsin’s Kremlin was the first ever to submit to foreign tutelage, causing him to be perceived at home as “a puppet of the West,” is a different, and complex, story.)25

But the real policy was clear from the aggressive winner-take-all advantages pursued by the Clinton administration and from remarks made later by its top officials. In his memoirs, for example, Strobe Talbott, Clinton’s “Russia hand,” recalls the president worrying how long they could “keep telling Ol’ Boris, ‘Okay, now here’s what you’ve got to do next—here’s some more shit for your face.’” And Talbott recalls how, as he and Clinton knew it would, “Yeltsin’s bluster in public had almost always given way to submissiveness in private.” Similarly, the administration’s top envoy admitted that bombing Serbia to separate Kosovo from Belgrade against Moscow’s protests, which had humiliated the Kremlin at home and elsewhere, had been possible because “the Russians were still flat on their backs.”26

From that triumphalism came the still-ongoing intrusions into Moscow’s internal affairs and the abiding notion that Russia has few, if any, autonomous rights at home or abroad. Indeed, most of the follies of the next Bush administration began in the Clinton White House, including the pursuit of Caspian oil though military and political interventions in the Caucasus and Central Asia rather than cooperation with Moscow. Throughout the Clinton years, as two policy intellectuals close to the administration later recalled, there remained the presumption that “the USSR had lost the cold war,” though “the defeat of the enemy was not as complete in 1991 as in 1945.”27

Clinton’s other fateful decision was to break the first Bush administration’s promise to Soviet Russia in 1990 and 1991, in return for Moscow’s agreeing to a reunited Germany as a NATO member, never to move that Western military alliance “one inch to the east.” Clinton instead began its expansion to Russia’s borders.28 From that profound act of bad faith, followed by other broken strategic promises, came the dangerously provocative military encirclement of Russia and Moscow’s ever-growing belief that it had been “constantly deceived,” as Putin charged, by the United States. Thus, while U.S. officials, journalists, and even academics continued to insist that “the Cold War has indeed vanished” and that concerns about a new one are “hyperbolic nonsense” and “silly,” Russians across the political spectrum believed that in Washington “the Cold War did not end” and, still more, that “the U.S. is imposing a new Cold War on Russia.”29

Developments during the incoming Bush administration only heightened the perception of U.S. aggression. By Bush’s second term, Washington and the U.S. political establishment generally seemed to have declared an “anti-Russian fatwa,” as a former Reagan appointee termed it.30 Among its highlights were a fresh torrent of official and media denunciations of Moscow’s domestic and foreign policies, another expansion of NATO taking in still more of Russia’s neighbors, and calls by virtually all of the 2008 Democratic and Republican presidential candidates for “very harsh” measures against Putin’s Kremlin. The Pentagon even revived discredited rumors that Russian intelligence had given Saddam Hussein information endangering U.S. troops in Iraq. And Secretary of State Rice, violating diplomatic protocol, echoed the regime-changers by urging Russians, “if necessary, to change their government.”31

For its part, the White House finally ended the fictitious relationship. It deleted from its 2006 National Security Strategy the long-professed U.S.-Russian partnership, backtracked on agreements to help Moscow join the World Trade Organization, and adopted sanctions against Belarus, the Slav former republic most culturally akin to Russia and with whom the Kremlin was negotiating a new union state. For emphasis, in May 2006 it dispatched Vice President Dick Cheney to an anti-Russian conference in former Soviet Lithuania, now a NATO member, to denounce the Kremlin and make clear it was no longer “a strategic partner and a trusted friend,” thereby ending fifteen years of official pretense.32

More astonishing was the “task force report” on Russia by the influential Council on Foreign Relations, cochaired by a Democratic presidential aspirant, issued in March 2006.33 The “nonpartisan” council’s reputed moderation and balance were nowhere in evidence. An unrelenting exercise in double standards, the report blamed all the “disappointments” in U.S.-Russian relations solely on “Russia’s wrong direction” under Putin—from meddling in the former Soviet republics and backing Iran to conflicts over NATO, energy politics, and the “rollback of Russian democracy.”

Strongly implying that President Bush had been too soft on Putin, the council report flatly rejected partnership with Moscow as “not a realistic prospect.” It called instead for “selective cooperation” and “selective opposition,” depending on which suited U.S. interests, and, in effect, Soviet-era containment. It concluded by urging more Western intervention in Moscow’s political affairs. An article in the council’s influential journal, Foreign Affairs, menacingly added that the United States was quickly “attaining nuclear primacy” and the ability “to destroy the long-range nuclear arsenals of Russia or China with a first strike.”34

EVERY consequence of this bipartisan American cold war against post-Communist Russia undermined the historic opportunity for an essential partnership and exacerbated the lethal dangers inherent in the breakup of the Soviet state. The crusade to transform Russia during the 1990s, with its “shock” economic measures and resulting antidemocratic politics, further destabilized the country, fostering an oligarchic system that plundered the state’s wealth, deprived basic infrastructures of investment, impoverished the people, and nurtured dangerous forms of official and mafia-like corruption.

In the process, Yeltsin’s U.S.-backed measures discredited Western-style reform and generated mass anti-Americanism where there had been almost none, not even during the Cold War 1970s and early 1980s when I lived in Moscow. Indeed, America’s friends in Russia have diminished since the early 1990s in almost direct proportion to America’s growing need for Russia’s cooperation. By 2008, Washington’s policies had instilled “negative attitudes” toward the United States in two-thirds of Russians surveyed and eviscerated the once-influential pro-American faction in Kremlin and electoral politics, whose parties in effect no longer existed.35

Military encirclement, the Bush administration’s striving for nuclear supremacy, and recurring U.S. intrusions into Russian politics had even worse consequences. They provoked the Kremlin into suspending its participation in arms agreements, undertaking its own conventional and nuclear buildup—which relied more rather than less on compromised mechanisms of control and maintenance—and continuing to invest in-adequate sums, further reduced by the consequences of the Georgian War and the deepening financial crisis in 2009, in the country’s decaying economic base and human resources.

These same American policies also caused Moscow to cooperate less rather than more in existing U.S.-funded programs to reduce the multiple risks represented by Russia’s materials of mass destruction and to prevent accidental nuclear war. More generally, and not unrelated, they inspired a new Kremlin ideology of “emphasizing our sovereignty” that is increasingly nationalistic, intolerant of foreign-funded NGOs as “fifth columns,” and reliant on anti-Western views of the “patriotic” Russian intelligentsia and the Orthodox Church. (In particular, the new doctrine of “sovereign democracy” was a direct response to the U.S. “democracy-promotion” crusade.)36

Moscow’s reactions abroad were also the opposite of what Washington policymakers should want. Interpreting U.S.-backed “color revolutions” in Ukraine and Georgia as a quest for military outposts on Russia’s borders and along pipelines flowing with Caspian oil, the Kremlin opposed prodemocracy movements in former Soviet republics more than ever and supported the most authoritarian regimes in the region, from Belarus to Uzbekistan. Meanwhile, Moscow began forming a political, economic, and military “strategic partnership” with China and lending support to Iran and other anti-American governments in the Middle East. In addition, it threatened to install its own retaliatory system near Poland to counter U.S. missile-defense sites in that country and began considering the reintroduction of surface-to-air missiles in Belarus, which also borders NATO.

And all of that may be only the beginning of a new dark era. If American policy and Russia’s predictable countermeasures continue to develop into a full-scale cold war, several new factors could make it even more dangerous than was its predecessor. These post-Soviet factors contributed to the deterioration of relations between Washington and Moscow in the 1990s and have continued to do so ever since.

Above all, the growing presence of NATO and American bases and U.S.-backed governments in the former Soviet republics moved the “front lines” of the conflict, in the alarmed words of a Moscow newspaper, from the epicenter of the previous Cold War in Germany to Russia’s “near abroad.”37 As a “hostile ring tightens around the Motherland,” Russians of different political persuasions begin to see a growing mortal threat. Putin’s political aide Vladislav Surkov, for example, expressed alarm over the “enemy… at the gates,” and even the Soviet-era dissident Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn warned of a “complete encirclement of Russia and then the loss of its sovereignty.”38 The risks of direct U.S.-Russian military conflict therefore became greater than ever, as the 2008 proxy war in Georgia showed.39

Making the geopolitical factor worse were radically different American and Russian self-perceptions. By the mid-1960s, the U.S.-Soviet Cold War had acquired a significant degree of stability because the two superpowers, perceiving a stalemate, began to settle for “parity” and to develop détente as a way of managing the dangers. Since 1991, however, the United States, now the self-proclaimed “only superpower,” or “in-dispensable nation” as the Clinton administration boasted, has had a far more expansive view of its international entitlements and possibilities. Moscow, on the other hand, has felt weaker and less secure than it did before 1991. That asymmetry, along with conflicting understandings of how the Cold War ended, has made the new cold-war relationship between the two still fully armed nuclear states less predictable, again as the Georgian War demonstrated.

Another new factor in the deteriorating relationship has come from feelings of betrayal on both sides. Though they choose not to recall it, American officials, journalists, and academic specialists effusively welcomed Putin in 2000 as Yeltsin’s rightful heir—as a man with a “commitment to building a strong democracy” and to continuing “Russia’s turn to the West.”40 Having misunderstood both Yeltsin and his successor, they felt deceived by Putin’s subsequent policies.

Thus, Americans who had once been pro-Kremlin “democracy promoters,” to take an important example, now saw Putin as “surly, preening, and occasionally vulgar” and turned into implacable cold warriors.41 Two characteristic Washington Post commentaries said it all: the second President Bush had a “well-intentioned Russia policy,” but “a Russian autocrat… betrayed the American’s faith.” Another added, “We have been played for fools,” while a New York Times columnist complained bitterly that the West had been “suckered by Mr. Putin. He is not a sober version of Boris Yeltsin.”42

Meanwhile, Putin’s Kremlin was reacting to a decade of U.S. tutelage and broken promises (as well as Yeltsin’s boozy compliance), as the new leader made clear as early as 2002: “The era of Russian geo-political concessions [is] coming to an end.”43 Disregarded, Putin gave an unusually candid explanation of Moscow’s newly independent foreign policy at a high-level international forum in Munich in 2007. His speech was a landmark in the “sovereignization” of Kremlin thinking and policy.

Asking his Western audience “not to be angry with me,” Putin stated “what I really think about” Washington’s “one master, one sovereign” approach to Russia and U.S. moves “to impose new dividing lines and walls on us.” He ended on a conciliatory but unapologetic note: “We are open to cooperation.” In response, he was widely accused of declaring a “Second Cold War.” In the eyes of the Russian leadership, however, nothing changed, and in November 2008, Putin’s successor, Medvedev, repeated the general contents of his predecessor’s Munich speech, while adding the threat to target U.S. missile defense sites in Poland and the Czech Republic.44

Still worse, if a second Cold War had begun, it lacked the substantive negotiations and cooperation of détente that restrained the previous one. Behind the facade of “candid discussions,” according to well-informed Russians in 2008, “real dialogue does not exist.”45 This was alarmingly true in regard to nuclear weapons. The Bush administration’s jettisoning of the ABM treaty and real reductions, its decision to try to build an antimissile shield with sites near Russia, and its talk of preemptive war and first nuclear strikes had all but abolished the U.S.-Soviet agreements that kept the nuclear peace for nearly fifty years.46 In short, as nuclear dangers grew and a new arms race developed, efforts to curtail or even discuss them ended.

Finally, by the early 1990s, anti–Cold War forces that had played an important political role in the United States in the 1970s and 1980s, had ceased to exist.47 Cold War lobbies, old and new, therefore operated virtually unopposed, some of them funded by anti-Kremlin oligarchs in exile. Support for the new U.S. cold-war policies was fully bipartisan, from Clinton to Bush, Secretary of State Madeleine Albright to her successor Condoleezza Rice, the presidential candidate Barack Obama in 2008 to his Republican opponent John McCain. There was scarcely more opposition at lower levels. Once robust pro-détente public groups, particularly anti-arms-race movements, had been largely demobilized by official, media, and academic myths that “the Cold War is over” and with it lethal dangers in Russia.

Also absent (or silent) were the kinds of American academic specialists and other intellectuals who had protested Cold War excesses. Mean-while, a legion of new intellectual cold warriors emerged, particularly in Washington’s liberal and conservative think tanks. Congressional and media favorites, their anti-Kremlin zeal also went largely unchallenged. There were notable exceptions—also bipartisan, from Reaganites who resented the squandering of what they regarded as their hero’s greatest achievement to contributors to The Nation magazine—but “anathematizing Russia,” as an alarmed Gorbachev lamented, had become a chilling kind of political correctness.48

Those new factors have been enough to make another cold war exceedingly dangerous, but they were made even worse by the “pluralist” American mainstream press. In the 1970s and 1980s, editorial pages (and television broadcasts) provided an important forum for debate by regularly featuring opposing views on U.S.-Soviet relations. After the end of the Soviet Union, however, they increasingly favored one opinion to the exclusion of others. In the 1990s, the outlook of pro-Yeltsin crusaders was favored, so much so that the situation reminded a senior American historian of the “fellow-traveling of the 1930s” though the “ideological positions are reversed.” After 2000, in a political turnabout, equally impassioned Kremlin bashers were given a near monopoly on interpreting relations between Washington and Moscow and developments inside Russia.49

By 2004, the reporting, “news analysis,” and editorial-page commentaries of the most influential U.S. newspapers had filled with the Manichean perspectives of the Cold War era—along with accusations that the Kremlin, sometimes Putin personally, was responsible for the deaths of Russian oppositionists, from crusading journalists in Moscow to a KGB defector in London, even though the charges were politically illogical and the evidence nonexistent. Putin’s Kremlin was, leading papers told readers, if not the headquarters of “a fascist Russia,” then run by “thugs masquerading as a government.”50 Not surprisingly, when the Putin-Medvedev leadership reacted with force to Georgia’s military assault on South Ossetia in August 2008, it was widely compared with Soviet invasions of Eastern European countries and even Hitler’s annexations of the late 1930s.

Readers who lived through the U.S.-Soviet Cold War might have thought someone had hit a replay button. A Wall Street Journal editor declared it “time we start thinking of Vladimir Putin’s Russia as an enemy of the United States”; a Washington Post columnist announced “2004 as the year when a new iron curtain descended across Europe”; and outside contributors to the Post demanded a policy of “rolling back the corrupting influence of Russian power in regions beyond its borders.” Once again, readers would have had to search for even a suggestion that anyone was responsible for these ominous echoes other than the Kremlin, which, a New York Times reporter explained, had “dusted off cold war vocabulary.”51

The Post’s incessant demonizing of Putin put it in the forefront of the new American cold war, but the Times , the Journal (the two other news-papers regarded as authoritative by the U.S. political class), and other media were not far behind. Less staid dailies followed their coverage to its logical conclusion, reporting a new “contest between two contrasting cultures. To the east: state control over the political, legal, and economic system… dominated by Slavophile nationalism and nostalgia for the Soviet era. To the west: an open society, with democracy, the rule of law, and free market capitalism. It is a contest from which only one side can emerge the victor, a duel to the death—perhaps literally.”52

In international relations, as President Reagan liked to point out, “it takes two to tango.” For several years, however, Putin’s policy toward the United States was primarily “reactive” and his preference “not to return to the Cold War era” the main reason relations did not worsen more quickly.53 “Someone is still fighting the cold war,” a British academic wrote in 2006, “but it isn’t Russia.”54 In Moscow, however, a struggle was already underway over how Russia should respond to the new U.S. “aggression.”

Misled by the decline of democracy and repeating a common misperception of policymaking in the Soviet system, even usually informed American commentators assumed that “In Russia, there’s no real politics. All the politics takes place in the brain of Vladimir Putin.”55 In reality, factional disputes over Kremlin decisions never ended in high political circles, those over foreign policy being the most intense. In that political realm, where he was viewed as the “most pro-Western leader,” Putin was soon being accused of continuing Gorbachev-Yeltsin “policies of national capitulation” and of “appeasing” Washington to the point of “betraying the interests of the Motherland.”56

At issue was the future of Russia. The overriding priority of Putin and his allies, including Medvedev, was the modernization of the country’s disintegrating economic and social foundations, a long-term project requiring cooperation with the West. For the “hawks,” as they were again called,57 that foreign policy was “naive,” an “illusion,” because “hatred of Russia” in the West, where “Russia has no friends,” had not begun or ended with the Cold War. It was a permanent “geo-political jihad” against Russia now spearheaded by the U.S.-led NATO expansion.58

Cooperating with the West, in particular the United States, which was “ready to resort to any kind of deceit, any lie, in relations with us,” therefore “would be criminal, like calling for cooperation with Hitler after World War II was declared.”59 Instead, proponents of a “more hard-line” (bolee zhestkogo) policy, whose supporters numbered high-level military and security officers as well as influential ultranationalist ideologues, saw Russia’s security and future in its own vast Eurasian space and further East, where it would find real “strategic partners.” For them, the nation’s natural resources and military-industrial complex were enough for economic development and a “fortress” against the West’s encroaching military power.60

By 2006, even centrists in the dispute had become “very critical of Russia’s foreign policy.” They, too, had concluded that the forty-year Cold War had not been an “aberration” and that “the idea of becoming a strategic partner of the Unites States has failed,” as hard-liners said it would. They also began calling on Putin to “stop being much too accommodating and compliant.” The main cause of their turnabout was, of course, U.S. policy, as a result of which “we have surrendered everything” but “without gaining anything for Russia.”61 As happened decades before, a symbiotic axis had formed between American and Russian cold warriors.62

As a result, the Kremlin was now ready, if necessary, to wage another cold war regardless of the costs and unprecedented dangers it might entail. That was the emphatic message sent by the Putin-Medvedev leadership’s military response in Georgia in August 2008 and its declared readiness to target U.S. missiles in Eastern Europe with its own. Knowledgeable Russian observers believed that by then Putin and Medvedev were at grave risk of appearing “defeatist” and therefore no longer had a choice. Whatever the case, as Medvedev explained, “We have made our choice.”63

THE new cold war began in Washington, and the first steps to end it will also have to be taken there. Almost twenty years of U.S. policy have left the Kremlin and Russia’s larger political class “tired of playing the dupe. Russia has made so many advances to the West…. It is now America’s turn to persuade Moscow of its good intentions, not the other way around.” Nor will the Kremlin settle any longer for “illusions of partnership” or accept blame for the new cold war and arms race it now sees unfolding. “It is not our fault,” Putin declared in 2008, “we did not start it.”64

It is a mistake to think these opinions are held only by Russia’s increasingly nationalistic elites. Pro-American policy intellectuals, who based their hopes (and careers) on a U.S.-Russian partnership, now share the Kremlin’s “eye-for-an-eye” determination: “What is allowed for [the United States] will be allowed for Russia.”65 At the same time, their despair, and whom they blame, is also unmistakable: “The foundations of U.S. policy toward Russia must be revised.”66

For U.S. policy to actually change, the bipartisan fallacies that have underlain it since the early 1990s will have to be acknowledged and rejected. All of them sprang from unbridled triumphalism. It was Washington’s decision to treat post-Soviet Russia as a vanquished nation that squandered the historic opportunity for an essential partnership in world affairs—the legacy of Gorbachev, Reagan, and George H. W. Bush—and established the premise that Moscow’s “direction” at home and abroad should be determined by the U.S. government. Applied to a country with Russia’s size, cultural traditions, and long history as a great power—and whose political class did not think it had been vanquished in the Cold War67—the premise was inherently self-defeating and in time certain to provoke a resentful backlash.

That folly produced two others. One assumed that the United States had the right, wisdom, and power to remake post-Communist Russia in its own image. A conceit as large as its disregard for Russia’s traditions and contemporary realities, it led to the counterproductive crusade of the 1990s, whose missionary attitudes persist. Crusaders still long for the Yeltsin years when “Russian authorities granted Western governments huge opportunities to intervene in the sovereign affairs of Russia.” One proposes a new crusade to correct Russia’s memory of its Stalinist past; another, direct U.S. support for a secessionist movement in Russian Tatarstan; while the Washington Post continues to insist the White House “champion” the Kremlin’s opponents at home.68 Putin’s response was not surprising: “Why do you believe that you have the right to interfere in our affairs?”69

The other triumphalist assumption was that Russia should be “a junior partner of the United States” in foreign policy, “see the world the way we do,” and not expect to “be treated as an equal.”70 This, too, has persisted, as expressed in recurring complaints that Putin has “deeply disappointed” by not being a “loyal ally to America” or “doing much for the U.S. national interest,” and by his general “unhelpfulness in foreign affairs.”71 Behind these complaints was, of course, the corollary presumption that Russia should have no interests abroad except those determined by Washington.

The policy outgrowth of this American thinking practically guaranteed the onset of a new cold war. The most consequential position has been Washington’s demand, in effect, that Moscow vacate its traditional spheres of political, military, and energy security in former Soviet republics so the Unites States and NATO can occupy them. (The Kremlin has even been expected, it seems, to subsidize the defection of those new states by continuing to supply them with energy at discounted rates.) With this, Washington has been telling Russia that it not only has no Monroe Doctrine–like rights in its own backyard but no legitimate security rights at all.

No less remarkable has been the U.S. reaction to Moscow’s growing alarm over NATO’s expansion to Russia’s former Soviet-bloc allies in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet republics on its borders. The Russian protests have invariably been dismissed as “gratuitously hostile,” “laughable,” or “bizarre and paranoid.”72 But what would be Washington’s reaction, the Kremlin might wonder, if Russian bases multiplied on

U.S. borders with Canada and Mexico along with devices in Cuba and Venezuela that might neutralize America’s defense against that threat? Would Washington be satisfied with Moscow’s assurances, to reverse the names of the countries, “This is not an encirclement of America. This is not a… strategy going against American interests?”73

The Kremlin hardly needs such a counterfactual exercise in order to be alarmed. Declarations on leading U.S. editorial pages have been enough. One in the Wall Street Journal, for example, explained NATO expansion as “a strategy that will permanently guarantee Western overall interests in the [former Soviet] South Caucasus and Central Asia. Such interests include: direct access to energy resources… and forward bases for allied operations.” A Washington Post columnist spelled out the larger mission: “The West wants to finish the job begun with the fall of the Berlin Wall and continue its march to the east.” Meanwhile, a former Clinton official warned in another paper, “Washington will hold the Kremlin accountable for the ominous security threats that are developing between NATO’s eastern border and Russia.”74

Nor was this kind of aggressive American triumphalism merely a fleeting reaction to the end of the Soviet Union in 1991. A decade later, the tragedy of September 11 gave Washington a second chance for a real partnership with Russia. At a meeting on June 16, 2001, President Bush famously sensed in Putin’s “soul” a partner for America. And so it seemed to most commentators after September 11, when Putin’s Kremlin did more than any NATO government to assist the U.S. war effort against the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, and to save American lives, by giving it valuable intelligence, a Moscow-trained Afghan combat force, and unhindered access to crucial air bases in former Soviet Central Asia.75

The Kremlin understandably believed that in return Washington would at last give it the equitable relationship it had expected in the early 1990s. Instead, it got U.S. withdrawal from the ABM treaty; Washington’s claim to permanent bases in Central Asia (as well as Georgia) and independent access to Caspian oil and gas; the invasion of Iraq, which the Putin leadership strongly opposed; a second round of NATO expansion taking in several former Soviet republics and bloc members; and a growing indictment of Moscow’s domestic and foreign conduct. Not even September 11 was enough to end Washington’s winner-take-all principles. Americans may have forgotten their government’s indifference to Putin’s strategic wartime aid, but Russians have not. Many still remember it as another “illusory” hope for partnership with the United States, or as President Medvedev recalled in 2008, another “missed… historic chance.”76

Why have Democratic and Republican administrations alike believed they could act in such relentlessly anti-Russian ways without endangering U.S. national security? The answer is another fallacy—the belief that Russia, diminished and weakened by its loss of the Soviet Union, had no alternative to either bending to America’s will or being “a weak, isolated power.”77 Even apart from the continued presence of Soviet-era weapons in Russia, this was a grave misconception. Because of its extraordinary material and human attributes, Russia, as its intellectuals say, has always been “destined to be a great power.” This was still true of the enfeebled, crisis-ridden Russia of the 1990s. The only question was what kind of political state would rise from its knees. The answer, as should have been obvious at the time, depended significantly on how Russia was treated during its agony, particularly by the United States.78 (Russia’s backlash against its treatment in the 1990s was associated with Putin, but it would have come regardless of him.)

Even before 2000, when world energy prices began to refill its coffers, the Kremlin had alternatives to the humiliating role scripted by Washington. Above all, Russia could forge strategic alliances with eager anti-U.S. and non-NATO governments in the East and elsewhere, becoming an arsenal of conventional weapons and nuclear knowledge for states from China and India to Iran and Venezuela, as the “Kremlin hawks” were urging. (To illustrate that possibility, Medvedev’s first trips abroad after becoming president in 2008 were to Kazakhstan and China.) Indeed, a prominent Russian analyst thought his country had already “left the Western orbit” in 2006, though it had not yet actually done so. When President Obama took office in 2009, Putin and Medvedev were still proposing “a partnership,” though for how long was uncertain.79

Still more, even a diminished Russia can fight, perhaps win, a cold war on its new front lines across the vast former Soviet territories.80 Along with considerable military capabilities, it has the advantages of geographic proximity, essential markets, energy pipelines, and corporate ownership, as well as kinship, language, and common experiences. These give Moscow an array of soft and hard power to use, if it chooses, against neighboring states considering a new patron in faraway Washington, as it demonstrated in Georgia. The Kremlin’s advantages are even greater in Ukraine, Washington’s next preferred candidate for NATO membership. That country’s economy is heavily dependent on Russia for energy—a fact of life underscored in January 2009 when the Kremlin halted gas supplies in response to Kiev’s failure to pay for them in full—and many of its citizens for employment. Politically, Moscow has widespread support in Ukraine’s large ethnic Russian provinces and could encourage separatist movements there even more consequentially than it did in Georgia.

There are other problems for Washington in former Soviet republics. In the U.S.-Russian struggle in Central Asia over Caspian oil and gas, even apart from the “gas OPEC” Moscow formed with fifteen other exporting states in December 2008, Washington, as a triumphalist theorist acknowledged, “is at a severe disadvantage.”81 The United States has already lost its military base in Uzbekistan and may eventually lose the only remaining one it has in the region, in Kyrgyzstan. The new pipeline it backed to bypass Russia runs through Georgia, whose security and stability now depend considerably on Moscow. Washington’s friend in oil-rich Azerbaijan is an anachronistic dynastic ruler whose pro-American commitments were shaken by the Kremlin’s show of force in Georgia. And Kazakhstan, whose enormous energy reserves have made it a particular U.S. target, has its own large Russian population and has moved back toward Moscow.

Nor is the Kremlin powerless in direct dealings with the West. It can mount more than enough warheads and related devices to defeat any missile shield and illusion of “nuclear primacy.” It can shut U.S. businesses out of multi-billion-dollar deals in Russia and, as it has reminded the European Union, which gets 25 percent of its gas from Russia, in time “redirect supplies” to hungry markets in the East.82 And Moscow could deploy its resources, international connections, and UN Security Council veto against vital U.S. interests, among them energy, nuclear proliferation, Iran, Afghanistan, and possibly even withdrawal from Iraq. More generally, as one of Washington’s best-informed specialists warned, “Russia does not yet have the power or the inclination to lead a global anti-American coalition. But it can help to shape the evolution of the international system in ways that would damage the United States…. [It] could tip the balance in unpredictable and destructive ways.”83

Contrary to exaggerated American accusations, the Kremlin had not, as of early 2009, resorted to such measures in any significant way, though the previous year’s military action in Georgia and then January’s gas embargo against Ukraine, and the attendant disruption of Europe’s supplies, left no doubt about its resolve. If Washington continues to abase and encroach upon Russia, its leadership is unlikely to see any “sovereign” reason why it should not retaliate. Certainly nothing Moscow has gotten from the United States since 1992—and it has gotten nothing of substance except ill-advised loans in the 1990s that burdened the country with debt—“compensates for,” even a Western security specialist has pointed out, “the geopolitical harm the United States is doing to Russia.”84

None of these looming dangers have dissuaded American crusaders, however, from insisting that they are worth the risk in order to democratize Russia. Readers may instinctively sympathize with that goal, and, having observed firsthand the struggle for democracy in both Soviet and post-Soviet Russia for more than thirty years, I hope to live to see it accomplished. But the tenacious idea that the United States can directly promote that country’s democratization is also based on dangerous fallacies.

To begin with “strategic” ones, the common assertion that a non-democratic Russia can never be an essential or reliable U.S. ally because its interests will differ ignores the Soviet-American cooperation that maintained the nuclear peace and provided other safeguards in perilous circumstances for four decades, as well as Washington’s alliances with various authoritarian regimes over the years. It also disregards Palmerston’s axiom that nations have “no eternal allies,” only “perpetual” interests, which rightly assumes that not even partners always have identical interests.

Consider one crucial example that has both united and divided Moscow and Washington in recent years. No less than the White House, the Kremlin does not want to be faced with a nuclear-armed Iran, but its interests in that country are inescapably more complex. As a Eurasian nation with some 20 million Muslim citizens of its own and with Iran one of its few neighbors that is not a candidate for NATO membership, Russia cannot risk being drawn into what it fears is America’s emerging “holy alliance” against the Islamic world, whether in Iran, Iraq, or anywhere else.85 Its predicament is not unique. “You can’t have a foreign policy that goes against your geography,” as a former Soviet republic tried to explain to its new suitor in Washington.86

Nor is disregarding Russia’s imperative interests the worst strategic folly of democracy promoters. Since 2000, their frustration over the country’s “de-democratization” and their hatred of Putin, whom they blame, has grown, as I noted earlier, into calls for “regime change” in that already fragile nation. They seem indifferent to what it might actually mean—if not political chaos, even civil war, certainly not a “regime” of their anointed Russian “democrats,” who lack any meaningful popular support in the country, but of forces much more repressive, nationalistic, and uncompromising than those represented by Putin. As for Russia’s vast stockpiles of devices of mass destruction in such de-stabilized circumstances, one of the “democrats” assured an American supporter: “When this regime collapses, be aware that we are here.”87 Neither seemed concerned by the consequences of “collapse” for those stockpiles.

There is another profound fallacy of “democracy promotion” in Russia: it is inherently counterproductive, intrusive U.S. actions having only discredited the cause since 1992.88 Praising the despised Yeltsin and his shock-therapy “democrats” while condemning the popular Putin further associated democracy with Russia’s social pain and humiliations of the 1990s. Ostracizing Belarus’s leader while demonstratively embracing dictators in Caspian Sea states related democracy to America’s need for oil.89 Linking “democratic revolutions” in Georgia and Ukraine to NATO membership equated them with U.S. military expansionism. Focusing on the victimization of billionaire Mikhail Khodorkovsky but never on grassroots protests against Russia’s poverty and other social injustices, together with Washington’s role in the Yeltsin-era “privatization” schemes and other misdeeds of the 1990s, suggested that democracy is only for oligarchs.90

Still worse, American crusaders, by insisting on their indispensable role, are suggesting (wrongly) that Russians are incapable of democracy on their own, a “kind of racism” in the view of a former British ambassador to Moscow.91 Journalists, embittered by the failure of projects they backed in the 1990s, have gone further. Some express doubt “whether even today Russia can be considered a civilized country,” while others flatly inform readers, “Russia is not a normal country.” Features previously attributed to Communism, from “brutish instincts” and “murder and mayhem” to “autocratic” politics, are now said to be “embedded in Russia’s DNA.”92

Such demeaning commentaries, reported in the Moscow media, have reinforced dark Russian suspicions of American intentions. Many ranking and ordinary citizens now believe that Washington’s real purpose since the end of the Soviet Union has been to seize control of their country’s energy resources and nuclear weapons and use encircling NATO satellite states to “de-sovereignize” Russia, turning it into a “vassal of the West.” Indeed, U.S. policy has fostered the belief that the long American Cold War was never really aimed at Soviet Communism but at Russia and that a new cold war would also be so motivated.93

Dispelling these perceptions of Russia is a necessary step toward ending the new cold war before it is too late. It means, of course, abandoning the triumphalist fallacies that inspired them, including the conceit that the U.S. “victory” in the Cold War meant “the total exhaustion of viable systematic alternatives to the American way” and “settled fundamental issues once and for all” in Washington’s favor. Two U.S. policies have been especially responsible, as even Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice tacitly acknowledged.94 One is expressed in missionary intrusions into Russia’s internal affairs, the other in flagrant double standards regarding its national security. Defenders of those policies often insist “there is no alternative,” but there is, and it is not the “declinism” they allege.95

The alternative to the triumphalist conceit that Moscow’s “direction” at home should be determined in Washington was adumbrated by George Kennan, the esteemed diplomat and scholar, forty years before the Soviet Union ended. In 1951, anticipating the waning of Communist rule, he warned:

Let us not hover nervously over the people who come after, applying litmus paper daily to their political complexions to find out whether they answer to our concept of “democratic.” Give them time; let them be Russians; let them work out their internal problems in their own manner…. The ways by which peoples advance toward dignity and enlightenment in government are things that constitute the deepest and most intimate processes of national life. There is nothing less understandable to foreigners, nothing in which foreign interference can do less good.96

The ineluctable lesson of the Cold War, of both its duration and its end, is that Russia can “advance toward dignity and enlightenment in government” only when its relations with the outside world, particularly the United States, are improving, not worsening. In increasingly cold-war circumstances, its ruling circles, where such initiatives must be taken and opposition overcome, will never risk “letting go.” That is why Gorbachev’ s anti–Cold War and prodemocracy policies were inseparable. Twenty-five years later, support for democratic reform, though considerably diminished, still exists among Russia’s people and even its elites.97 If Washington really wants to “promote democracy,” it must have a Russia policy that gives it a chance, not the one pursued since the early 1990s. America must also have, a Moscow democrat adds, a “moral authority” that it now lacks.98

Alternatives to “double standards in the policy of the United States,” as the Kremlin now views them,99 may be more contentious, but they have to begin with a recognition of Russia’s legitimate security concerns about threats in regions along its own borders. In 2008, the Putin-Medvedev leadership made clear, in words and in deeds in Georgia, that it would no longer bow to the prospect of Western military bases in Moscow’s “sphere of strategic interests.”100 The Kremlin’ s new resolve was immediately denounced by the Bush administration as “archaic” and “paranoid,” but a Moscow admirer of U.S. history replied, “Every great nation has its own Monroe Doctrine. Do the Americans really think that they are entitled to one and the Russians are not?”101

In this regard, NATO expansion was for Russia the “original sin.”102 As the military alliance continued “its march to the east,” taking in former Soviet-bloc countries and republics along the way, it finally convinced Moscow that U.S. policy was not “strategic partnership” but a quest for domination. The Kremlin no longer believed, as the Yeltsin leadership may have, repeated Western assurances that NATO’s move eastward was “not directed at Russia.” For that, too, it had only to read counterassurances by leading American commentators that the West’s Cold War military force would not “lose its original purpose: to contain the Russian bear” and “guarantee overall Western interests.”103

In the end, the expansion of NATO confirmed Kennan’s foreboding that it would be “the most fateful error of the entire post–Cold War era.”104 It massively violated an essential principle on which Gorbachev and Reagan had agreed: Russian and American national security would either be mutual, in actions and perceptions, or it would not exist for either because one side’s military buildup or threatening move invariably provokes the other to do the same. Putin’s reaction was therefore to be expected: “The emergence of a powerful military bloc at our borders will be seen as a direct threat to Russia’s security.”105

As a result, NATO’s expansion, contrary to assurances by its American promoters, has undermined everyone’s security. When it became convinced that Washington was seeking “military-strategic superiority,” the Kremlin was compelled “to act in response.”106 Meanwhile, NATO membership, or simply the promise of it, discouraged small states on Russia’s borders, from the Baltics to Georgia, from negotiating disputes with their giant neighbor. Certain the United States and NATO would protect them, they were satisfied instead to let the problems fester and grow, even to “poke the Russian bear.” The Kremlin may have overreacted, but it had resolved to no longer “permit the red lines of its national strategic interests to be crossed, especially in surrounding regions.”107 The U.S.-Russian proxy war in Georgia was the result.

The situation will grow even worse if Washington continues its campaign to bring Ukraine into NATO. Its state having originated in Kiev, Moscow thinks of Ukraine as “the cradle of Russia.”108 Nor is this unilateral or merely sentiment. Of all the former Soviet republics, Russia and a large part of Ukraine, along with Belarus, are the most intricately and intimately related—by geography, history, language, religion, marriage, economics, energy pipelines, and security. In Moscow’s view, Ukraine entering NATO would be “hammering the final nail into the coffin of Russia as an independent great power.”109 (This is, of course, one motive behind the U.S. campaign to incorporate Ukraine into the Western military alliance.)

“No Russian leader can remain in power,” according to a Moscow specialist admired in Washington, “if he ‘loses’ Ukraine to the United states as a member of NATO.”110 And yet American cold warriors seem determined to make this happen, declaring Ukraine a “strategic country,” part of “our core zone of security,” and “the great prize.”111 If they succeed, the Kremlin has publicly warned that the West’s “relations with Russia will be spoiled once and for all” and “the price will be high.” Privately, it is said that it would be seen as a “declaration of war.”112 If so, nuclear-armed Russia and America would be closer to self-inflicted catastrophe than ever before.

Zealous NATO expansionists insist the United States cannot “surrender” Ukraine back to Moscow as a “satellite nation,” but here, too, there is an alternative. It is nonaligned status for both Ukraine and Georgia along the lines that enabled Finland to be neutral, peaceful, and prosperous after World War II.113 This would mean Russia accepting the full political independence of those nations, including the results of their elections, in return for a promise of no further NATO member states and no NATO or U.S. military bases at all on its borders, including in the three Baltic nations already in the alliance. Whether the compromise is done informally or by treaty matters less than the benefits to all parties. A “red” front line in U.S.-Russian relations would be rolled back along with the new cold war itself. And the politics and economics of Georgia and Ukraine could turn to the real needs of their long-suffering peoples.

The alternative to this solution might well be a geopolitical splintering of Ukraine into two countries, one aligned with Russia, the other with the West. (Some two-thirds of its citizens surveyed have repeatedly opposed NATO membership, with less than 20 percent in favor.) Such a development would reinstitutionalize the Cold War division of Europe in even more unpredictable ways. Adjacent to Russia, it would represent a constant threat of new U.S.-Russian proxy wars more dangerous than the one in Georgia.

That possibility was foreshadowed by a little-known event in late May and early June 2006, at a port in Ukraine’s ethnic Russian region of Crimea. A U.S. naval ship suddenly appeared, and a contingent of marines went ashore to prepare for a NATO-Ukraine military exercise. Angry crowds of local citizens blockaded the port and confronted the marines, shouting “No to NATO in Ukraine!” An eyewitness account conveyed their mood: “American soldiers… Do you want a new Vietnam here? You will get it, and your mothers will cry!” Meanwhile, “Loudspeakers blasted a throaty rendition of ‘Holy War,’ the song that sent Russian soldiers off to battle during World War II.”114

PRESIDENT Barack Obama took office twenty years from the day outgoing President Ronald Reagan declared, in January 1989, “The Cold War is over.”115 In the interim, not only was that historic opportunity squandered, but relations between the United States and post-Soviet Russia fell to an all-time low and were growing worse. As a result, so was America’s national security, which remained more dependent on its former superpower adversary than on any other country.

Above all else, Russia’s stability and thus control over its innumerable devices of mass destruction, including safeguards against accidental nuclear launches, remained far from adequate. Despite billions of dollars of oil revenue, the nation was still an “infrastructural nightmare” and a “fragile state,” as even U.S. hardliners acknowledged, though without any apparent concern about that unprecedented danger.116 By 2009, the global financial crisis and plunge in world oil prices had shattered illusions that Russia’s economy was an “island of stability” based on “a dynamic stable society.” Mounting corporate debt, bankruptcies, unemployment numbers, poverty rates, unpaid wages, and signs of social unrest, along with the state’s rapidly diminishing financial reserves, seemed to remind even Putin of “the shocks of 1991 and 1998.”117

There were also bleaker perspectives. An experienced American observer thought the new Russian system had become “even more rickety than its tsarist and Soviet predecessors” and “could fold every bit as easily as they did.” Two years before the 2008 crisis, Russian sociologists were already reporting “unpredictably explosive situations” in the country.118 And some historians warned that the “dual power” of Putin and Medvedev was inherently destabilizing, as such arrangements had repeatedly been in the country’s history. Those prognoses were exaggerated, but they echoed warnings by top Clinton officials in the late 1990s that the destabilization of nuclear Russia would put America “at greater risk than it [has] ever been.”119 This was still true a decade later.

The disintegration of U.S.-Russian cooperation, essential to virtually every important American concern from nuclear proliferation and international terrorism to the war in Afghanistan and other regional crises, was almost as alarming. By early 2009, “real dialogue [did] not exist” because, according to Russia’s foreign minister, there had actually been “more mutual trust and respect during… the Cold War.” (A well-informed Russian reported that there was now even more mistrust in Moscow than in Washington.)120 In the aftermath of the Georgian proxy war, both sides demanded that the other make a fateful choice. The Bush administration insisted that “Russia faces a decision: to be a fully integrated and responsible partner” or “an isolated and antagonistic nation.” The Kremlin replied that U.S. leaders had to finally decide “what kind of relations they want with Moscow.”121

Still worse, with “missile madness” spurring a new arms race and “hawks” ascending in Washington and Moscow,122 each side threatened to violate the other’s “red lines.” In November 2008, Russian warships appeared in the Caribbean and the Panama Canal, and President Medvedev, in Venezuela and Cuba. The Bush administration took a more extreme step. It called for accelerated NATO membership for Georgia and Ukraine, even though neither qualified by the alliance’s criteria; most U.S. allies were opposed; a real war with Russia had just been averted in Georgia; and Ukraine’s leadership may have colluded with Tbilisi in provoking that event. Alarmed by the brinkmanship, a respected Moscow analyst could no longer “rule out military conflict in the post-Soviet space between NATO and Russia”—or that Moscow might “be obliged to have recourse to nuclear weapons.”123

Clearly, Washington urgently needed a fundamentally new approach to Russia, but officials and other commentators did not think so—not even with the United States bogged down in wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and crippled by economic crisis. Their response to increasingly dangerous relations with Moscow made Hegel’s bleak axiom “The Owl of Minerva spreads its wings only with the falling of dusk” seem naively optimistic. The great German philosopher believed that although we are unable to comprehend historic developments until they unfold, we do then understand them.124

In this case, however, there was no American understanding. In late 2008, a European foreign minister warned that the continent was “already in a new cold war,” and another respected Moscow analyst proclaimed that U.S.-Russian relations were “in some respects even worse.” But wielders of influence in Washington still insisted, “No serious observer thinks we face a new Cold War.”125 Myopia was leading to more reckless American proposals. Several suggested that another “implosion” of the Russian nuclear state would be a positive development or at least, according to Secretary of State Rice, its “infrastructural night-mare” cause only for “calm.” Another advocated building an even more provocative missile-defense facility—this one in the former Soviet republic of Lithuania. Yet another urged bringing Finland, a longstanding model of successful neutrality, into NATO.126

Not even American public figures and publications reputed to be the most thoughtful on foreign policy seemed capable of rethinking Russia. An admired former congressman was as triumphalist as his colleagues, predicating U.S. policy on “the health of Russian democracy.”127 The most influential newspaper, the New York Times, still excluding alternative views, continued to feature misleading articles indicting Putin for everything from the “new cold war” and fighting in Georgia to neo-Stalinism in Russia.128 (The most important policy journal, Foreign Affairs, was scarcely different, while the Washington Post’s editorial pages continued to read like a bygone Pravda on the Potomac.) Broadcasts by the major television networks were no less one-sided in their coverage. Exasperated, two leading academic authorities on U.S.-Russian relations finally expressed their “concern that the American public is simply not hearing the other side.”129

The inability of the political elite to reconsider its two-decade policy toward post-Soviet Russia, which had been a disaster from the outset, was not out of character. Its limited capacity for introspection, independent thinking, and civic courage was also expressed in its acquiescence in the disastrous Iraq War. (A few prominent figures did profess to rethink Russia policy, but most of them again blamed Moscow alone for bad relations or proposed no fundamental changes in the U.S. approach.)130 A British resident in Washington was astonished that so few members of the political and media elites openly opposed Russia policy, though some did so privately. He attributed their conformism to being “intimidated” by the prevailing consensus and to careerism, adding: “This is the way that most of the Washington think-tank world works.”131

The role of intimidation should not be underestimated. In another characteristic sign of a new American cold war, the few outspoken critics of Washington’s policy have been the target of defamatory attacks, even in purportedly liberal publications, for “once again taking the Russian side.” Among the charges familiar from the previous Cold War are “appeasement” and “willful blindness,” “cheerleaders of Russian President Putin” and “Putin apologists,” and “freedom-hater.”132 Even Henry Kissinger was labeled “naive” for suggesting that the Kremlin was motivated primarily by its “quest for a reliable strategic partner” in Washington.133

The actual alternative to Washington’s twenty-year failed policy is nothing like what the new cold warriors allege. It begins with America’s real national security priorities, which remain twofold: a stable Russia relying less, not more, on its nuclear weapons; and, as a Boston Globe columnist reminded readers, “an unprecedented strategic partnership between Moscow and Washington.”134 Those priorities should have excluded any number of U.S. follies, such as Clinton’s myopic notion that “Yeltsin drunk is better than most of the alternatives sober” as the custodian of a nuclear state135 and Bush’s reckless promotion of tail-wagging-the-dog client states on its borders. (Even after the U.S.- Russian proxy war in August 2008, both Washington and Tbilisi continued to act recklessly toward Moscow. The Bush administration threatened to rearm Georgia and signed bilateral security agreements with both Tblisi and Kiev, while Georgia’s president staged events, including a purported Russian attempt to assassinate himself and the president of Poland, designed to further embroil the United States in his conflicts with the Kremlin.)

With a clear understanding that America’s road to national security runs through Moscow, the overriding goal now is to replace the new cold war, before it is too late, with, as one U.S. official understood, “a virtuous cycle of cooperation.”136 It cannot be the “selective cooperation” espoused by proponents of the failed triumphalist policy, according to which Washington expects Moscow’s assistance on behalf of America’s vital interests while denying that Russia has any comparable ones.137 It will be either a fully reciprocal partnership or none at all. Achieving the “virtuous “kind requires at least four fundamental changes in American thinking.

First, triumphalism must be replaced, in words and in deeds, as the underlying principle of U.S. policy by the original premise that ended the Cold War in the years from 1988 through 1991—that there were no losers but instead a historic chance for the two great powers, both with legitimate security interests abroad and full sovereignty at home, to escape the perils and heavy costs of their forty-year confrontation. This also means recognizing that there are no longer any “superpowers.” Post-Soviet Russia does not claim to be one, and if America really was a superpower today it would not have been so easily attacked on September 11, so unable to gain military victory in either Iraq or Afghanistan, so burdened with economic crisis and debt, or so lacking in the “soft” power of goodwill in the world.138

Second, the “Blame Russia First syndrome,” which is both unfair and a source of constant antagonism, has to end.139 No U.S. leader can go as far as I have in this book in holding Washington primarily responsible for the new cold war. But an acknowledgment that a mutual opportunity was missed and that both sides bear responsibility would be enough for a new beginning. It would, for example, assuage an abiding Russian grievance against the United States. “We do not want to aggravate the situation,” President Medvedev tried to explain, “but we want to be respected.”140

The third fundamental change follows from the previous two and is the most crucial. NATO expansion toward Russia, which has failed on all counts, must stop. It has served only to undermine the security of all parties involved; generate a militarized U.S.-Russian relationship where there should be a diplomatic one; bring the two nations closer to war than ever before; and all but exclude the possibility of further nuclear arms reductions. By encircling Russia with military bases, along with facilities that have the potential to deprive Moscow of its hard-achieved defense capabilities, NATO’s encroachment has also caused even pro-Western Russians to feel “our fate is not in our hands.”141 A nation fearing for its future will never wager on a partner that threatens it.

Finally, a new policy is not possible until the White House and Congress tell the American people the truth about our relationship with post-Soviet Russia. It was never a strategic partnership, only the pretence of one in Washington and the cause of bitter disappointment and mistrust in Moscow. Whether U.S. leaders call the actual relationship a new cold war, as I have, or simply “the worst in a generation” matters less than candidly acknowledging its unprecedented dangers. Two other common practices are also misleading. America does not need meaningless claims about a “friend” in the Kremlin; it needs a real partner there. And constant assurances that the Soviet Union no longer exists, while post-Soviet failures and perils mount, as the Bush administration made a habit of, is no substitute for a national security policy. (It is instead an ideological kind of decision making that repeatedly makes its leading officials seem profoundly uninformed about Russia and surprised by Moscow’s actions.)142

Not long ago, these fundamental principles were considered mainstream, little more than common sense. Now they are regarded as heresy by an American political establishment that abandoned them. A defender of Reagan’s anti–Cold War initiatives has warned that critics seeking to change Washington’s subsequent approach to Russia “will have to enter the fray with light hearts and thick skins and the courage of their convictions.”143 Considering the attacks they have experienced and the powerful forces with deeply vested interests in the wrong-headed policy, from officials, editorialists, and academic specialists to military-defense firms profiting from NATO’s enlargement, critics will also need a determined leader.

As I finish this book, in early 2009, the best and possibly last hope is the new American president, Barack Obama. Grassroots movements can play a role, but Russia policy has always been decided by the White House, for better and worse, from Roosevelt and Truman to Nixon, Reagan, Clinton, and Bush. President Obama—young, with few ties to the failed policies, elected with a mandate for reform at home incompatible with the economic and political costs of the new cold war, and having emphasized Moscow’s weapons of mass destruction as the “greatest threat” to America’s security and the need to “reset U.S.-Russia relations” and “initiate a new era of American diplomacy”144—would seem the ideal agent of a new thinking about Russia.

But the prospects for this urgently needed alternative may not be good. Obama’s own party expressed its rare dissent from Bush’s Russia policy by accusing him of having “been too soft on Vladimir Putin,” having “given Putin a blank check,” even of having thereby “lost Russia.”145 The Democrats’ alternative was a more cold-war approach. During his presidential campaign, Obama differed only slightly on Washington’s relations with Moscow from his orthodox Democratic and Republican rivals, and his main Russia adviser was a Yeltsin-era missionary crusader and now neo-cold warrior.146

In this regard, the foreign-policy team Obama assembled as president seemed no better. His vice president, Joseph Biden, was a longtime zealous proponent of the triumphalist policy, including NATO expansion and the U.S. projects in Georgia and Ukraine, and of “direct confrontation” with the Kremlin. Accepting his nomination, Biden rededicated himself to those pursuits.147 Obama’s secretary of state, Hillary Rodham Clinton, was the spouse of the president who originated that general policy and staffed her department with people who had implemented it. Robert Gates, Obama’s secretary of defense, had a longer governmental involvement in the failed policy than anyone else in Washington. The new national security adviser, General James L. Jones, was a former NATO commander and an enthusiastic advocate of its expansion. Even Obama’s chief economic adviser, Lawrence Summers, had been an architect of the Clinton administration’s shock-therapy crusade in Russia in the 1990s.

None of those people had ever publicly expressed any rethinking of their triumphalism or doubts about its failures and increasingly dangerous consequences. None openly rejected U.S. hardliners’ clamorous warnings to Obama that Moscow was trying to “intimidate” and “test” him and that any “kowtowing” or “capitulation” on his part would only whet the Kremlin’s “imperialist” appetite. Among those appointees, or anywhere around Obama, there appeared to be no heretical thinkers on Russia, and certainly none of the critics who had warned against the bipartisan policy from the beginning.148

Hope may die last, but historical memory must also persist. Twenty-five years earlier, at another exceedingly dangerous juncture in relations between the White House and the Kremlin, a leader emerged from the Soviet Communist Party system, a much more dogmatic, rigid, and menacing battleground than Washington, espousing what he called “New Thinking.” With only a few other heretics at his side, and at considerable risk to his position and even his life, Mikhail Gorbachev followed those ideas and their vision to the end of the forty-year Cold War.

A quarter of a century later, Kremlin leaders of a different generation are still clinging to hope for “a partnership between the U.S. and Russia,” despite growing opposition in their own political establishment.149 This time, however, the United States and its new president will have to take the initiative. Is American democracy any less capable of such an alternative than was the Soviet Communist system?
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Alternatives are returning.

GLEB PAVLOVSKY, 2010

In Moscow and in Washington, people have been known to lose opportunities… We have to hope that this time we won’t lose the opportunity.

MEMBER OF THE RUSSIAN PARLIAMENT, 2010





ANYONE who writes with the purpose of changing established thinking about fateful turning points in political history, as I have done in this book, must be patient. Orthodoxies never yield quickly to facts or logic. This is even more the case with American thinking about the former Soviet Union—and, it turns out, about post-Soviet Russia. As Will Rogers aptly quipped many years ago, “No matter what you say about it, it’s true.”

It is too soon, therefore, to know the impact of Soviet Fates and Lost Alternatives , which first appeared in hardcover only in mid-2009. Several reviewers have welcomed my reconsideration of missed opportunities in Soviet and post-Soviet history and in U.S.-Russian relations, but others, one observer concluded, have shunned the book because of its “realistic, but scarcely diplomatic, indictment of a… broad swath of academics, journalists, and intellectuals.”1 If so, we should not be surprised. “You can’t expect people,” as a Moscow columnist I quoted earlier remarked, “to jump out of their biographies.”2

I did not intend this book, with the exception of chapter 7, to be an “indictment,” but a revisionist endeavor of this kind always risks offending political correctness. To give a recent example, a distinguished historian was accused of “nostalgia” for the Soviet Union and of yearning for “a restoration of the old repressive norms” because he focused on Soviet-era intellectuals who believed in reforming the system, not abolishing it.3 Considering that such derisive attitudes are still widespread among reviewers and other commentators, a full rethinking of roads that might have been taken during and after the Soviet experience may require a new generation of Americans unaffected by the legacies of the Cold War.

Certainly, nothing has changed in American (or, more generally, Western) mainstream thinking to diminish the purpose of this book. Except for a very few writers, all of the views contested in the preceding pages are still presented as axiomatic. To reiterate them briefly:

• There were no viable alternatives for the better in Soviet history—not those represented by Bukharin, Khrushchev, Gorbachev, or any other leader treated in the book—only predetermined outcomes.

• The Soviet Union was not merely unreformable; “even incremental reform was too much for the system to bear.”

• The end of the Soviet Union was “a deliverance of biblical proportions” resulting in “a golden age of the most profound peace and prosperity.”

• “How America won the cold war” is an essential leadership lesson for all subsequent American presidents.

•  It was Putin, not the U.S.-backed Yeltsin, who “began dismantling Russian democracy.”

• The “U.S.-Russian relationship soured” after 1991 largely because of policies made in Moscow, not in Washington.4

All of these false, or at least questionable, axioms have become mythic aspects of a post-1991 American narrative. And myths are even harder to dispel than historical orthodoxies.

In Russia, on the other hand, despite continuing elements of state censorship, there is no longer an orthodox position, no “general line” or “single viewpoint,” regarding any of the historical or political developments examined in Soviet Fates and Lost Alternatives. (Four of the chapters have been published in translation in Moscow.)5 Each of those fateful turning points and their outcomes continues to be the subject of conflicting views and intense debate. Twenty years later, the end of the Soviet Union—whether it was predetermined or avoidable, whether or not it was “legitimate”—remains the most fiercely disputed issue,6 but not the only one that is still politically consequential.

Various reasons explain why there is so little historical closure in Russia today. One is that two leaders reexamined in this book remain active in political life. Gorbachev, who turned eighty in 2011, and Ligachev, ninety in 2010, continue to defend the conflicting “missed opportunities” they represented, as do their supporters. Even Bukharin, more than seventy years after his execution, hovers over contemporary discussions of Russia’s present and future, his NEP alternative still cited as a market system suited to the country’s long tradition of mixed state and private economies. As for Stalin, both his admirers and harshest critics say he is “more alive than ever.”7

But the primary reason remote events are “living history” in Russia is that roads taken in the past have so often led to catastrophic destinations. As a young journalist wrote in 2010, “All of Russia’s suffering has roots in its history, although we cannot agree on which period is most to blame.” (Fifty years before, Mikoyan, Khrushchev’s anti-Stalinist ally, put it more colloquially: “History can drive you crazy.”)8 These disputes over when, what, and whom to blame range over several centuries but concentrate, of course, on the nearly one hundred years from the 1917 revolution to the present, thereby perpetuating all of the interpretive questions raised in Soviet Fates and Lost Alternatives.

Indeed, by 2011, the book’s overarching theme was again central to Russian politics. With the country at yet another crossroads, one side in the struggle defended the nation’s historical “culture of non-alternatives” as consistent with its traditions while another rejected “history without alternatives” and hoped that “alternatives are returning.” (That these opposing perspectives were formulated by a political intellectual close to the Kremlin, Gleb Pavlovsky, indicated the high-level nature of the recurring conflict.)9 Leading to the new crossroads was a divisive issue that had afflicted the nation repeatedly before and after 1917—the belief that Russia was in urgent need of “modernization.”

The revived imperative is understandable. As I emphasized in chapter 7, Russia’s basic infrastructures have perilously disintegrated because of the precipitous fall in investment since the 1980s, the economic depression of the 1990s, a decade of unprecedented demodernization, and the state’s budgetary overreliance on energy exports. Not only alarmists now warn that Russia has already lost decades of the modernity it achieved at great costs during its Soviet twentieth century and is in danger of losing essential elements of its future as a great nation—the development of its people, technical and scientific progress, economic competitiveness, military power, and even its oil and natural gas sectors. Few in the political class disagree that “Russia again faces its age-old problem: Modernize or be crushed.”10

Apart from agreeing that the country must develop a diversified economy less dependent on natural resources, there is, however, no consensus, only fundamental disagreement, about the meaning of “modernization” and “the sacramental question—how to do this.”11 Proposals range from implanting technical innovations in the existing order, such as a Russian Silicon Valley, to transforming the entire post-Soviet political and economic system. By 2011, the dispute dominated domestic- and even foreign-policy discussions and had spread to the highest levels, with Prime Minister Putin, still the preeminent leader, and President Medvedev, his protégé, taking noticeably different positions. But the underlying divide remains as it has been throughout the nation’s long history of modernizing controversies and campaigns, and as I spelled out in chapter 6 in contrasting Gorbachev’s gradualist perestroika to Yeltsin’s shock therapy.

Once again, one side in the struggle over “the alternatives of modernization” insists that Russia’s dire condition, the recalcitrance of its bureaucrats and people, and mounting dangers abroad mean that the state, armed with power “to eliminate all obstacles,” must impose the transformation on society. And once again, the opposing side warns against another “modernization through catastrophe” that will result in more dictatorship and political “slaves,” arguing instead for a “democratic” or “soft” modernization promoted by the state but carried out “from below” by free citizens. The Kremlin might follow a centrist course for several years, but eventually, as has happened in the past, it is likely to choose one or the other. The alternatives therefore again pose “fateful choices.”12

For Russia’s dwindling prodemocracy forces, the new modernization debate has had one unexpected benefit: it has reopened discussion of the country’s aborted democratization. Some commentators, referring to Gorbachev’s reforms, call this approach “Perestroika II.”13 But despite high-level proponents, a fledgling (though weak and conformist) middle class, and opinion surveys indicating that many Russians still want free elections and uncensored media, there is little that favors a democratic outcome. Nor are the reasons for this primarily the nation’s authoritarian traditions or Putin’s KGB background, as is usually said.

The main obstacles to “democratic modernization,” or any other resumption of democratization, lie elsewhere. One is the fate of the first perestroika. Though I argue otherwise in chapters 4 – 6, most officials and ordinary citizens believe that Gorbachev’s democratizing reforms were directly responsible for the “collapse” of the Soviet state and thus the ensuing chaos, economic looting, and social misery of the 1990s.14 That perspective, inspired by the two breakdowns of Russian statehood in the twentieth century, in 1917 and 1991, has revived an older belief, stretching back to tsarist times, that Russia is too big geographically and too diverse ethnically to be governed democratically.

In this fearfully conservative and widespread view, the country’s stability and security depend on a concentration of executive power in the capital, the “vertical of authority,” as Putin’s administration termed it. Such an outlook rules out, of course, the kind of empowered legislature and real federalism that Gorbachev tried to create. Even Medvedev, sometimes identified with a democratic alternative at the top, declared that “parliamentary democracy here in Russia… would be a disaster.”15 Considering the nation’s history of overweening executive power based in the Kremlin, tsarist and Communist, it is impossible to imagine any kind of democratic system without those representative institutions.

Readers may be surprised, remembering the enormous crimes and millions of victims described in chapter 2, that Russia’s statist modernizers boast of having Stalin on their side. Their economists draw an analogy between the crisis of post-Soviet Russia, which has almost exhausted the infrastructure and other capital inherited from the Soviet Union in 1991, and the crisis of the new Soviet state in the late 1920s, which had reached the limits of the tsarist economic heritage. Looking back, they argue that just as Bukharin’s gradualist NEP alternative was not the “way out” then, the “optimal program” for Russian modernization today “should consist of a kind of neo-Stalinism.”16

Indeed, the modernization imperative has both revived discussion of democracy and made the antithetical Stalinist experience, sometimes referred to as “modernization without Westernization,” seem more relevant. Appealing not only to distant history but to widespread popular beliefs that the post-Soviet state abandoned the people—to oligarchs, impoverishment, crime, and corruption—authoritarian modernizers trumpet the Stalinist state’s “salvation of the country” in the 1930s and 1940s in order to maintain, “We can be saved only by civilized Stalinism,” even by “Stalinist modernization.”17

The result has been a third nationwide controversy over the Stalinist past, after those under Khrushchev and Gorbachev. It, too, has exacerbated already deep policy divisions in the political class. For example, while pro-Stalin historians with patrons in high circles seem to “justify any number of victims and crimes for the sake of rebuilding the country,” President Medvedev endorsed a campaign, led by Gorbachev and others, to build a national memorial to Stalin’s victims. Medvedev went on to reject the reemerging idea that modernization “can be achieved at the price of human grief and loss.”18 Neither elite nor rank-and-file neo-Stalinists actually want a return to terroristic despotism, but even “civilized Stalinism” would destroy any remaining prospects for democracy.

There is, however, an even larger barrier to both democratization and modernization—the immense state property “privatized” in the 1990s. Though examined in chapters 5 and 6, that obstacle needs to be reemphasized because it continues to be ignored in most Western commentary, as are the opinions of informed Russian thinkers. Those scholars and other intellectuals tell us, as readers will recall, “Almost everything that happened in Russia after 1991 was determined to a significant extent by the divvying up of the property of the former USSR,” which is still haunted by a “‘dual illegitimacy’—in the eyes of the law… and in the eyes of the population.”19

That “historic divvying up” by the Soviet high-level nomenklatura and its collaborators continues to thwart Russian democracy and modernity in two critical ways. Knowing the traditional social-justice beliefs of the people, of whom 80 percent or more have no savings, and fearing popular retribution, the small financial elite—or oligarchs—who still control much of that enormous wealth and exercise considerable political influence, remain determined to prevent free elections and representative institutions. Meanwhile, their profits from natural resources and other vital assets, much of it transferred to off-shore havens, is needed to rebuild the country’s infrastructures. For Russia’s oligarchs, fundamental change is an existential threat.

Nor is the political obstacle merely the business elite. An entire oligarchical system, based on the merger of privatized property and privatized state policy making, emerged during the Yeltsin 1990s. Shaped by mass and prolonged redistribution of existing property, asset stripping, capital flight abroad, and fearful uncertainty about the duration of the new wealth-seizing possibilities, it grew into a demodernizing system antithetical to economic development. As Gorbachev, who had pursued a differing kind of economic change, complained, the system “divided up more than was produced, built, or developed.”20 During the following decade, Putin made significant alterations in the system, separating Yeltsin-era oligarchs from Kremlin power, and a few from their property, while creating new oligarchs of his own, but he did not change its underlying nature.

A characteristic and poorly interpreted feature of the system is Russia’s endemic corruption, both official and private, and the violence accompanying it. The shadowy, illicit procedures and contract murders that fostered the birth of the oligarchy spread with the new system. As a result, corruption also now deprives Russia of billions of dollars and the efficiency needed for modernization. Meanwhile, most of the frequent assassinations of journalists and related crimes, usually attributed to the Kremlin, are actually commissioned by corrupt “businessmen” and officials against reporters and other investigators who have gotten too close to their commercial secrets.

It is widely believed in Russia today, virtually across the ideological spectrum, that the existing political system is incapable of modernization.21 Major policy change in Russia has almost always originated among reform-minded people in the ruling class, as happened under Khrushchev and Gorbachev, but today’s elites have little interest in any kind of transformation. Even if a Kremlin leader initiates change, as many observers think President Medvedev was attempting, implementing such initiatives through the “vertical of authority,” which sometimes thwarted even Putin’s decrees, would be exceedingly difficult. They would be vulnerable, in Russia’s long bureaucratic tradition, to fierce resistance and outright sabotage.

Still more, the post-Soviet state bureaucracy, now larger than its predecessor, has been widely infected by the malignancies of “divvying up.” At every level of the “vertical,” from Moscow to the vast provinces, “commercial partners” and “friends of oligarchs” (oligofrendy) have proliferated, forming a “caste of immune officials.” Hundreds of thousands of bureaucrats have grown accustomed to multiplying their salaries by lucrative bribes and other “percentages” on transactions and enterprises requiring official permits, as well as the still ongoing redistribution of assets. Their way of life, whether grand or modest, depends on the existing system. (Thus, while surveyed Russians continue to rate today’s bureaucrats significantly below their Soviet counterparts in honesty, efficiency, and “patriotism,” a third of young people aspire to such a position because of the monetary possibilities.)22

Here, too, proposals for “exiting the oligarchical system” range from liberal to authoritarian. Some call for a onetime supertax on privatized property designed both to supplement the government’s modernizing funds and to legitimize the “divvying up” in the eyes of the law and the people. Others propose rigorous antimonopoly, promarket measures. Still others, in an older Russian tradition, demand expropriation and punishment of oligarchs, corrupt officials, and their political enablers.23 With moderate anti-corruption campaigns having failed or never been implemented, the enormous discrepancies between rich and poor still growing, terrorists striking repeatedly even in Moscow, and indignant nationalist moods spreading in officialdom and breaking out in political assassinations and in street violence, demands for harsh approaches have become more clamorous. Increasingly desperate, even Russia’s self-professed democrats seem able to hope only that “progressive” oligarchs and their representatives will lead the modernization effort.24

Whatever the outcome of this fateful struggle, and whatever the alternatives lost since 1991, Russia’s present and future scarcely resemble those once imagined by Western commentators. As I pointed out in preceding chapters, those expectations, especially American ones, were shaped by ideological assumptions, not Russian realities. The same has been true of assumptions about post-Soviet Russia’s role abroad.

THE concluding chapter of Soviet Fates and Lost Alternatives, “Who Lost the Post-Soviet Peace?,” has been the most controversial. I anticipated this reaction because the chapter recounts the only historic opportunity discussed in the book that was missed because of decisions taken in Washington, initially by the Clinton administration in the 1990s, not in Moscow. A few reviewers applauded my analysis, comparing it favorably with George Kennan’s validated criticism of U.S. policy, but most thought it “goes too far” in blaming Washington and found it “an exaggeration” and “less compelling” than other chapters.25

The best way to evaluate my treatment of U.S.-Russian relations during the Clinton and Bush administrations is to extend it to developments since I completed the book in January 2009, the month President Obama took office. As I wrote then, his call for a “reset” in relations with Moscow suggested an awareness that a necessary partnership with post-Soviet Russia had been missed and might still be retrieved. Moreover, the real meaning of Obama’s “reset” was, of course, detente.26 And since detente had always meant replacing Cold War conflicts with cooperation, the president’s initiative also suggested an understanding that he had inherited something akin to a new cold war, as I argued in chapter 7.

The long, episodic history of detente, or previous resets, which began in 1933 when President Roosevelt established diplomatic relations with Soviet Russia after fifteen years of nonrecognition, may tell us some-thing important about Obama’s reset. Each episode was opposed by powerful ideological, elite, and institutional forces in Washington and Moscow; each required strong leadership to sustain the process of co-operation; and each, after a period of success, dissipated or collapsed in a resurgence of Cold War–like conflicts, as did even the historic detente initiated by Gorbachev and Reagan that promised to abolish cold wars altogether.

When the Soviet Union ended, it was widely assumed that the cycle of unabated cold war temporarily moderated by detente was over because there would be few, if any, serious conflicts with a noncommunist Russia. The cessation of profound ideological differences and worldwide superpower competition did create a historic opportunity for a more fully cooperative, less conflictual American-Russian relationship, even a strategic partnership. But as I made clear in chapter 7, much depended on the nature of U.S. policy, which failed disastrously in the 1990s. Unless the lessons of that period were heeded, Obama’s detente would almost certainly share the fate of its predecessors.

In 2009 and 2010, many commentators believed that the reset, a term also adopted by the Kremlin, was “remarkably successful” and had already achieved a “new partnership” and led to a “new era in relations.”27 Discourse between Washington and Moscow became more conciliatory. Both Obama and President Medvedev, who met frequently, declared the revamped relationship a success, citing their personal friendship as evidence. There were also tangible signs. Moscow began cooperating on two top U.S. priorities: the war in Afghanistan and curbing Iran’s nuclear-weapons aspirations. In addition, in 2010, a treaty named New START was negotiated that would reduce U.S. and Russian long-range nuclear arsenals by almost a third.

Nonetheless, at the beginning of 2011, Obama’s reset remained limited and inherently unstable. This was caused in part by political circumstances over which he had little control. Opposition in both capitals was fierce and unrelenting. Drawing on a traditional Russophobia that attributes sinister motives to every Moscow initiative, in this case from arms control to Iran, Afghanistan, and Europe, American cold warriors assailed Obama’s reset as “capitulation” and “betrayal,” a “retreat,” a “dangerous bargain,” and a policy of “seeing no evil.” One even likened it to the 1939 Nazi-Soviet Pact.28 Without a countervailing pro-Russia lobby or a significant U.S.-Russian economic relationship to buffer the reset, it was highly vulnerable to such attacks.

In Moscow, equally harsh attacks were leveled against Obama’s designated partner, Medvedev. According to a leading Russian nationalist, “The West stands behind Medvedev. The president relies on ultra-liberals… who speak for a pro-American, traitorous policy oriented on surrendering positions and helping the Americans maintain a mono-polar world…. No one stands behind Medvedev except enemies of Russia.” More ominously, a prominent general also accused Medvedev of “treason.”29 A number of Russia’s “democratic” oppositionists were also adamantly against Obama’s reset, denouncing it as “facilitating the autocracy’s self-preservation” and as “another Munich…. A full, absolute, and unconditional surrender to the regime.” Nor did Russian public opinion favor the new policy. In 2009, a majority surveyed stated a “positive dislike of the West in general, and particularly of America.”30

Still worse, both Obama and Medvedev were relatively weak leaders. Obama’s authority at home was diminished by his declining popularity and by Democratic Patty losses in the 2010 congressional elections. (By then, he had already yielded to demands for a “reset of the reset,” restoring democracy promotion to his agenda and embracing the Georgian leader, Mikheil Saakashvili, who had brought America and Russia close to war in August 2008.)31 Medvedev’s own authority remained limited by Putin’s preeminence and the possibility he might reclaim the Russian presidency in 2012. Increasingly perceived as a possible one-term president, neither Obama nor Medvedev was able or willing to aggressively defend their reset or even prevent apparent attempts to disrupt it by members of their own administrations.32

Obama’s decision to base his Russia policy on the presumed “liberal” Medvedev, with the intention of promoting his political fortunes over Putin’s, further limited support for the reset in Moscow. (Along with the U.S. media, Obama and his advisers continued to denigrate Putin as an “outdated” cold warrior, even a man who “doesn’t have a soul.”)33 The political wager on Medvedev, which became part of the media narrative of the reset in both countries, repeated the longstanding White House practice of mistaking a personal friend in the Kremlin—“my friend Dmitri,” as Obama soon called Medvedev—for broad support in the Russian policy class. It also revived Moscow’s resentment of American interference in its internal affairs since the 1990s.34

These political failings of the reset may have been transitory, but a number of underlying fallacies of Obama’s Russia policy were fundamental and, it seemed, still congenital in Washington. All of them were in the spirit of the American winner-take-all triumphalism of the 1990s, which, as I showed in chapter 7, had destroyed the possibility of a strategic partnership with post-Soviet Russia and led instead to the renewed cold war Obama inherited.

One was the enduring conceit of “selective cooperation”: seeking Moscow’s support for America’s vital interests while disregarding Russia’s. After having been tried and seen to fail repeatedly since 1991 by Presidents Clinton and Bush, it was, wrote a Moscow specialist, “a case of déjà vu.” (Even an implacable Russian opponent of the Kremlin pointed out that in relations with President Bush, Putin had “constantly backed down.”) Nonetheless, the Obama White House sought more one-way concessions as the basis of the reset: “We’re going to see if there are ways we can have Russia cooperate on those things that we define as our national interests, but we don’t want to trade with them.”35

Obama did gain Kremlin cooperation on Afghanistan and Iran without yielding on the two U.S. policies most resented by Moscow—locating missile defense sites close to Russia and expanding NATO in the same direction—but at a high and lasting political cost. The disparity further undermined Medvedev’s position as well as general support for the reset in Moscow, where it now bore his “brand,” to the extent that Putin, who usually left the U.S. relationship to his protégé, remarked publicly, “So, where is this reset?”36

Indeed, missile defense was a time bomb embedded in the New START treaty and thus in the reset itself. During negotiations, Moscow believed the Obama administration had agreed to respect Russian objections to putting antimissile sites in Eastern Europe, an understanding reflected in the treaty’s preamble. But in December 2010, Obama, seeking ratification from the U.S. Senate, personally promised that the agreement “places no limitations on the development or deployment of our missile defense programs,” which he pledged to pursue fully “regardless of Russian actions.” In its resolution of ratification, the Senate went further, spelling out this intention in detail. Remembering previous violated agreements, Moscow reacted with such suspicion that Medvedev felt the need to personally vouch for Obama as a president who “keeps his word.”37

More generally, the unresolved conflict over missile defense exemplified the futility of “selective cooperation.” Medvedev’s earlier announcement, in November 2010, that Russia might participate in a NATO version of the project was heralded as another success of the reset. But both he and Putin quickly emphasized that “Russia will participate only on an absolutely equal basis… or we will not participate at all.” No one on either side believed, of course, that the U.S.-led alliance would give the Kremlin “equal” control over its antimissile system.38

In pursuing the one-way concessions implicit in “selective cooperation, “Obama, like Clinton and Bush before him, seemed unable or unwilling to connect the strategic dots of mutual security the way Reagan and Gorbachev had done in the late 1980s. In effect, Obama was asking Moscow to substantially reduce its long-range nuclear weapons while Russia was being surrounded by NATO bases with superior conventional forces and the potential to neutralize its reduced retaliatory capability. In that crucial respect, the new arms-reduction treaty was inherently unstable. If nothing else, Obama was undermining his hope of also negotiating a major reduction of Russia’s enormous advantage in short-range tactical nuclear weapons, which Moscow increasingly considered vital for its national defense. Instead, as Medvedev also warned, unless the missile-defense conflict was resolved, there would be “another escalation of the arms race.”39

The notion that Moscow would make unreciprocated concessions for the sake of a partnership with the United States, which arose after 1991, derived from the same false assumption: that post-Soviet Russia, diminished and enfeebled by having “lost the Cold War,” could play the role of a great power only on American terms.40 In reality, when Obama took office, Russia could obtain everything it supposedly needed from the United States, particularly in order to modernize, from other partners. Two of its bilateral relationships—with Beijing and Berlin, and increasingly with Paris—were already more fulsome and important to Moscow, politically, economically, and even militarily, than its barren relations, or “desert landscape,” with a Washington that for two decades had seemed chronically unreliable, even duplicitous.41

Behind that perception lay a more fundamental weakness of the reset: conflicting American and Russian understandings of why it had been needed. Each side continued to blame the other for the deterioration of relations after 1991. Neither Obama nor the Clinton-era officials advising him conceded there had been any mistakes in U.S. policy toward post-Soviet Russia, and its architects still defended it with “special satisfaction.”42 Instead, virtually the entire U.S. political class persisted in blaming Russia and, in particular, Putin’s “imperialist and anti-Western agenda,” even though he had come to power only in 2000. In effect, this exculpatory history deleted the historic opportunities lost in Washington in the 1990s and later. It also meant that the success or failure of the reset was “up to the Russians” and that “Moscow’s thinking must change,” not Washington’s.43

American policymakers may care little about history, but it is no arcane matter for their Russian counterparts.44 For them, a reset was necessary because Washington rejected Gorbachev’s proposals for “deideologizing inter-state relations” and a “new model of guaranteeing security” in favor of a “Pax Americana”; because there was a “new U.S. semi-cold war against Russia in 1991–2008”; because “the approach of the Clinton administration… was to wriggle all possible concessions from Moscow without giving Yeltsin anything in return”; because after September 11 “the Bush administration took Russia’s support in Afghanistan and Central Asia for granted”; and because Washington refused to “sacrifice its influence or policies in the post-Soviet space,” including in Georgia.45

Putin and Medvedev personally were no less adamant about the pre-history of the reset and who was to blame. As I discuss in chapter 7, both Russian leaders earlier accused Washington of having “constantly deceived” Moscow. The acute sense of betrayal remained on their minds after the reset began. In 2010, Putin even admitted having been slow to understand the pattern of U.S. duplicity: “I was simply unable to comprehend its depth…. But in reality it is all very simple…. They told us one thing, and they did something completely different. They duped us, in the full sense of this word.”46

Medvedev agreed: “Relations soured because of the previous U.S. administrations’ plans.” He even said what was widely believed but rarely spoken publicly by top Russian leaders, that Washington had not just armed and trained the Georgian military but had known in advance, perhaps encouraged, Saakashvili’s surprise attack on South Ossetian civilians and Russian peacekeepers, which began the August 2008 war: “Personally,” Medvedev complained, “I found it very surprising that it all began after the U.S. secretary of state paid a visit to Georgia. Before that… Mr. Saakashvili was planning to come see me in Sochi, but he did not come.”47

Longtime adversaries whose understandings of their past relations are so starkly different are unlikely to create a durable partnership. Their memories and perspectives will constantly collide. Thus, the Russian leadership entered into the reset with expectations diametrically opposed to the unilateral concessions expected by the Obama administration: “America owes Russia, and it owes a lot, and it has to pay its debt.” In 2010, the head of NATO was already assuring the international media that the reset would “bury the ghosts of the past.” It was another example of how little the U.S.-led alliance understood or cared about history.48

The “ghost” barring a truly fundamental change in relations was, of course, the fifteen-year expansion of NATO to Russia’s borders—the first and most fateful broken American promise.49 Despite assurances of a “NATO-Russian friendship,” the Obama administration did not disavow more NATO expansion and instead reaffirmed U.S. support for eventual membership for the former Soviet republics of Ukraine and Georgia, Moscow’s “red lines.”50 Again, no state that feels encircled and threatened by an encroaching military alliance, still more one committed to antimissile weapons designed to thwart retaliation—anxieties repeatedly expressed by Moscow—will ever feel itself an equal or secure partner of that alliance.

Indeed, expanding NATO eastward institutionalized an even larger, more profound geopolitical conflict with Russia. Moscow’s protests and countersteps were indignantly denounced by American officials and commentators as “Russia’s determination to reestablish a sphere of influence in neighboring countries that were once a part of the Soviet Union.” Labeling this a “19th-century agenda,” they insisted, “We do not recognize… any sphere of influence.”51 U.S. indignation grew when Medvedev responded by claiming for Russia a “sphere of strategic interests,” or “privileged interests,” in the former Soviet republics.

But what was NATO’s eastward movement other than a vast expansion of America’s sphere of influence—military, political, and economic—into what had previously been Russia’s? No U.S. official or mainstream commentator would admit as much, but Saakashvili, the Georgian leader bent on joining the alliance, felt no such constraint. In 2010, he welcomed the growth of “NATO’s presence in the region” because it enabled the United States and its allies to “expand their sphere of influence.”52 Of all the several double standards in U.S. policy making—“hypocrisy,” Moscow charged—none did more to prevent an American-Russian partnership and to provoke a new cold war.

Nor will the “virtuous cycle of cooperation” called for by the U.S. official quoted in chapter 7 ever be possible while this profound geopolitical conflict exists. Is there any longer a way to resolve it, given that the new NATO states cannot now be deprived of membership? In chapter 7, I proposed that Washington end NATO expansion and the quest for military bases in the former Soviet republics, which Moscow considers its “near abroad,” while the Kremlin reaffirms their political sovereignty. The fallacies and instability of Obama’s attempted reset indicate the need for a more far-reaching solution.

The United States and its allies should honor retroactively their follow-up promise, also broken, that no military forces would be based in any new NATO country east of Germany—in effect, demilitarizing NATO’s post-1994 expansion.53 Without violating or diminishing the alliance’s guarantee of collective security for all of its members, this grand accommodation would go far toward making possible an expansive partnership with post-Soviet Russia.

First, and crucially, it would redeem one of America’s broken promises to Russia, thereby paying part of its “debt.” Second, it would recognize that Moscow is entitled to at least one “privileged interest” in its former zone of Western security—the absence of a potential military threat. (Washington has long claimed this privilege for itself, defending it to the brink of nuclear war in Cuba in 1962.) Third, the demilitarization of NATO’s expansion would alleviate Russia’s historical fear of military encirclement while inspiring trust in Western partners. And fourth, this would reduce the Kremlin’s concerns about missile defense sites in Eastern Europe, making it more willing to contribute Russia’s considerable resources to the still unproven project.

Much else of essential importance both to America and Russia could then follow, from far greater reductions in all of their weapons of mass destruction to full cooperation against the looming dangers of nuclear proliferation and international terrorism. The result would be a second chance to regain the historic opportunity lost in the 1990s.

TWENTY years after the Soviet breakup, Russia is again at a cross-roads—and with it, inescapably, the United States. Moscow’s choice between alternatives for modernizing the nation—authoritarian and thus menacing or at least partially democratic—will be decided inside Russia, not, as U.S. policymakers once thought, in Washington. But it will not be determined apart from Russia’s relations with the outside world. Medvedev’s call for “modernizing alliances” with the West represents one alternative. His opponents’ retort that the West is neither worthy of emulation nor trustworthy expresses another.

American policy will be a crucial factor in the eventual choice. In the centuries-long struggle between reform and reaction in Russia, antiauthoritarian forces have had a political chance only when relations with the West were improving. Certainly, this was true in the twentieth century, when “Cold War tensions invariably worked to the advantage of hardliners within the Soviet Union.”54 In this regard, Washington still plays the leading Western role, for better or worse. Its decision to move NATO eastward, to take an especially lamentable example, continues to lend credence to neo-Stalinist assertions that the tyrant had been right in his iron-curtain vigilance against “hostile encirclement.”

Yet America’s national security depends on the outcome of the struggle in Moscow. All of the potential threats that unfolded in post-Soviet Russia after 1991, spelled out in chapter 7, continue to fester: the unprecedented “infrastructural nightmare” of a system laden with weapons of mass destruction; the inherent risks of nuclear proliferation and lethal accidents, even the launching of high-alert missiles because of misinformation; and the growth of ultranationalist and other extremist movements.

Russia’s pro-Western modernizers hoped that Obama’s proposed reset meant Washington finally understood these mutual perils and would at last pursue a policy of doing no harm. But they also remembered, as I pointed out, the reset’s prehistory. In late 2010, Medvedev still worried that “alternatives await us” in U.S.-Russian relations. A leading pro- Western member of the Russian parliament was more explicit: “In Moscow and in Washington, people have been known to lose opportunities…. We have to hope that this time we won’t lose the opportunity.”55

That both Obama and Medvedev, who personified the reset, were under attack in their own countries for “traitorous” policies was an ominous sign. Nonetheless, the political prospects were better in Moscow in one important respect: a significant part of the Russian policy class clearly understood that the two countries had come not only to another turning point but possibly to the last chance for a post–Cold War relationship. Pro-Western Russians could no longer find comfort in their customary association of major policy alternatives with a successor generation of leaders; the youthful Obama and Medvedev were that generation.

No such urgency or even awareness was evident in the American establishment. Instead, the possibility of greater cooperation with Moscow accelerated the tendency to equate “the crimes and abuses of this Russian government” with those of Communist Russia. In the same vein, U.S. Cold War–era themes became more pronounced. Moscow’s initiatives were again presented as “brazen Russian provocations.” (Even Putin’s historic apology to Warsaw for the Stalinist regime’s massacre of Polish army officers at Katyn in 1940 was dismissed as a “trivial gesture” designed to “manipulate” foreign opinion.) Warnings that Moscow was trying “to play off… the European allies against the United States” reappeared along with demands that Washington deploy military power to “roll back the Kremlin’s growing regional influence.” A Defense Department agent whose deception of Moscow caused a major breakdown in supplies for U.S. troops in Afghanistan was unrepentant: “I’m an old cold warrior, I’m proud of it.”56

Obama’s proposed reset also brought more extreme American views to the fore. Present-day Russia, a Washington expert warned, was even more dangerous than its Soviet predecessor: “This is not your father’s Russia…. Today’s Russian leadership is younger and tougher.” Adding to this startling revelation was a Wall Street Journal editor’s discovery that “Russia has become, in the precise sense of the word, a fascist state.” Previously a fringe notion, by 2010 it had been taken up by an established American scholar in the journal of a leading university center of Russian studies.57 (Readers may wonder if proponents of these ideas had any actual knowledge of the historical realities of Soviet Communism or Nazi Germany.)

Lost in this reckless (and uninformed) commentary were the multiple threats to America’s national security lurking in Russia—as well as the flickering chance for cooperation with Moscow to avert them. Writing in influential American newspapers once valued for their informed analysis, veteran pundits assured readers that “nuclear war between Russia and America had become inconceivable”; that, indeed, despite the near miss in Georgia in August 2008, when the White House had considered American air strikes against Russian troops, the danger of any U.S.-Russian war was “minuscule”; and that “what was needed was not the chimera of arms control” but a “renewal of the arms race.”58

Such myopia inspired an even more reckless view: the worse the situation inside Russia, the better for America. Thus, a Washington Post columnist, deriding the new nuclear-reductions treaty, reported with satisfaction on the “emaciated Russian bear.” And a former Bush official, writing in the same newspaper, urged the Obama administration to “refuse to help Russian leaders with economic modernization,” even though modernizing that country’s infrastructures is essential for securing its devices of mass destruction. A university professor went further, hoping for “a destabilized Russia,” deaf to warnings from Moscow that this would be “catastrophic.”59

Political and media myopia, the familiar triumph of ideology over reality, abetted another unwise Washington decision. Despite the Kremlin’s uncertain grip on its nuclear materials, indeed, despite alarm that uncontrolled wildfires in August 2010 might reach fallout from the 1986 Chernobyl reactor explosion, or even nuclear weapons facilities, the U.S. Senate voted, in December 2010, to ship massive quantities of spent fuel from American-built reactors to Russia for safekeeping and disposal. While Russian environmentalists protested this would turn their country into “an international radioactive waste dump,” and a Moscow military expert warned that no Russian region was “truly safe,”60 the Obama administration hailed the decision as a victory for its “reset.”

None of these negative developments under President Obama was surprising. As I emphasized in chapter 7, a fundamental transformation of U.S.-Russian relations, essentially from a state of cold war to a strategic partnership, required bold, resolute leadership based on a full rethinking of the entire post-Soviet relationship, especially Washington’s winner-take-all attitude. Given the citadels of vested institutional, professional, and personal interests in the failed policies since 1991, centered in Washington but with ample support throughout the nation’s media and educational system, nothing less would result in a full “reset.”

Several factors probably explain why Obama did not provide any of these essentials. One was his own irresolute nature, also displayed in his domestic policies. (To be fair, the first black U.S. president may have been reluctant to assault too many American citadels or orthodoxies, if any.) Nor did President Obama turn out to be a “thought leader.”61 Having surrounded himself with advisers tied to the failed Russia policies since 1991, there was no one in his inner circle to propose fundamentally different approaches, still less heretical ones, or even much rethinking.62 As a result, Obama’s reset was cast in the same fallacies that had made it necessary.

But the new president was not solely or even mainly to blame. The larger failure was that of the entire American policy establishment, including its legions of media opinion makers, think-tank experts, and academic intellectuals. Leaders who had previously enacted major improvements in U.S.-Russian relations, including Mikhail Gorbachev and Ronald Reagan, were influenced by unorthodox ideas advocated over time by dissenting thinkers inside or near the political establishment, however few in number and however much in disfavor they often were.63

No such nonconformist American thinking about Russia was in circulation before or after Obama took office, nor had it been for nearly twenty years. Reinforced by a cult of conventional “tough-minded” policymaking, which marginalized and invariably “proved wrong” even “eloquent skeptics” like George Kennan, the triumphalist orthodoxy still monopolized the political spectrum, from “progressives” to America’s own ultranationalists, in effect unchallenged in the parties, media, policy institutes, and universities.64 No revisionist lessons had been learned from, no alternative thinking inspired by, the failures of the past two decades.

In addition to the historical fallacies about the end of the Cold War and their policy implications, examined in chapters 6 and 7, three more recent tenets of neo-cold-war U.S. policy had become axiomatic. First, present-day Russia was as brutally antidemocratic as its Soviet predecessor. Evidence cited usually included the Kremlin’s alleged radioactive poisoning of a KGB defector in London in 2006 and its persecution of the imprisoned oligarch Mikhail Khodorkovsky, on whom his U.S. advocates bestowed the mantle of the great Soviet-era dissenters Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn and Andrei Sakharov. Second, Russia’s nature made it a growing threat abroad, especially to former Soviet republics, as demonstrated by its alleged “invasion and occupation of Georgia” in August 2008. And third, more NATO expansion was therefore necessary to protect both Georgia and Ukraine.65

All of these assertions were far from the full truth and in need of policy debate, though there was none. Moreover, one involved another Washington double standard. Moscow’s military defense of Georgia’s secessionist provinces, South Ossetia and Abkhazia, and recognition of their independent statehood were more justifiable, historically and politically, than was the U.S.-led NATO bombing of Russia’s ally Serbia in 1999, which turned the Serbian province of Kosovo into an independent (and highly criminalized) state. If nothing else, Washington set the precedent for military intervention in conflicts in multiethnic states and for redrawing national boundaries.66

The Obama administration did nothing to discourage these or other anti-Russian axioms and too much to sustain them. By revising the reset to include democracy promotion, it reverted to a policy that had offended Moscow for many years while undermining democratic prospects in Russia, or at least doing nothing that actually nurtured them. (A second conviction of Khodorkhovsky over the administration’s protests, in December 2010, was more evidence of that long-evident truth.) In addition, the intrusive policy again allied Washington with Yeltsin-era politicians who were closely associated with the creation of the hated oligarchical system and whose democratic credentials, based on their past record and contemptuous attitudes toward their own people, were highly suspect.67

Obama’s re-endorsement of Saakashvili and the Georgian leader’s NATO aspirations, which had already led to the proxy American-Russian war in 2008, also challenged Moscow’s understanding of the reset.68 And it was dangerous. The Kremlin had demonstrated that if provoked it would strike hard at a U.S.-client regime on the wrong side of its “red lines,” especially in the North Caucasus region, where Islamic terrorism and social turbulence were threatening the Russian state. (In February 2011, Georgian state radio began potentially inflammatory broadcasts to the neighboring region.) Visiting Tbilisi in late 2010, even a mainstream American analyst found Saakashvili’s “hotheaded” leadership “unpredictable and impulsive.”69 Nonetheless, the Obama administration continued training Saakashvili’s military, which included joint NATO-Georgian exercises near the Russian border.

These recapitulations of failed U.S. policies, along with President Obama’s newly declared intention of pursuing missile defense without constraints, seemed likely to severely limit his detente with Moscow and possibly destroy it. Certainly, they emboldened American enemies of the reset without causing any concerns in the policy establishment.70 Leading experts continued to assure elite audiences that the United States, despite being embroiled in an unwinnable war and a corrosive economic crisis, could still “dominate world affairs”; that Moscow, despite having already regained crucial positions in its own neighborhood, notably in Ukraine, and established flourishing partnerships from China to Western Europe, was still too weak to resist a new U.S. cold war; and that “the road where Russia needs to go leads through Washington.”71

Some readers may take heart from Hegel’s bleak but ultimately affirmative maxim, “The Owl of Minerva spreads its wings only with the falling of dusk,” even though night may be near. Of course, great turnabouts in international politics, as happened in the late 1980s, are always possible, and for this longtime observer of U.S.-Russian relations, hope still dies last. But other readers may find more compelling the instinctive response of Russians who, ever mindful of lost opportunities in their history, offer caution in such circumstances: “An optimist is an uninformed pessimist.”
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INTRODUCTION: ALTERNATIVES AND FATES

1. Shorter and somewhat different versions of chapters 1, 2, and 3 appeared, respectively, as an introduction to Nikolai Bukharin, How It All Began: The Prison Novel (Columbia University Press, 1998); a contribution to Political Violence, ed. Paul Hollander in honor of Robert Conquest (Palgrave Macmillan, 2008); and the introduction to Inside Gorbachev’s Kremlin: The Memoirs of Yegor Ligachev (Pantheon Books, 1993). Chapter 4 was published as an article in Slavic Review (Fall 2004). A preliminary, skeletal version of chapter 7 appeared in The Nation, July 10, 2006. In each of these instances, I retained the right to use all or parts of the text for this book, which I already had in mind; I thank the publishers for that agreement. Chapters 5 and 6 have not been previously published in any form.

2. See Stephen F. Cohen, Rethinking the Soviet Experience (New York, 1985), chaps. 4–5; and several of the columns I wrote for a broader readership during those years, collected in Stephen F. Cohen, Sovieticus: American Perceptions and Soviet Realities, exp. ed. (New York, 1986). On the assumption that some of the same ideas circulated inside the Soviet political establishment, I also studied the uncensored writings of dissidents known as samizdat, including those in a volume I edited, An End to Silence: Uncensored Opinion in the Soviet Union (New York, 1982).

3. For a similar formulation, see Martin Bunzel in AHR (June 2004): 845–58. For examples of what-if history, see Alexander Demandt, History That Never Happened, 3rd ed. (Jefferson, N.C., 1993); Robert Cowley, ed., What Ifs? of American History (New York, 2003); and Philip E. Tetlock, Richard Ned Lebow, and Geoffrey Parker, eds., Unmaking the West: “What-If?” Scenarios That Rewrite World History (Ann Arbor, Mich., 2006), which examines “imaginary people in an imaginary world” (3).

4. See Cohen, Rethinking, chaps. 1–2.

5. See my “revisionist” book, Rethinking, esp. chap. 1; and for a different personal experience and kind of revisionism, Sheila Fitzpatrick in Slavic Review (Fall 2008): 682–704.

6. Interview with Viktor Danilov in Kritika (Spring 2008): 370. Gorbachev was, of course, also an alternativist, as he reiterated in the words quoted at the top of this introduction, from an interview in NG, Nov. 6, 1997.

7. An often quoted line from the famous perestroika-era film Pokaianie (Repentance).

8. Donald J. Raleigh, Experiencing Russia’s Civil War (Princeton, N.J., 2002), 418. “School of inevitability” is a Russian term, but it applies as well to the American case. See, e.g., Dmitrii Oleinikov in Karl Aimermakher and Gennadii Bordiugov, eds., Istoriki chitaiut uchebniki istorii (Moscow, 2002), 148.

9. For “the edge,” see Aleksandr Tsipko in VA, no. 2 (2008): 14; and for the “knock,” see the emigre Russian journalist and scholar Alexander Yanov in International Journal of Sociology (Summer–Fall 1976): 85.

10. Mikhail Shatrov in Ogonek, no. 4 (1987): 5. Some said more categorically, “a final chance” (Aleksandr Tsipko in Megapolis-Express, Jan. 3, 1991). For the officers, see Iu. V. Rubtsov in OI, no. 4 (2005): 187.

11. See, e.g., Ian Kershaw, Fateful Choices (New York, 2007); and Nelson D. Lankford, Cry Havoc! The Crooked Road to Civil War, 1861 (New York, 2007).

12. This is what Yegor Yakovlev, quoted at the top of the introduction, had in mind in speaking of “the lessons of missed opportunities” ( MN, Jan. 6, 1991). The tradition continues. A Russian prime minister of the 1990s, Viktor Chernomyrdin, famously explained, “We wanted things to be better, but they turned out as they always do.”

13. Gorbachev told me about his favorable reaction to the book, which he read in a Russian translation published in the United States in 1980, and its influence on his ideological policy is recorded in the memoirs of his aide Anatoly Chernyaev, My Six Years With Gorbachev (University Park, Penn., 2000), 138–39; and, similarly, in the remarks of another aide, Ivan Frolov, reported in Angus Roxburgh, The Second Russian Revolution (London, 1991), 68. Extravagant conclusions have been drawn from that small fact. The scholar Anthony D’Agostino (www.h-diplo@h-net.msu.edu, July 17, 2004) wrote, for example, that by misleading Gorbachev into believing there was a Bukharinist alternative to Stalinism, “Stephen Cohen’s biography of Bukharin probably caused the fall of Soviet power in a more direct sense than any wire-pulling by Reagan or Bush” (www.h-diplo@h-net.msu.edu, July 17, 2004). Similarly, see the Russian historian Valerii Solovei in PK, no. 24 (Dec. 2006), Internet version, who remarks, “One can joke that Cohen bears a certain responsibility for perestroika.” For our actual, more mundane relationship, see Gorbachev’s foreword to a small book about me by Russian friends and colleagues, Stiven Koen i Sovetskii Soiuz/Rossiia (Moscow, 2008), 9–12.

1. BUKHARIN’S FATE

1. Some sections of this essay borrow from my previous writings on Bukharin and his times: Stephen F. Cohen, Bukharin and the Bolshevik Revolution: A Political Biography, 1888–1938 (New York, 1973 and 1980); Rethinking the Soviet Experience (New York, 1985), chap. 3; and my introduction to Anna Larina, This I Cannot Forget: The Memoirs of Nikolai Bukharin’s Widow (New York, 1993), 11–33.

2. The letter to Feliks Dzerzhinsky, dated by archivists “not later than Dec. 24, 1924,” was first published in VI KPSS, no. 11 (1988): 42–43.

3. Anonymous reviewer of George Katkov, The Trial of Bukharin (New York, 1969), in TLS, January 29, 1970; and, similarly, Tucker’s introduction to Robert C. Tucker and Stephen F. Cohen, eds., The Great Purge Trial (New York, 1965), ix–xlviii. For different, less admiring interpretations of Bukharin’s conduct during the trial, see Rodina, no. 8 (1995): 39–42; and Vesa Outtinen in SM, no. 8 (2007): 158–69.

4. See the surveys of Soviet public opinion on historical figures reported in NYT, May 27, 1988; Moscow News, no. 44 (1990); G. A. Bordiugov and V. A. Kozlov, Istoriia i koniunktura (Moscow, 1992), esp. chap. 2; and for Yeltsin, SM, no. 11 (1995): 62–63.

5. An important but relatively small part of the original transcript was published and analyzed by Yuri Murin, once a senior archivist at the Presidential Archive. See NNI, no. 1 (1995): 61–76; and Istochnik, no. 4 (1996): 78–92. As I write, however, the full transcript, some 1,500 typed pages, remains inaccessible.

6. Vitaly Shentalinsky, Arrested Voices (New York, 1996), 285. The fate of Soviet writers and their manuscripts during the terror years, as revealed in archives, is the subject of this valuable book.

7. These instructions in Stalin’s handwriting appear on documents I have seen. For the leader’s voracious reading, see Robert C. Tucker, Stalin in Power (New York, 1990), 51–52. (With Tucker’s first volume, Stalin as Revolutionary, this is the best biography of Stalin, including his role as architect of the terror.) Also see many documents in Katerina Clark and Evgeny Dobrenko, eds., Soviet Culture and Power (New Haven, Conn., 2007).

8. Larina, This I Cannot Forget, 336.

9. The only trace of the reels is a thirty-minute newsreel about the trial, Verdict of the Court—Verdict of the People! shown briefly in Moscow theaters in 1938 and preserved in an archive. It shows the defendants only fleetingly and only from behind. According to an unconfirmed report, the reels were destroyed on Stalin’s orders. Several photographs alleged to be of Bukharin and other defendants at the trial have been published, but none is convincing and some are clearly miscaptioned. Scores of paintings done by Bukharin since childhood are also indicative. Only ten were recovered, from relatives and friends, when his surviving family was freed in the 1950s. Two more were found in 1996—one folded in old newspapers in a Moscow apartment; the other, having been anonymously held and sold, in the American state of Oregon.

10. Unless otherwise indicated, direct quotations from Bukharin in Lubyanka and my account of his prison circumstances are from his letters to Stalin itemized in note 11; his letter to his wife, which appears in Larina, This I Cannot Forget, 11–33; or a few other written communications by Bukharin and his jailers preserved in the NKVD and Presidential archives.

11. All four—dated April 15, September 29, November 14, and December 10—were found in the Presidential Archive described earlier. Copies are now in the Bukharin collection (F. 558) of the archive known as RGASPI in Moscow. One is twenty-two pages long, another barely two. Even before his arrest, Bukharin wrote many letters to Stalin, or “Koba” as he usually called him, partly as a precaution. As he explained to a childhood friend in 1936, the novelist and journalist Ilya Ehrenburg, “I have to write. Koba loves to receive letters” (quoted in Joshua Rubenstein, Tangled Loyalties: The Life and Times of Ilya Ehrenburg [New York, 1996], 153). It is almost certain that he wrote more than these four letters to Stalin from prison. In the early 1960s, a Party official investigating Stalin’s crimes found “about ten” such letters, several of which evidently have since disappeared. Olga Shatunovskaia, Ob ushedshem veke (La Jolla, Calif., 2001), 298.

12. There are several bibliographies of Bukharin’s writings. The most complete is Wladislaw Hedeler, N. I. Bucharin: Bibliographie seiner Schriften und Korrespondenzen, 1912–1938 (Berlin, 2005).

13. The traces include the protocols of Bukharin’s interrogations, a few Lubyanka internal documents written by Kogan, several notes and one letter to him from Bukharin, and the childhood memories and family possessions of Kogan’s daughter, whom I located not far from Moscow in the early 1990s. When I brought Bukharin’s widow and Kogan’s daughter together in 1993, Anna Larina said of her husband and his Lubyanka interrogator, “They both were victims.” On the other hand, Anna Larina, despite her years of suffering, was an exceedingly compassionate person. Nothing special can be read into Kogan’s own fate. Almost all his NKVD colleagues also were shot.

14. After serialization in the mass-circulation journal Znamia in 1988, Anna Larina’s memoirs were published in full as Nezabyvaemoe (Moscow, 1989). For the English-language edition, see this chapter, note 1. Only very recently have I felt free, with his permission, to name and publicly thank Gennady Burbulis.

15. See A. P. Ogurtsov’s foreword to Nikolai Bukharin, Tiuremnye rukopisi, 2 vols. (Moscow, 1996), 2:5–28.

16. Thus, in the prison letter dated April 15, Bukharin begged Stalin to return the antifascist manuscript to him so he could make revisions and corrections and eliminate the repetitions “inevitable in such a method of writing.” It was not returned to him.

17. For a sample of his political caricatures, see A. Iu. Vatlin and L. N. Malashenko, Istoriia VKP(b) v portretakh i karikaturakh ee vozhdei (Moscow, 2007); and a somewhat different version, Alexander Vatlin and Larisa Malashenko, eds. Piggy Fox and the Sword of Revolution: Bolshevik Self-Portraits (New Haven, Conn., 2006). For the doomed Mandelstam, see Bukharin’s 1934 letter to Stalin in Novaia, Dec. 25, 2008.

18. On the eve of his arrest, Bukharin had his wife memorize a kind of last testament. Full of despair about the present, it was optimistic about the cleansing “filter of history” and “a future generation of Party leaders.” See Larina, This I Cannot Forget, 343–44. Bukharin would have thought it fitting that it was finally published under Gorbachev.

19. Other telling polemics against Stalin included Bukharin’s attribution of a variant of the slogan Stalin had used against him in 1928 and 1929, “There are no fortresses Bolsheviks cannot storm,” to a tsarist military officer; and a refutation of the charges that he had conspired to assassinate Soviet leaders by having his Leninist cousin reject terrorism on Marxist principle.

20. See Frezinsky’s introduction in Nikolai Bukharin, Vremena (Moscow, 1994), 3–20.

21. As an example of why Bukharin’s prison appeals, letters, and manuscripts must be read together for their meaning, a Western scholar, presumably unfamiliar with the novel, mistakenly concluded that when the doomed prisoner asked to be freed and “be called ‘Petrov’, Bukharin gave up on his very self” (Igal Halfin, Terror in My Soul [Cambridge, Mass., 2003], 281). Considering Bukharin’s autobiography of “Petrov,” the opposite was the case.

22. For that struggle from Stalin’s death to the eve of Gorbachev’s rise to power, see Cohen, Rethinking, chaps. 4–5.

23. See, respectively, A. B. Aristov’s 1957 remarks quoted in IA, no. 4 (1993): 62; the Shvernik Commission’s report in Reabilitatsiia, 3 vols. (Moscow, 2000–2004), 2:541–670; and Petr Pospelov in Vsesoiuznoe soveshchanie o merakh uluchsheniia podgotovki nauchno-pedagogicheskikh kadrov po istoricheskim naukam (Moscow, 1964), 298. For the students, see Evgenii Taranov in SM, no. 10 (1993): 102; and for the letter, D. T. Shepilov and V. P. Naumov in VI KPSS, no. 2 (1989): 51–52.

24. As he told several people I later knew in Moscow.

25. See the recollections of Andrei Kolesnikov in Izvestiia, Nov. 11, 2003; and Aleksandr Tsipko in VA, no. 3 (2005), Internet edition.

26. A. Fedosev in Novyi zhurnal, no. 151 (1983): 239. For an argument that their attachment to the NEP/Bukharinist model was a grave historical and theoretical mistake on the part of Communist reformers, see Oscar J. Bandelin, Return to the NEP (Westpoint, Conn., 2002).

27. Khronika zashchity prav v SSSR (New York), no. 27 (July–Sept. 1977): 16–17.

28. F. Janacek and J. Sladek, eds., V revoluci a po revoluci (Prague, 1967), 9, 281. A typescript review of my Bukharin biography by the Czech historian Hana Mejdrová made the same point.

29. As they told me before publishing my biography of Bukharin. For their writings, see, e.g., Zheng Yifan, “Reestimating Bukharin’s Political Philosophy,” She Jie Li Shi (World History), Feb. 2, 1981, 1–14.

30. Anatolii Chubais in LG, Nov. 18, 1992; and Boris Vishnevskii in NG, Feb. 14, 1988. I found Baburin’s letter in the archive of the Communist Party Control Commission in an uncatalogued file related to Bukharin’s trial, execution, and rehabilitation. For the Western study, see Moshe Lewin, Political Undercurrents in Soviet Economic Debates (Princeton, 1974), xiii.

31. Dvadtsatyi vek (London, 1976): 1:18.

32. David Anin in Kontinent, no. 2 (1975): 312–14; and Boris Shragin, Radio Liberty Seminar Broadcast, no. 38 012-R (1978).

33. See Mikhail Gorbachev, Zhizn i reformy, 2 vols. (Moscow, 1995), 1:365–69; his remarks in V. T. Loginov, ed., A. I. Mikoian (Moscow, 1996), 80; and, similarly, Aleksandr Tsipko in Proryv k svobode (Moscow, 2005), 338.

34. Anatolii Cherniaev, Shest let s Gorbachevym (Moscow, 1993), 183. The significance of the step was noted even by Jeanne J. Kirkpatrick, the conservative, anti-Soviet ambassador to the United Nations in the Reagan administration, who remarked that only Bukharin’s rehabilitation finally convinced her “real changes were occurring” under Gorbachev. Interview in Demokratizatsiya (Summer 1994): 460.

35. Bordiugov and Kozlov, Istoriia, chap. 2; Nedelia, Feb. 5–11, 1990; and VI KPSS, no. 3 (1991): 151.

36. Anatolii Rybakov in MN, Nov. 27, 1988; L. Pavliuchik in Pravda, May 17, 1989.

37. G. Bordiugov and V. Kozlov in Pravda, Oct. 3, 1988.

38. See, respectively, Bukharin, Tiuremnye rukopisi ; Bukharin, Vremena ; VRAN 69, no. 7 (1999): 652–54; Vladimir Mamontov in LG, March 28–April 3, 2007; and KO, no. 27–28 (2008): 4. The prison manuscripts, except the full volume of poems, were reprinted as Uznik Lubianki: tiuremnye rukopisi Nikolaia Bukharina (Moscow, 2008). Commenting on the first edition, a veteran Soviet Marxist wrote: “Marxism in our country… was destroyed when Stalin shot Bukharin and his school”: Leon Onikov in NG, Dec. 2, 1997. All four manuscripts have been published in English translations: How It All Began (New York, 1998); Philosophical Arabesques (New York, 2005); Socialism and Its Culture (Calcutta, 2006); and The Prison Poems of Nikolai Bukharin (Calcutta, 2009).

39. A. V. Fadin in Kentavr (Jan.–Feb. 1993): 92–97. Similarly, see Vadim Medvedev, V komande Gorbacheva (Moscow, 1994), 234, who speaks of a “non-catastrophic transformation.”

40. V. Bushuev in SM, no. 12 (2005): 187; and V. Mau in VE, no. 11 (2000): 7, whose point about China is also made by Bushuev. Similarly, see E. G. Plimak, Politika perekhodnoi epokhi (Moscow, 2004).

41. Vadim Belotserkovskii in SM, no. 3 (2006): 170.

42. Beginning in the mid-1990s, the pro-Communist newspaper Sovetskaia Rossiia regularly published historical articles glorifying Stalin and denigrating Bukharin. For an attempt to salvage “Lenin’s NEP” from Bukharin, see the Party’s chief historian-ideologist, Iurii Belov, in the issues of Feb. 26, 1998, and April 21, 2007; Viktor Budarin in Dialog, no. 4–5 (2004): 27–40; and for “Bukharinization,” Richard Kosolapov, Polet sovy (Moscow, 1994), 261. For examples of non-Communist opponents of the idea of a viable Bukharinist or NEP alternative, see E. G. Gimpelson and I. B. Orlov in G. N. Sevostianov, ed., Rossiia v XX veke, 2 vols. (Moscow 2002), 2:52–60 and 101–16; and Mikhail Antonov in LG, April 9–15, 2008.

43. See Andrei Piontkovskii in Novaia, Feb. 3–5, 2003 and in MT, Nov. 10, 2003; Gleb Pavlovskii in Izvestiia, Sept. 9, 2003; Andrei Illarionov in NG, Nov. 14, 2005; Egor Gaidar, Gibel imperii (Moscow, 2006), 163, 428 and his comments in JRL, Aug. 24, 2006; and for Khodorkovsky, Aleksandr Minkin in MK, June 3, 2005, Grigory Yavlinsky quoted by Jeremy Page in JRL, Nov. 9, 2003, and Gleb Pavlovskii, gazeta.ru, April 1, 2004. According to a 1990 survey, the introduction of NEP was the most approved change in Soviet history, Matthew Wyman, Public Opinion in Postcommunist Russia (New York, 1997), 63. For Clinton, see the report by David Maraniss in WP, Sept. 13, 1998.

44. Knowing my longstanding interest in NEP, two of them emphasized this in discussions with me in Moscow in 2007. Similarly, see Vladimir Mau in Kommersant, Feb. 9, 2006.

45. For the revival of Stalinist-like modernization “projects,” see the objections of Aleksandr Tsipko in LG, June 25–July 1, 2008. For examples of the pro-NEP response, see Aleksandr Iakovlev in OG, Feb. 3–9, 2000; Naum Korzhavin in Novaia, May 8–11, 2003; and I. V. Karatsuba, I. V. Kurukin, and N. P. Sokolov, Vybiraia svoiu istoriiu (Moscow, 2005), 554. In conversations with me and others in 2003, the self-described “alternativist” Viktor Danilov “urgently” called for a public forum on the “relevance of the Bukharinist alternative” because pro-Stalinist historians were again gaining the upper hand in Academy of Sciences institutes.

46. A. A. Igolkin in VI, no. 6 (2001): 151.

2. THE VICTIMS RETURN: GULAG SURVIVORS SINCE STALIN

1. For their story and my book, see chapter 1, n. 1.

2. In the fortieth anniversary edition of Robert Conquest’s The Great Terror (New York, 2007), he remarked (xiii) that new materials on the terror are still “enough for generations of archaeologists.” Having discussed this and other subjects with my friend Bob Conquest over the years, I owe him a significant debt of gratitude.

3. For a discussion, see Stephen F. Cohen, Rethinking the Soviet Experience (New York, 1985), esp. chaps. 1, 3–5.

4. For my first attempt, “The Friends and Foes of Change,” see Stephen F. Cohen, Alexander Rabinowitch, and Robert Sharlet, ed., The Soviet Union Since Stalin (Bloomington, Ind., 1980); and for subsequent ones, Cohen, Rethinking.

5. The best book was, of course, Conquest’s The Great Terror. There was, however, a narrow but useful Ph.D. dissertation, Jane P. Shapiro, “Rehabilitation Policy and Political Conflict in the Soviet Union” (Columbia University, 1967); and, on a related subject, Mikhail Geller, Kontsentratsionnyi mir i sovetskaia literatura (London, 1974).

6. See Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag Archipelago, (New York, 1976), 3:445–68.

7. See Libushe Zorin, Soviet Prisons and Concentration Camps: An Annotated Bibliography (Newtonville, Mass., 1980). There were two important exceptions: Eugenia Ginzburg, Within the Whirlwind (New York, 1981); and Aleksandr I. Solzhenitsyn, The Oak and the Calf (New York, 1980).

8. Dariusz Tolczyk, See No Evil (New Haven, Conn., 1999), makes the same point but in an ideological way (pp. xix–xx, chaps. 4–5) that dismisses survivor-authors other than Solzhenitsyn. Similarly, see Leona Toker, Return from the Archipelago (Bloomington, Ind., 2000), 49–52, 73. Varlam Shalamov, perhaps the greatest Gulag writer, refused to be so dismissive of those lesser authors. See his letter to Solzhenitsyn in NG, April 9, 1998. For a contemporary Russian specialist who takes a position similar to mine, see Aleksei Simonov in “Pravda GULAGa,” Novaia, Aug, 7–10, 2008.

9. They included Sibirskie ogni, Baikal, Prostor, Angara, Ural, Poliarnaia zvezda, Sever, Na rubezhe, and Dalnii vostok.

10. Radio Liberty in Munich maintained an ongoing catalogue, Arkhiv samizdata.

11. See Roy Medvedev and Giulietto Chiesa, Time of Change (New York, 1989), 99–100; and A. Antonov-Ovseenko, Vragi naroda (Moscow, 1996), 367. For my relationship with Medvedev, see our dialogue in NNI, no. 2 (2006): 94–101.

12. Baev felt free to tell his story only many years later. See A. D. Mirzabekov, ed., Akademik Aleksandr Baev (Moscow, 1997), chap. 1. In August 1968, the twenty-one-year-old Tanya Baeva participated in the famous “Demonstration of Seven on Red Square,” protesting the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. There were actually eight; the others were arrested and severely punished while Tanya avoided prosecution, though not subsequent persecution.

13. In addition to Bukharin’s extended family, Antonov-Ovseyenko, and Roy Medvedev, my informants included, to list those whose names may be familiar to non-Russian readers, Yuri Aikhenvald, Lev Razgon, Igor Pyatnitsky, Lev Kopelev, Mikhail Baitalsky, Yuri Gaistev, Pavel Aksyonov, Yevgeny Gnedin, Kamil Ikramov, Natalya Rykova, and Leonid Petrovsky.

14. See Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag Archipelago; Medvedev, Let History Judge (New York, 1972); and Antonov-Ovseyenko, The Time of Stalin (New York, 1981), which appeared with my introduction.

15. Andrei Timofeev in LG, Aug. 23, 1995.

16. Several questionnaires were prepared after 1985. See Gorizont, no.7 (1989): 63–64; Nanci Adler, The Gulag Survivor (New Brunswick, N.J., 2002), 121; Moskvichi v GULAGe (Moscow, 1996), 51–52; and Orlando Figes, The Whisperers (New York, 2007), 662.

17. Figes, The Whisperers, is based on many more cases, and admirably so, but was researched when stealth was no longer necessary and with teams of assistants across Russia. See 657–65.

18. Stephen F. Cohen, ed., An End to Silence (New York, 1982); and Cohen, Rethinking.

19. Adler, Gulag Survivor.

20. As pointed out by Anne Applebaum in Gulag (New York, 2003), 515, their saga is “often ignored” even in histories of the Soviet Union.

21. For examples of memoirs, in addition to those cited in n. 7, see Anna Tumanova, Shag vpravo, shag vlevo… (Moscow, 1995); Aleksandr Milchakov, Molodost svetlaia i tragicheskaia (Moscow, 1988); Pavel Negretov, Vse dorogi vedut na Vorkutu (Benson, Vt., 1985); Anatolii Zhigulin, Chernye kamni (Moscow, 1989); Raisa Orlova and Lev Kopelev, My zhili v Moskve (Moscow, 1990); Mikhail Mindlin, Anfas i profil (Moscow, 1999); and Olga Shatunovskaia, Ob ushedshem veke (La Jolla, Calif., 2001). Most still focus, however, on life in the Gulag, as do, for example, those in Simeon Vilensky, ed., Till My Tale Is Told (Bloomington, Ind., 1999). For general Western studies, see n. 8; Adam Hochschild, The Unquiet Ghost (New York, 1994); Simon Sebag Montefiore, Stalin (London, 2003); Kathleen E. Smith, Remembering Stalin ’ s Victims (Ithaca, N.Y., 1996); Catherine Merridale, Nights of Stone (New York, 2001); and Figes, Whisperers.

22. A point made when the Russian edition of Adler’s book appeared in 2005. There are still few pages on the subject in Russian literature, as in Elena Zubkova, Russia After the War (Armonk, N.Y., 1998), chap. 16; and Mir posle Gulaga (St. Petersburg, 2004). The two main repositories, in Moscow, are the Memorial Society and Vozvrashchenie (Return). For archive volumes, see Reabilitatsiia, 3 vols. (Moscow, 2000–2004), and Deti GULAGa (Moscow, 2002), under the general editorship of A. N. Iakovlev. Bukharin’s relatives are among the best documented returnee cases. See Anna Larin, This I Cannot Forget The Memoirs of Nikolai Bukharin’s Widow (New York, 1993); Mark Iunge, Strakh pered proshlym (Moscow, 2003); V. I. Bukharin, Dni i gody (Moscow, 2003); A. S. Namazova, ed., Rossiia i Evropa, no.4 (2007): 190–296 (on Bukharin’s daughter Svetlana Gurvich); and my introduction to Nikolai Bukharin, How It All Began (New York, 1998).

23. Vladlen Loginov, intro. to A. Antonov-Ovseenko, Portret tirana (Moscow, 1995), 3.

24. Aleksandr Proshkin in SK, June 30, 1988.

25. There is no agreed-upon figure for the number of people in the Gulag during that period, only a very large (and contradictory) Russian and Western literature on the subject. (Among the several problems involved are the percentages of criminal and political prisoners and how many inmates were there more than once.) I have used the figure given tentatively by the Memorial Society in recent years, possibly a conservative one. Though their figures are somewhat different, I am grateful for the expert advice of Stephen Wheatcroft and Alexander Babyonyshev (Maksudov).

26. See, e.g., Varlam Shalamov, Kolymskie rasskazy (London, 1978); Ginzburg, Within; Aleksandr I. Solzhenitsyn, One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich (New York, 1963); Boris Diakov, Povest o perezhitom (Moscow, 1966); and the exchange in LG, July 4–10, 2007.
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