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Sovietology in a Funk: 
Neoconservatism emd American 
Scholarship on the Soviet Union, 

1978-1981 

AMERICAN SOVIETOLOGY IN THE POST-BICENTENNIAL YEARS 

For most Americans, 1976 was a year for reflection and taking stock. The pro
longed Vietnam conflict and the Watergate scandal were over; a smiling peanut 
farmer and former Georgia governor was running for president; and America 
was celebrating her Bicentennial. Journalists and pundits wondered gran-
diliquently what George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and Benjamin Franklin 
would have thought of the United States if they could "see us now," some two 
hundred years after the birth of the American experiment. 

This was, of course, a silly question, this speculation over whether the 
founding fathers would have liked the United States in 1976. But then again, it 
was a silly era, or at least a self-conscious one, and Americans wanted reassur
ance that they hadn't failed their original vision, that they were on the right 
track. Had Washington, Jefferson, and Franklin been able to see us in the mid-
to-late 1970s, they might well have been distressed by America's muscular glob-
alism and by the prevailing U.S. Cold War consensus. They would have been 
bewildered by the suspicious and ideological climate of U.S.-Soviet relations 
and American Sovietology. In its most intense expression, this neoconservative 
mood denied the possibility of Soviet change and vilified the USSR as a rogue 
state that was irreconcilably opposed to U.S. interests and to the universal values 
and goals of western states. 

Many of these Cold War distinctions and hostilities would have been lost on 
America's founding fathers. Unaccustomed to the determinism of the totalitari
anism model and to the curious idea that a state could not change politically or 
economically, our distinguished visitors reasonably might have expected U.S. 
scholars and policy makers to respond flexibly and creatively to Soviet foreign 
policy and to anticipate the possibility of Soviet reform.1 Washington, Jeffer
son, and Franklin might not have liked the Soviet Union, but they perhaps would 
have expected that with the passage of time—with mounting evidence of a po-
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96 What Happened to the Soviet Union? 

litically active and pluralistic Soviet society and in light of the USSR's remark
able record of modernization; with the aging of the Brezhnev leadership and the 
erosion of the Soviet economy; and with the positive experience of detente— 
fundamental Soviet political, social, and economic changes would occur. 

The founding fathers might well have guessed that if it was difficult for pre-
1974 Sovietologists to envision the kind of systemic reforms that Gorbachev 
would unleash in the late 1980s, then perhaps scholars of a later period—say, 
the 1974 through 1977 years, or the 1978 to 1981 timeframe—would have fore
seen the possibility of such innovations with greater clarity. Unfortunately, this 
was not to be. While a few scholars of the mid-to-late-1970s acknowledged the 
reforms that were taking place in Moscow, the vast majority did not, and most 
did not foresee even the possibility of improvement in Soviet political and eco
nomic conditions. 

Realist Literature 

While the 1978 through 1981 period was characterized by major changes in 
both American and Soviet domestic politics, much of the realist Sovietological 
literature of these years focused on Moscow's reaction to geopolitical events. In 
addition, some realist writings highlighted new evidence of immobilism in the 
Kremlin leadership and stagnation in the Soviet economy. Whereas in the 1960s 
and early 1970s the "correlation of forces" seemed to be moving in Moscow's 
favor, and U.S. scholars saw a political dynamism and a sense of economic and 
social progress in the Soviet Union, now realists saw the correlation of forces 
shifting to the West's advantage, and they chronicled the Brezhnev leadership's 
reactionary and counterproductive efforts to "circle the wagons" by implement
ing conservative and self-protective policies. Internationally, the USSR's repu
tation had become tarnished by the Kremlin's aggressive and ineffectual policies 
in Afghanistan and other Third World regions. These manifestations of "adven
turism" soon produced strains in the U.S.-Soviet relationship and led to a re
newed East-West arms race that Moscow could ill afford. 

Hard Realist Views. Although the Sovietological writings in this section of
fer starkly differing conclusions about the possibility of Soviet change, they 
were all penned by American scholars who shared a common realist political 
outlook. Most hard realist scholars were prompted by concern over the Soviet 
military and political threat against the West and viewed the Soviet leaders, and 
their foreign and domestic policies, warily. While these Sovietologists did not 
employ a cultural continuity argument to trace Tsarist political traditions to the 
modern-day Soviet Union, many of their views approached the political cultural-
historicist perspective and seemed more pessimistic than was warranted by the 
evidence. In general, many hard realist scholars denied the possibility of radical 
Soviet reform, favoring instead a gradual "muddle down" or status quo vision of 
the Soviet future. But other hard realists anticipated a series of perverse out
comes in the Soviet system, including reaction, instability, and collapse. 

According to Roman Kolkowicz of the University of California at Los Ange-
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Sovietology in a Funk 97 

les, the Red Army had "clearly established its primacy in the economy [and] in 
research and development." Kolkowicz noted that Moscow's defense industry 
comprised "a separate sector of the economy," and "enjoy[ed] first priority in 
the allocation of materials [and] engineering-technical personnel, who are better 
paid than those in the civilian economy."2 In addition, the Soviet generals could 
"impose [their] preferences on the whole production process—[a] privilege pos
sessed by no other group." 

Reflecting on the USSR's entrenched militarization, Russian historian James 
H. Billington foresaw a troubled Soviet future. "The sheer [number] of arms 
combined with [Moscow's in]experience in using them could—if provoked by 
nationalist unrest or Chinese bellicosity—[bring about the authoritarian] milita
rized dictatorship that many predict," he noted.3 In addition, the USSR faced a 
number of other significant problems. Succession itself "raisefd] basic problems 
of legitimacy." Thus, Billingham anticipated one or more "menacing develop
ments" after Brezhnev left office. 

In 1979, Hebrew University scholar Theodore H. Friedgut argued that Mos
cow's numerous efforts to turn local Soviets into vehicles for citizen participa
tion that would generate popular support for the political system had met with 
"limited success." In particular, Friedgut noted a "chronic recurrence of formal 
activity devoid of content, accompanied by avoidance of [productive] activity in 
population groups which should be among the most active participants in Soviet 
society and politics." The quality of political participation by Soviet citizens 
was poor, the Hebrew University scholar believed, in part because of the 
USSR's low living standards. Despite recent modernizations and advances, 
consumers were still spending a great deal of time waiting in queues to buy 
food, and much of citizen's nonworking energy was "devoted to producing or 
obtaining goods and services not readily supplied by the economic system." 
Still, as Jeffrey W. Hahn notes, Friedgut recognized that Soviet citizens could 
and did "fight city hall"—at least to an extent. This ability of citizens to "elicit 
regime attention for [their] demands" was a "significant development," since 
"the feeling of being able to command attention from the authorities is the pre
condition of any civic culture."4 

Friedgut acknowledged Khrushchev's lasting influence on the political par
ticipation of ordinary Soviet citizens: "[M]uch of the vigor of permitted 
intellectual discussion" in the late 1960s and 1970s, "as well as the courage and 
outspoken frankness of the various dissent movements [had] roots" in the Khru
shchev era, he noted. Nevertheless, by the late 1970s, the Soviet citizen had 
become "an extra on the stage of politics"; he took "part in the mass aspects of 
government," and he "interpreted] and color[ed] the workings of the local so
viet," but he had "little influence" on the issues, the political setting, or "the 
flow of events." Indeed, "his influence on policy [was] indirect, often marginal, 
but cumulative in that he [was] needed, and participate^] in policy implementa
tion at local levels." 

Friedgut did not believe that the Brezhnev leadership was "under the gun" to 
increase citizen participation in politics. Regime stability was not in jeopardy, he 
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98 What Happened to the Soviet Union? 

noted pointedly: The "developing system" of the USSR had "existed for half a 
century and overcome almost every crisis imaginable"; thus, it had "sufficient 
adaptive capacity to continue functioning and developing." Nor would perma
nent and significant reform come about through citizen participation. Indeed, 
Friedgut feared that citizen participation could lead to such "illegitimate" and 
unwanted activities as "conspiracy and violence." 

In a 1981 paper, Friedgut described a network of volunteer public groups, 
clubs, and activities that operated within Soviet communities but were sporadic 
and disorganized. These included ideological activities, like Red Corner discus
sions and election meetings; lifestyle clubs devoted to cleanups, plantings, and 
playground construction; and service organizations such as pensioners' and li
brary clubs. These groups were "voluntary," but there was a sense among the 
Soviet populace that they were imposed from above. Friedgut explained this 
contradiction as a function of the Soviets' "Hobbesian outlook." Citizens 
wanted "the Leviathan of strong government," he noted, "to preserve order and 
to keep life from being 'nasty, solitary, brutish and short.'" If they "regret[ted 
surrendering their] sovereignty," they nevertheless "appreciatefd] the necessity" 
of doing so, and "urged on by the stick and carrot of authority and public opin
ion, [they] participate[d]."5 A different interpretation of these groups, however, 
might have seen them as reflecting a kind of political maturation and social 
modernization that took root quietly within the Soviet system and would blos
som under Gorbachev in the fertile soil of glasnost and new thinking. 

In 1980, Paul Cocks examined Moscow's time-honored "penchant for organ
izational [tinkering]. Almost by reflex," he noted, the USSR "reached for reor
ganization as an all-purpose cure." During the 1970s, Soviet scientists and en
gineers embraced the "systems revolution" and formed a number of new "com
plex organizations," but most of these changes were superficial, amounting to 
little more than the adoption of new "institutional nameplates. Many of the new 
complexes and associations failed to take the intended 'structural leap'"; they 
amounted to "mechanical aggregations of autonomous units that [bore] the im
print of pre-existing organizational forms and manuals of operation." 

In large measure, this failure was due to "the impoverishment of creative 
thinking," Cocks argued. While there was much emphasis on research and pro
duction, there were no "criteria for evaluating performance and progress." Thus, 
a "trial-and-error method prevailed, resulting in an interminable process of reor
ganization upon reorganization or, in the Soviet vernacular, 'administrative 
troop movements.'" The leadership hoped that '"in time everything will work 
itself out and fall into place.' When this did not happen, even after years of 
[tinkering, managers and workers were reticent] to admit the[ir] mistake[s]," 
Cocks said, "since such admissions would [require holding] specific parties re
sponsible" for their failures and could lead to unpleasant repercussions. Often, 
"the interests of [Soviet administrators], rather than organizational goals deter
mined the extent and shape of structural [changes]. Old managerial forms 
[were] mechanically [applied] to new organizational models without eliminating 
their deficiencies or examining their suitability under changed conditions. The 
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[Soviet] tendency [was] not to transform the basic building blocks, but simply to 
move them around, almost constantly."6 

Cocks faulted the timidity of the Brezhnev leadership for many of these 
problems. Throughout the 1970s, innovation occurred slowly and in piecemeal 
fashion, if at all. Such a cautious approach helped Brezhnev avoid Khru
shchev's blunders, but it stifled technological innovation. Cocks concluded that 
Moscow's fundamental problem was not one of organization or new nameplates 
but of technological obsolescence and ineptitude. The USSR "lack[ed] both the 
power and the technique for dealing with complex problems. The administrative 
arsenal, built [to] prope[l] the Soviet Union into the steel age, [was] hardly ade
quate for moving it into the computer age." 

Turning the arguments of pluralist Sovietologists like H. Gordon Skilling on 
their head, scholar Dennis Ross posited a "coalition maintenance" model of So
viet decision making. Ross saw "a kind of pluralism of elites and a related oli
garchical rule" rising, phoenixlike, from the ashes of Soviet totalitarianism, "as 
terror [was] abandoned and revolutionary changes from above [were] forsaken." 
But Ross's coalition maintenance model suggested that change would be "of a 
limited nature"; that is, "since the accommodation" of one elite group's "de
mands often requires restriction on another's, changes must be gradual and in
cremental." The Brezhnev leadership's priorities, of avoiding conflict and 
assuring personal and bureaucratic security, also minimized the possibility of 
radical reform. Indeed, "the polity [cannot] cope with broad Soviet problems," 
Ross argued, and it will not tolerate "frontal assaults on the interests of 
important institutional actors. Should this happen, the consensus that underpins 
Soviet incrementalism [will] fall apart."7 

A panoply of problems threatened the Soviet leadership consensus, Ross 
noted—the biggest of which was the weakened Soviet economy. The USSR 
was hampered by low productivity, inefficiency, technological lag, a reduced 
labor force, and "the need to satisfy popular welfare." If "the 'delivery of the 
goods' has bred support for the regime," it also created a popular mood of ex
pectancy that could "be a source of real danger to the system." Yet any at
tempted reforms would be sidetracked by the coalition maintenance or rule-by-
committee decision-making approach. Since wholesale change would "violate 
the ideological norms of the system" and "threaten important vested interests," 
each reform was forged through "basic trade-offs and compromises," which in 
turn "cancelled out the reforms." This was troublesome, since "without the 
needed changes, the elite consensus that underpins coalition maintenance" 
would likely "break down." In short, the Soviet leaders could not live with 
change, but they also could not live without it. 

In the event of a breakdown, Ross guessed that the former ruling coalition 
would be.replaced, either by a new leadership consensus that agreed economic 
change "must take precedence over other tasks in the system" or by a dominant 
and charismatic leader who would "cut through" the USSR's "inherent conser
vatism by exciting the masses to support his great objectives." This observation 
came a full five years before Mikhail S. Gorbachev's rise to power—but Ross's 
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prescience was qualified by his subsequent claim that it would be almost impos
sible for any top leader "to develop the kind of authority or charisma necessary 
to be successful." Thus, Ross saw "more muddling through and stop-gap meas
ures" as the likeliest future course in Soviet politics. 

A number of hard realist scholars wrote about the troubled Soviet economy 
during the years from 1978 through 1981. Looking at the USSR's energy pros
pects, University of California economist Gregory Grossman warned that acces
sible energy resources were "being rapidly depleted, requiring large and costly 
investment in Siberia." This meant that Soviet energy deficiencies would in
creasingly inhibit "growth for at least another decade, despite the [USSR's] 
enormous reserves of fossil fuel."8 Several factors undergirded Grossman's dire 
assessment, including the "serious lag" in oil field exploration and development, 
related difficulties with coal in Siberia, the expense of "building [natural gas] 
pipelines," and the difficulties of finding non-petroleum "sources of energy" and 
conserving energy "at reasonable cost." Despite impressive Soviet accomplish
ments in weaponry and space, "the overall technological gap" between East and 
West was as wide as it had been twenty years ago, Grossman added. Still, Mos
cow would probably "muddle through," so long as "the scale of the crises" was 
not so severe as to destabilize the Soviet economic and political system. 

Similarly, University of Tennessee economist George Feiwel surveyed a 
cornucopia of "flagrant inefficiencies" plaguing the Soviet economy. These 
included overcentralization, "inertia," rigidity, poor workmanship, the "accumu
lation of idle equipment" and "unwanted consumer goods," "a cumbersome 
supply system," unreliable product delivery procedures, the "hoarding of mate
rials" by manufacturers, the "waste of capital" and other resources "in ill-
conceived construction projects," "[unproductive employment," "underutiliza-
tion of capacity," high "labor turnover" and the "mismanagement" of labor, and 
a lack of incentives for technical improvement and progress. Thus, Feiwel saw 
significant change as unlikely: the Soviet system was too rigid and inflexible 
for reforms to work. 

Feiwel admitted that some minor changes had taken place; "in only 60 
years," the USSR had transformed its economy, made significant technological 
advances; improved health, education and culture; reduced working time; and 
raised its living standard. Still, "the results would have been better, with lower 
costs in human and material resources," had Moscow been more receptive to 
"change and innovation."9 One of "the system's greatest failure[s]," Feiwel 
noted, "was that it depressed [workers' desire] to 'do a good day's work.'" 

Soft Realist Views. Like hard realists, most soft realist scholars of the 1978— 
1981 period saw the Soviet Union as one of several great powers in the interna
tional system, and they interpreted Soviet foreign policy as rational, driven by 
practical balance-of-power considerations. But unlike hard realists, these schol
ars saw Soviet social, political, and economic innovation as likely. Less worried 
about the international and domestic constraints on Soviet action, most soft real
ists were fundamentally optimistic about the possibility of reform, and they 
viewed geopolitical events and Soviet domestic policy as conducive to such 
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Sovietology in a Funk 101 

change. 
In contrast to the hard realist analyses of such Soviet military scholars as 

Roman Kolkowicz, Air Force General W. Y. Smith observed that even in the 
late 1970s, when the USSR's power was at its zenith, the Red Army still lagged 
behind technologically—especially "in areas relevant to strategic nuclear force 
effectiveness." Nevertheless, the general added, "Technology [in the USRR] is 
improving [and] we anticipate still further improvements in the accuracy and 
reliability of Soviet strategic nuclear missiles in the 1980s."10 In other words, 
present day (1978) Soviet missile technology was not very accurate or reliable. 
The Soviet armed forces had a number of problems, General Smith noted, in
cluding a "declining manpower pool"; cultural, ethnic, national, and linguistic 
differences; increased "disciplinary problems," such as drunkenness and "hoo
liganism"; limited and inadequate training; low initiative among officers, exac
erbated by a rigid doctrine and operational style; and an inadequate logistics 
capability, tailored to peacetime requirements. 

Similarly, Marshall D. Shulman of Columbia University argued that Mos
cow did not view detente merely as a diplomatic strategem with which to defeat 
the West; rather, the Soviet leaders embraced coexistence with the West be
cause they genuinely saw their country as militarily and economically inferior, 
and they believed that they needed a SALT II agreement. The USSR had 
"committed itself since the middle sixties to the proposition that the most urgent 
requirement for future Soviet power is the repair of its economic problems," 
Shulman noted—"the problems of productivity and lag in advanced technol
ogy." If Moscow was "obliged now to divert more resources into the military 
sector instead of into technology," it would hinder growth. The Columbia Uni
versity scholar added that the USSR was "still striving" in the late 1970s "to 
overcome [its] inferiority," but it faced significant obstacles in technological 
innovation, an area in which the United States had the lead. Thus, Moscow 
"sought to offset" both the U.S. advantage and its own inability to miniaturize 
electronic components by building heavy missiles. Shulman concluded that the 
USSR was hardly the imposing and fearsome military juggernaut that Washing
ton made it out to be.11 

In scholar Richard F. Kaufman's view, the substantial disagreement between 
such Soviet military experts as Kolkowicz, Smith, and Shulman was fostered by 
a combination of "Soviet secrecy and incomplete statistics," which forced 
American scholars "to rely heavily on the intelligence community for informa
tion about the Soviet economy." Rejecting Kolkowicz's near hagiographic de
piction of Soviet military power, Kaufman complained that the U.S. intelligence 
community had falsely characterized the Soviet defense industry as being 
"vastly more efficient than its civilian counterpart." This extreme depiction of 
efficiency, it was argued, "partially explained how Soviet defense could cost 
only one-fifth more than U.S. defense, and represent about the same share of 
GNP, though total Soviet GNP was half the size of U.S. GNP." In reality, such 
estimates were grossly inflated, Kaufman noted; indeed, the CIA admitted as 
much, in 1976, by revising upward its figures for Soviet defense spending, 
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"based on new information indicating [that] Soviet defense industries are less 
efficient than was previously believed."12 

Many neoconservatives found the CIA estimates alarming because they 
seemed to suggest that the USSR was devoting even more of its resources to 
defense than western observers had previously believed; but the more serious 
implication of these figures was that defense expenditures were "a greater drag 
on the Soviet economy than was previously supposed." Indeed, Soviet growth 
rates had reached a high point of 6 percent per year in the 1950s, Kaufman 
noted, but they had been "declining gradually" since then. Several factors ac
counted for this continuing slowdown, including labor force shortages, chronic 
agricultural problems, and difficulties in the energy sector. 

There seemed to be "universal agreement," Kaufman argued, "that the So
viet military] lag[ged] behind the West" technologically. "Only in ground 
equipment" was there an approximate parity, but "even here, Soviet tanks are 
considered inferior to NATO's." In all other areas, including missiles, electron
ics, and aircraft engines, "the Soviets are years behind the West." Kaufman at
tributed this technological lag to Moscow's lack of "the kind of civilian technol
ogy base that exists in the West"; to the "absence of [defense industry] competi
tion [and] incentives for technological risktaking" in the USSR; to the "labor-
intensive" character of Soviet industry; and to a military doctrine that stressed 
quantity over quality. Thus, while "Soviet defense industries appearfed] more 
efficient" than their civilian counterparts, "defense production costs [we]re very 
high and the sophistication and quality of Soviet weapons" was low.13 

Kaufman dispelled the common western notion that there were two separate 
Soviet economies—a decrepit one for the civilian sector and a highly efficient 
one for defense. "The Soviet defense industry is not as different from the civil
ian industry as is commonly believed," he noted. Even if "defense gets priority 
treatment with respect to resources, it does not get as much as it wants. Defense 
priorities are established in the context of overall economic constraints." Thus, 
"bottlenecks, shortages, and delays, which plague the entire industrial sector, 
exist at the advanced technology level in defense as well as in civilian indus
tries." Kaufman cited the inexact nature of economic forecasting and the 
USSR's presumed stability as contributing to the mistaken American notion that 
no matter how badly Moscow's economy faltered, the USSR would weather the 
storm and continue to threaten the West militarily. Indeed, he concluded, many 
European observers had criticized Washington's Soviet policy for assuming, 
"schizophrenically," that the U.S. economy was "both superior to and in danger 
of being overtaken by the USSR." 

One indication of the extent to which U.S. scholars and policy makers mis-
perceived the USSR was that by the mid-1970s, many Soviet experts had 
adopted this dualistic and contradictory view of the USSR as very-strong-yet-
somehow-very-weak. As Robert Legvold noted astutely, the "common" Ameri
can depiction of the USSR saw a "military leviathan, in the bloom of expan
sion," proud to have achieved superpower status and parity with the U.S., "and 
fascinated by the potential rewards in the continued accumulation of arms. But 
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most [Americans also saw] the Soviet Union [as] a seriously flawed power" that 
was "economically disadvantaged, technologically deficient, bureaucratically 
sclerosed, and something of a deformed giant."14 In the end, said Legvold, 
Americans' schizophrenic depiction bore "little relationship to the Soviet Un
ion's self-image because it is so thoroughly our view of the world." 

Perhaps the most prolific American realist scholar of the 1978-1981 period 
was Seweryn Bialer of Columbia University. In 1980, on the heels of the Soviet 
incursion into Afghanistan, Bialer completed Stalin's Successors. The central 
theme of this work was suggested by its title: the Kremlin was still influenced 
by its Stalinist past, and Khrushchev and Brezhnev had not broken free of the 
wartime dictator's policies or legacy. Bialer charged that the "principal link 
between Stalin's rule and the Soviet present (and a major source of Soviet stabil
ity)" was the "tenacity of [the Brezhnev] generation." This group's hold on 
power had "set the limits of change in the period since Stalin's death."15 But by 
1980, "the rule of this favored generation [was] ending," and its departure of
fered "genuine and pressing impulses for change." 

While both Stalin's Successors and Jerry F. Hough's Soviet Leadership in 
Transition (also published in 1980) dealt with the problems of generational 
change and the post-Brezhnev succession, Bialer's study was fundamentally 
more pessimistic than Hough's analysis. If most pluralists (including Hough) 
saw Soviet foreign and military policy as defensive in character, Bialer argued 
that the Kremlin was prompted by opportunism, and he saw the Soviet incursion 
into Afghanistan as an ominous turning point in Moscow's foreign policy. Re
jecting the idea that the USSR stumbled into Afghanistan "precipitously, with
out realistic anticipation of the long-range implications" of Moscow's military 
action for East-West relations, Bialer characterized the Soviet military action as 
a "watershed" event that revealed "a new confidence, self-assertiveness, and 
expansionist drive," and a sinister "reordering" of Kremlin priorities. 

Despite his pessimism, Bialer acknowledged that the Brezhnev leadership 
was more concerned about domestic issues than about external expansion; that 
the Soviet leaders were prone to minimize risks; and that Soviet foreign policy 
behavior was, if not defensive in nature, then certainly prompted by legitimate 
national security considerations. In addition, Bialer recognized that military 
spending and the Afghan war had imposed a significant burden on the Soviet 
economy and that, reciprocally, Moscow's economic woes made it harder for 
the Red Army to operate. While the Columbia University Sovietologist hardly 
expected the Soviet generals to demobilize their troops or scrap their weapons 
anytime soon, he saw, "for the Soviet side a significant disincentive for an unre
stricted arms race, apart from the dangers that such a race would entail."16 

Bialer believed that it was "primarily with regard to [its] military resources 
that the [USSR] excelled." While the Soviet defense program had significant 
weaknesses, Moscow deemed the costs of deploying its armed forces abroad to 
be "low, their effectiveness high, their returns impressive, and their preponder
ance in the balance of Soviet foreign policy resources pronounced." Citing CIA 
statistics, Bialer pegged the Soviet military burden at 11 to 12 percent of GNP. 
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While this cost was "significant," Bialer thought that if Moscow could maintain 
GNP growth at about 3 percent per year, it would be able to continue raising 
"military expenditures at a rate similar to that of the last decade" without sig
nificantly burdening the civilian economy.17 

Bialer characterized the first decade of the Brezhnev era as "the most suc
cessful period of Soviet international and domestic development" and a time 
when the USSR "achievefd] strategic parity with the United States" and became 
a superpower. Indeed, "for the first time in its history," the Soviet Union "pur-
sue[d] successfully and simultaneously a policy of guns and butter as well as 
growth," he noted. Consequently, Moscow saw the "correlation of forces" as 
particularly favorable during the early 1970s. But sometime in the early-to-mid 
1970s, this trend began to go the other way. The Columbia University scholar 
noted five ominous developments: "a secular decline in [Soviet] growth rates in 
almost all sectors"; the inability of the economy to increase "productivity of 
capital and labor"; "unfavorable demographic trends," including a "projected 
decline" in Russian workers and an increase in non-Russian manpower; a series 
of energy shortages; and the failure of agriculture. Bialer added that the 1980s 
would likely be a "harsh decade" for the USSR, which could "well pass through 
the worst period it has seen since the death of Stalin.18 

Bialer saw ethnonationalism as "potentially [Moscow's] most devastating" 
problem and "the deepest challenge" to Soviet regime legitimacy. Indeed, "the 
polarization of the Soviet peoples along ethnic lines [was] increasing faster than 
their identification with a new Soviet nationhood." This difficulty was compli
cated by Moscow's intractable economic problems. "The era of extensive So
viet development, when high rates of growth were assured through growing in
crements of labor and capital," was over, Bialer said, "and an already poor situa
tion is aggravated tremendously by an impending energy crisis" in oil produc
tion, coal, and nuclear power. The USSR was not prepared for these crises; 
indeed, "the future [was] catching up with the Soviet Union" in the most "un-
propitious" way possible, leaving "little room for economic maneuverability." 
Moscow's difficulties were especially ominous for consumer and military 
spending. To add insult to injury, the Polish, East German, and Czechoslova-
kian economies were also in disrepair, and with the Kremlin "running out of 
incentives for enticing, rather than compelling" Eastern Europe's allegiance, the 
USSR's economic weakness could "translate quickly" into instability and tur
moil.19 

Bialer lamented the tendency of scholars to speculate endlessly over the So
viet future. During the past decade, he noted, a number of scenarios had been 
put forth, featuring various outcomes: "revolution," "progressive degeneration 
and decay," "a military coup," "neo-Stalinism," "convergence" with the West, 
"far-reaching liberalization and democratization, "ethical-religious re-birth, evo
lution toward a socialist democracy, and a continuation of the present system 
with no change whatsoever. Bialer rejected any view of the Soviet future that 
saw the Soviet system as unchanging or prone to disintegrate; that depicted So
viet leaders in a villainous, crude, or oafish light; that equated Soviet stability 
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with rigidity; that doubted "that the Soviet leaders and [people] actually believe 
what they profess to believe"; or that anticipated a Soviet "liberal democracy or 
convergence" with the West.20 

Bialer saw the Soviet system as fundamentally stable and unlikely either to 
collapse or to undergo radical reform in the foreseeable future. But the Colum
bia University Sovietologist detected "sound rational elements behind the expec
tations of change," including the recognition that the USSR faced severe politi
cal, social, and economic problems, and the pervasive anticipation among Soviet 
citizens that conditions had to improve following Brezhnev's departure. These 
expectations were based on an implicit social contract that regarded economic 
performance and an improved living standard as a "cornerstone" of Soviet sta
bility. Thus, Bialer saw political and economic change as an unstoppable force 
that would not leave the Soviet Union unscathed. 

According to Bialer, "the superstability of personnel" in the Soviet leader
ship and bureaucracy under Brezhnev derived from "an unwritten agreement" 
between Brezhnev and the elite "to provide the security denied them" under 
Khrushchev. As a result of this understanding, the gates to career advancement 
had been "closed for very long," and there was, by the late 1970s, "great impa
tience" for change "among the younger members of the elite."21 Thus, while the 
Columbia University scholar did not anticipate significant reforms to occur for 
the remainder of Brezhnev's tenure, he fully expected such change in the post-
Brezhnev succession. Bialer guessed that an interim leader would replace 
Brezhnev and govern for two to four years; then, a younger leader would step in 
and consolidate his rule by the mid-1980s; finally, serious reforms would begin 
in the late 1980s. This forecast was remarkably prescient and anticipated Mik
hail Gorbachev's elevation to power five years after Bialer's study was pub
lished. 

Over time, the Columbia University Sovietologist migrated intellectually 
from a soft realist position in the mid-1970s to a hard realist stance in the early 
1980s. Whereas his earliest writings (including Stalin's Successors) were fun
damentally sanguine concerning the possibility of Soviet reform, his later work 
was tinged with the same pessimism that would capture many political cultural-
historicist scholars in the early 1980s. Thus, Bialer argued ominously that So
viet consumption would decline sharply in the 1980s, and he questioned whether 
"existing police controls and the management of mass expectations [could] keep 
the working class docile" or whether Moscow would have to tighten the authori
tarian grip of the party-state.22 

Bialer expected the new post-Brezhnev leaders to be like previous Soviet 
rulers in their commitment to the "cult of the state" and to a high level of de
fense spending. The new men would shun "the highly ideological, frantic, cam
paign-like reforms" of Khrushchev or any Dubcek-style liberalizations. More
over, they would be no "easier to deal with" than their predecessors and "less 
cautious [and] more prone to take risks than the present leadership." 

As Bialer's assessment of the USSR grew darker and more ominous, the So
vietologist envisioned a number of dire foreign policy outcomes. The USSR's 
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mounting energy problems could prompt Moscow to initiate a military "move
ment" into the oil-rich Persian Gulf. Alternatively, the Soviets could negotiate a 
"barter agreement" to buy oil from friendly Arab regimes such as Iraq and 
Libya, or they could attempt to intimidate pro-Western regimes like Saudi Ara
bia. Similarly, the USSR's economic woes and its desire for "high technology 
on favorable terms" could prompt the Soviet leaders to pressure Western Europe 
or to dominate Eastern Europe through intimidation and force.23 

Unhappy with both the totalitarianism model and Jerry F. Hough's institu
tional pluralism, in 1980 Valerie Bunce and John M. Echols III embraced corpo
ratism as a new model, adapted from Latin American and European studies, that 
combined features of both totalitarianism and pluralism and took into considera
tion the inherent complexity of Communist systems. Corporatism was con
ceived as "a decision-making structure in which major functional interest groups 
are incorporated into the policy process by the state and its leaders," the two 
scholars noted. "The [Soviet] state takes an active role" in decision making—it 
is not, "as in the pluralist model, simply a passive broker."24 This means that 
"only those groups deemed necessary to making the system work are included": 
business and labor "are the centerpiece of a corporatist system"; other "attitudi-
nal groups" are excluded. 

"Under corporatism," Bunce and Echols argued, "groups and the state [work 
together] to pursue rational procedures" for political and economic decision 
making. By contrast, pluralist systems do not, and "indeed, cannot, plan." 
Analogously, a corporatist system works toward "explicit policy goals," whereas 
"a pluralist polity has no explicit goals," since "the pluralist process is [itself] 
the major concern." The corporatist model viewed Brezhnev's Soviet Union as 
fundamentally stable, resilient, able to change, and likely to survive into the next 
century. There would be no political or economic turmoil under corporatism; 
the party would remain both powerful and intact. Concerning the economy, "the 
current [annual] growth rates of 3-5 percent" would probably continue, and ag
ricultural productivity would be adequate. Bunce and Echols anticipated that 
Moscow would institute wholesale material improvements and a kind of "gou
lash Communism" in the consumer sector. In addition, the Kremlin would ease 
political pressures on dissidents who kept their complaints and criticisms to 
themselves. 

Like Bialer, William F. Hyland characterized the Soviet Union as "a very 
careful regime, one that consistently rechecks its moves" and "is rather conser
vative and prudent."25 Regarding the Soviet future, Hyland anticipated "more of 
the same." Although he sensed "growing pressures to ge[t] the country 'moving 
again,'" on balance, he discounted reformist scenarios. Hyland did not expect 
"a wholesale reversal" toward totalitarianism, or "the emergence of another Sta
lin," but he noted pointedly "that the bureaucracy [was] triumphing," and only 
"an enormous effort" could "reverse this trend."26 

Despite the economic and political stagnation that troubled so many western 
critics of the USSR, Hyland termed "the Brezhnev era a highly successful one." 
He saw the rise in the Soviet standard of living as "impressive." Moreover, "in-
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ternal political dissent [was] relentlessly suppressed. And, above all, [the Soviet 
Union] has emerged as a great power of global proportions, the military equal" 
of the United States.27 Indeed, "the balance of power, for decades dominated by 
the United States and its allies, is now in danger of shifting to the U.S.S.R.," 
Hyland warned. Meanwhile, "Soviet [djominance in Eastern Europe continues 
and severe challenges do not appear likely." Yet Hyland also noted "a malaise" 
in the Soviet Bloc: "[T]he more liberal regimes—Poland and Hungary"—were 
rapidly moving away from "strict Soviet discipline. And all East European gov
ernments [we]re forced by economic necessity to look increasingly westward." 

Hyland recognized that the Soviet economy was in trouble and that "no 
analysis fores[aw] a bright outlook." Fundamental reform—basic decentraliza
tion of decision making and the creation of new incentives—was needed, but 
"given a new leadership unsure of its mandate and political base, the likelihood 
of [such change was] remote." In the event of an economic crisis, Hyland 
added, a sharp defense cut may be "too inviting a melon to be ignored by the 
Politburo." On the other hand, "the costs of challenging the defense establish
ment [were] even greater than tinkering with reforms. What new leader would 
try" to win office or "consolidate power" by trimming military spending? 
"Given the respective political fates" of Khrushchev who tried to cut defense 
and Brezhnev who did not, "a successor [was un] likely" to confront the gener
als. Yet if the new Soviet rulers did not reduce military spending, Moscow 
would "for a long period need to import technology, grain, and perhaps even 
oil" from the West. Hyland concluded that the new leaders would remain "tied 
to conservative elements, doomed to maneuver within narrow limits, [and] 
caught up in an economic crisis" which they could not solve.28 

Hyland guessed that a successor to Brezhnev would "emerge" before 1985 
and that the new leader would be "an official serving in Moscow, with experi
ence mainly in the party rather than the government, including service in the 
secretariat and some experience in directing a major Soviet republic, or a large 
oblast or subdivision therein." Hyland identified several candidates for the top 
job, including Gregory Romanov, Peter Masherov, Vladimir Shcherbitskiy, 
Vladimir Dolgikh, and Mikhail Gorbachev. Even if the identity of the next gen
eral secretary was in doubt, Hyland agreed with Bialer and Hough that signifi
cant generational change was coming. "The man who takes charge will never 
have known pre-revolutionary Russia [or] the pre-Stalin Soviet Union," he 
noted. Most of the new leader's "political career will have been after Stalin's 
death," and his most important "assignments will have been in the post-
Khrushchev period."29 

Similarly, scholar John C. Campbell anticipated a Soviet leadership change 
that would come "before the mid-1980s." This transition would be "significant" 
because it would herald "simultaneously a shift at the very top [and] a thorough 
turnover in [both] the Politburo and the political elite." The members of the 
Brezhnev generation who witnessed "the Stalin purges and the Second World 
War [were] passing from the scene," Campbell noted, and were being replaced 
by younger men who had begun their careers under Khrushchev and Brezhnev. 
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Under these new leaders, "the pendulum [would] swing toward [domestic] inno
vation and change," since the "problems the Brezhnev regime has avoided or 
postponed will demand it."30 The new rulers would be unburdened by Stalin
ism, "confident in the future, and better acquainted with the [West] than any 
leaders since Lenin." 

Campbell anticipated ongoing debate between advocates of modernization 
and proponents of orthodoxy, but he guessed that, in the end, Soviet foreign 
policy would not change appreciably. The USSR would remain "an imperialist 
power," and the new rulers would "regard control of Eastern Europe as vital to 
[their] security," he noted. Further, Moscow would still "impose its will on bor
der countries, [apply] pressure on Western Europe," try to "overawe China, and 
seek new client states in the Third World." Analogously, the Soviet arms 
buildup of the 1970s would keep pace in the 1980s, Campbell wrote, despite the 
fact that military power was not the only—or the best—index of the USSR's 
impact on world affairs. A more telling indicator was trade, and here, Moscow's 
global influence was "quite modest for a country of its size, population, re
sources, and industrial development." Moreover, the Soviet Union's "nonpar-
ticipation in international financial institutions" further diminished its "weight in 
world affairs." Campbell concluded that the Soviet economy would rely "in
creasingly on the less-developed, non-Russian republics"—a development 
fraught with danger. 

Scholar Lawrence T. Caldwell's evaluation of the Soviet economy was 
somewhat more upbeat than Campbell's: The USSR was "the second largest 
power in the world," he wrote, and its economy had grown steadily—these were 
"hard facts on which American policy must be based." Admittedly, Soviet 
growth had declined in recent years, but this downturn reflected the USSR's 
earlier successes: the "sheer size and complexity of the economy make almost 
inevitable the same kind of decelerating growth already experienced by other 
developed countries."31 Defense spending was not "an issue of significant dis
agreement within the Politburo," Caldwell added: Brezhnev gave Soviet mili
tary leaders virtual carte blanche, as he sought to fund both guns and butter— 
military armaments and the satisfaction of consumer demands. Thus, Moscow's 
economic problems would not impair Soviet defense spending or readiness; 
indeed, "the military sector [was] isolated" from the strains of reduced GNP 
growth. 

Still, Caldwell rejected the common western assumption that the Soviet de
fense economy was wholly isolated from, or significantly more efficient than, 
the civilian economy. "'Non-military' categories such as machine building 
[constituted] a heavy component of defense production," he noted pointedly. 
"These sectors performed well in the past" and would continue to do so in the 
future. Thus, Brezhnev was able simultaneously to finance "impressive im
provements" in defense and in the living standard. 

In retrospect, it is easy to see that Caldwell overstated the Red Army's stay
ing power. Western perceptions of Moscow's military might were blinkered for 
decades: first, by a lack of reliable Soviet economic data, which forced U.S. 
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policy makers and economists to devise imaginative Rube Goldbergian extrapo
lations to supply the required numbers for their worst-case scenarios; second, 
by the USSR's relative economic vitality in the 1960s and early 1970s, which 
lulled scholars into thinking that the Soviet economy would remain strong 
throughout the 1970s and 1980s; and third, by the giant shell game put on by 
Soviet propagandists who claimed that the USSR could have both guns and but
ter. As a result, many U.S. Soviet experts thought that Moscow's economic 
troubles alone would, in Caldwell's words, "not [force] the Soviet leadership to 
control military costs." 

Like Campbell, Caldwell guessed that wholesale Soviet reforms would be 
undertaken during the early 1980s; the advanced ages of the present leaders 
made this "probable." Moreover, "economic decline[s]" would subject the 
USSR to "considerable stress." Thus, in the 1980s or 1990s, the USSR would 
"experience one of three variants of change"—"radical transformation, includ
ing, [perhaps,] an abandonment" of Communism; "adaptation of the [political 
and economic] system to changing requirements"; or "bureaucratic entropy." 
Caldwell could not wholly reject the first of these options, but he deemed it 
unlikely. "The real question is whether the system will adapt or stagnate," he 
said.32 

Caldwell saw an "incremental transformation" occurring in Soviet Bloc rela
tions since 1968. He noted that increasing liberalization in Eastern Europe, 
along with ongoing Sino-Soviet tensions and the "vitality" of Eurocommunism 
had prompted Moscow to "permi[t] some devolution of power and shared deci
sion making" and to "tolerate more independent national policies" among its 
allies. While this new tolerance fell short of western-style pluralism, the War
saw Pact and Comecon were developing "habits of consultation and institutional 
diversification," Caldwell wrote.33 This new Soviet attitude was facilitated by 
detente, by the need for "'mature' political and economic institutions reflective 
of increased confidence and stability," by Moscow's desire to blunt the attrac
tion of the European Community, and by the need to offer Eastern Europe "a 
palliative for higher prices of Soviet raw materials." 

Like many realist scholars, Joseph L. Nogee and Robert H. Donaldson be
lieved that "the very nature of the Soviet system [had] set limits on how far de
tente [could] go." The Sovietologists recalled that Khrushchev's report to the 
Twentieth Party Congress contained two significant modifications to Commu
nist doctrine, that were important indices of Soviet change—first, a rejection of 
the thesis that war with the West was inevitable, and second, the idea that Com
munism could be achieved by parliamentary or peaceful means. Stalin's death 
opened the door to new leadership and opportunities for the Kremlin, Nogee and 
Donaldson argued—and it introduced a more civil diplomatic style characterized 
by "a flexibility [not] seen in Moscow for some time." But Moscow's "aspira
tion for superpower status, strategic superiority over the West, and undisputed 
[bloc] leadership" also led to greater risk taking and adventurism. In the 1980s, 
the USSR's economic decline and the coming Brezhnev succession would have 
significant foreign policy implications. 
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Nogee and Donaldson agreed with Bialer that the post-Brezhnev transition 
would occur in "two stages. Brezhnev's immediate successor" would be an in
terim leader and "one of his own generation," but "given the vicissitudes of 
age," younger leaders would eventually emerge. Real change would come in 
this "second stage of the succession," once the present leaders had passed on.34 

Underlying this expectation was a belief that the members of the Brezhnev gen
eration, who were now in power, "share[d] a common experience and percep
tion" and were unlikely to favor significant change. But "those born after 1930, 
whose political careers [were] not linked to Stalin, could bring new approaches 
and attitudes" to the USSR. 

In the end, the two scholars depicted the Soviet Union schizophrenically, as 
being powerful but also weak. Tensions would continue between the USSR and 
its adversaries, they noted; the Red Army would stay in Afghanistan until it had 
"stabilized a pro-Soviet government in Kabul." In addition, there would be "no 
lack of upheavals" in other Third World countries; the USSR was "determinfed] 
to have a voice in the resolution of major conflicts anywhere in the world with a 
decisive voice in regions close to Soviet borders." Indeed, "Soviet power today 
[was] greater in a relative and an absolute sense than at any other time in his
tory." Nevertheless, the Soviet Union was "a considerably weaker power" eco
nomically, Nogee and Donaldson admitted, and "the gap is even greater when 
the strengths of both alliances" are compared. 

Political Cultural-Historicist Literature 

The political cultural-historicist outlook gained mainstream acceptance in 
American Sovietology during the 1978-1981 period, in no small measure be
cause of the new neoconservative mood that swept through the United States. 
This mood fed on lingering dissatisfaction over the Watergate scandal and on 
frustration with the Nixon-Kissinger detente policies and Washington's alleged 
condominium with Communist countries. Equally, the new neoconservatism 
was aggravated by continuing bitterness over the U.S. defeat in Vietnam and the 
1975 fall of Saigon. The Vietnam syndrome—a pervasive sense that U.S. for
eign policy was adrift and that America had suddenly become weak and could 
be pushed around by small Third World countries—culminated in the tragicom
edy of the Iranian hostage crisis of 1979-1980. The insult of the botched 1980 
rescue attempt, added to the injury of the hostage impasse itself, fostered a sense 
of helplessness in Washington and came to symbolize everything that was 
wrong with America in the 1970s. 

Finally, the new neoconservative temper was facilitated by Jimmy Carter's 
tactical rightward shift in foreign policy during the same period—a virtual ad
mission that the conciliatory Soviet policies of Secretary of State Cyrus Vance 
had failed and that what was needed now was the tougher, more visceral "we're-
mad-as-hell-and-we're-not-going-to-take-it-any-more" anti-Sovietism of Na
tional Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski. Reinforcing this new determina
tion to "get tough on Moscow," Carter ordered up a massive U.S. military 
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buildup. Carter's conversion to the right did not get him reelected—perhaps not 
even a successful hostage rescue effort could have done that—but he was suc
ceeded in 1981 by Ronald Reagan, who was a real neoconservative. Under 
Reagan, the new rightward political mood, Carter's military buildup, and Wash
ington's virulent anti-Sovietism all continued unabated. 

According to senior Congressional aide Jay Winik, since the early 1970s, 
cold war liberals and former liberals turned neoconservatives—identified pre
dominantly with the realist and political cultural-historicist schools of American 
Sovietology—have "had a greater hand in shaping the ideological underpinnings 
and execution of [Washington's Soviet] policy than any other [U.S. political] 
group."35 By and large, these scholars were quick to criticize American foreign 
policy for mirror-imaging the USSR, that is, for viewing the Soviet enemy as a 
slightly different version of the United States, and thereby excusing away Mos
cow's bad behavior. If Sovietological tradition and the majority of American 
Soviet experts before the 1970s were prompted by a fundamental desire to un
derstand the USSR, to find common ground with the Soviet leaders, and to en
gage in a constructive dialogue with Moscow about East-West differences, most 
neoconservative and political cultural-historicist Soviet experts of the 1978— 
1981 period wanted nothing to do with such naively optimistic exercises in "ap
peasement." Indeed, their reflexive antipathy toward the USSR, as well as the 
political Zeitgeist of the late 1970s, prompted many of these scholars to view the 
Soviet leaders in a harsh, Manichaean light, as monstrous and wholly different 
from Americans and unable to communicate productively with Washington. 

Analogously, most political cultural-historicist scholars of the late 1970s and 
early 1980s were deeply pessimistic regarding Soviet change. Thus, in 1978, 
the neoconservative Committee on the Present Danger (CPD)—which included 
Ronald Reagan as a member—argued in a brochure entitled, "What is the Soviet 
Union Up To?" that the USSR was "radically different from our society. It is 
organized on different principles and driven by different motives." Those who 
"failfed] to understand these differences and to take them seriously" endangered 
democracy itself. The CPD brochure added that while most Americans naturally 
wanted "to think of others as being like ourselves and likely to behave as we 
would under similar circumstances," such "'mirror-imaging' [led] many Ameri
cans to ignore [or] underestimate the Soviet challenge."36 But the CPD argu
ment that the USSR was "radically different" from the United States implied 
that the two systems were incommensurable. That is, if the Soviet Union was as 
different from the United States as the CPD claimed, then Washington would 
not be able to communicate at all with Moscow, and American scholars could 
not learn anything about the USSR; indeed, CPD adherents themselves could 
not possibly know "what the Soviet Union was up to." 

In addition, the CPD's admission that "the Soviet Union [could] only with 
difficulty support its population," grow its own food, extract its "mineral re
sources," or create an adequate "transportation network" painted its members 
into a logical corner: if the USSR could "only with difficulty support its popula
tion," then how could it threaten the U.S., militarily or otherwise? The CPD 
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brochure tried to circle the square by arguing that the United States' current lead 
"in both productive capacity and weapons technology, may not last forever" and 
that "the U.S.S.R. [could] within several years achieve strategic superiority over 
the United States," but this explanation was unpersuasive. 

The CPD statement rejected the old orthodox chestnut that Moscow had a 
"blueprint for [world] domination," but it only rejected the blueprint; it contin
ued to embrace the old totalitarianism-model idea that "the Soviet elite exer
cise^] total control of the country's political institutions, economic resources 
and media," and "pursue[d its] objectives in an organized and decisive manner, 
taking advantage of every opportunity to enhance its power in the world." Lik
ening post-1945 Soviet militarization to "Nazi Germany's rearmament in the 
1930s," the CPD condemned the SALT I agreement and detente for having "no 
effect on the Soviet buildup." 

In essential agreement with the CPD's claims, scholar Peter Reddaway 
adopted a pessimistic line regarding the possibility of systemic Soviet reform. 
Dissent in the USSR was growing, he noted, because the Kremlin leaders, who 
were fearful of change, were suppressing "political, cultural, and religious free
dom." Consequently, "authority is gradually ebbing away from the regime, 
which derives legitimacy neither from elections, which are not free, nor from the 
official ideology, which is dead, nor from the national church, which it har
asses," but "from the inertia of its subjects and from a lightly disguised appeal to 
Russian nationalism."37 Although the Soviet leaders resisted change, reform 
was probably an inevitable process, Reddaway admitted, if only because "the 
Soviet system cannot remain immune forever from the pace of change." The 
scholar called for western economic and political intervention—"forcing the 
Politbureau to face up to its profound internal problems and come to terms with 
its own people"—as the "best hope for a peaceful evolution of Soviet society." 

Similarly, University of Massachusetts scholar Marshall S. Shatz argued pre-
sciently that Soviet dissidents and citizens were unable "by themselves to force 
any major liberalization" on the USSR. "If the Russian past, from Peter the 
Great to Khrushchev, is any guide to its future," Shatz noted, "fundamental re
forms will come not from below but from above, on the initiative of the state." 
Indeed, it would take "a major external crisis, an economic catastrophe, [or] a 
succession struggle [for] the Soviet rulers to implement far-reaching changes." 
Shatz doubted whether the leaders "would respond effectively to such a chal
lenge," let alone initiate wholesale reforms, but he emphasized that no transfor
mation could come about without their involvement. At the same time, the 
scholar conceded that if there was a crisis, popular pressure for change "could be 
a highly significant factor" in bringing about systemic reform.38 Shatz's argu
ment was one of the few from a political cultural-historicist perspective that 
seemed to anticipate the advent of Mikhail Gorbachev. 

In 1981, Richard Pipes brought together a number of his old journal articles, 
dating from 1970 to 1980. The publisher's blurb inside the front cover of U.S.
Soviet Relations in the Era of Detente traced the unifying theme of these writ
ings. Americans, it said, saw peace as a "normal" geopolitical condition, "occa-
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sionally interrupted by war, which should be ended quickly [in order] to return 
to 'normalcy.'" But Pipes believed that Moscow viewed "peace [as] an inter
lude between wars, a time to [re]arm for the next [conflict]." In his preface, the 
Harvard University historian argued that militarism was inherent "in Russian 
Communism."39 Thus, while Americans saw nuclear weapons as "a night
mare," the Soviet leaders perceived them as "an opportunity." 

Pipes argued that Moscow's "detente strategy" consisted of two simultane
ous efforts. First, the USSR sought the abandonment of "dangerous confronta
tions" with the West in favor of "less risky proxy" wars in Africa, Asia, the 
Middle East, and Latin America. Second, the Soviets wanted to prepare for 
World War III by initiating "a major rearmament program." To do this, they 
would "projec[t] a peaceful image" to lull the West while "moderniz[ing their] 
military" capability. 

Moscow was more interested in aggravating hostilities with the West than in 
undergoing peaceful domestic change, Pipes noted. This argument was funda
mental to the Harvard historian's sensational 1977 claim that the Soviet Union 
thought "it could fight and win a nuclear war" against the United States. The 
Soviets probably did not want to fight a nuclear war, Pipes admitted, but if East-
West tensions escalated and war became unavoidable, Moscow would try to 
prevail—most likely by launching "a devastating preemptive strike."40 

In 1976, Pipes argued that Washington had "consistently underestimated 
[Moscow's] willingness and ability to [fund] a large and [modern] military es
tablishment."41 Continuing this discussion in a 1980 essay, the scholar ac
knowledged the paradox of a military superpower that was economically weak, 
but he rejected the notion that the Red Army was significantly constrained by 
Moscow's economic problems. If it seemed inconceivable that a country with 
the low living standards of the USSR could seriously threaten the West, Pipes 
reminded his readers that economic robustness and "technical inventiveness do 
not [automatically translate into] military might unless they are harnessed in the 
service of defense."42 

Thus, the USSR's low living standards did not reflect Moscow's "incapacity 
but rather [its] deliberate diversion of industrial resources" to military priorities; 
Moscow could pour into "the defense sector manpower and resources in [what
ever] quantities required, and let consumers] fend for [themselves]." In retro
spect, of course, the Harvard historian's argument was inadequate; the USSR's 
economic problems were profound and led to the Soviet Union's dissolution in 
1991. 

Pipes characterized the Soviet Union as an adversary that was prompted "by 
aggressive impulses," that was politically "innovative," and that "selects [its] 
victims carefully, with long-term objectives in mind." Like Reddaway, the Har
vard historian called on the United States to "compel" the Soviets to change, 
presumably through political and economic—but not military—means. "Only 
by blunting" its propensity for expansion could the West force Moscow to "give 
an account of its policies" to the Soviet people, Pipes noted. Whenever previous 
"Russian governments had suffered serious setbacks abroad they were com-
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pelled to grant the citizenry political rights." Accordingly, "we should help the 
[Soviet people to] bring [their] government under control," Pipes argued. "A 
democratic Russia would be less expansionist and easier to live with." 

Like other realist and political cultural-historicist Soviet experts, journalist 
Hedrick Smith was disturbed by the USSR's military presence in Angola, Ethio
pia, and other undeveloped countries. While Soviet adventurism did "not imply 
a grand design for world conquest," the journalist nevertheless believed that 
Moscow's foreign policy was based on "cold, hard decisions to seize upon tar
gets of opportunity, to push out imperially from the Russian heartland, or to ex
tend the Soviet reach as a global power." Smith saw the "invasion" of Afghani
stan as shocking, and "different qualitatively from previous Soviet involvements 
in the Third World," because, first, Soviet troops—not proxies—were engaged; 
second, the fighting occurred in areas contiguous to the USSR and Europe—not 
in distant Africa or Asia; and third, the clashes were both intense and pro
longed.44 Indeed, for Smith as for other political cultural-historicist and neocon
servative scholars, the West's nonplussed response to the Soviet incursion into 
Afghanistan raised the specter of Munich, and of Neville Chamberlain blithely 
tapping his walking stick, even as the Wehrmacht proceeded to pick off one 
European territory after another. Accordingly, these scholars called on Wash
ington to confront and punish Moscow for its aggressive behavior. 

As we have seen, the neoconservative argument—and to an extent, political 
cultural-historicism—often featured a dualistic "have-your-cake-and-eat-it-too" 
view of the USSR as both militarily powerful and vulnerable to U.S. toughness 
and resoluteness. Thus, in 1981, scholar Robert Emmet Moffit argued that the 
United States' military advantage over the Soviet Union had vanished and that 
Soviet power now rivaled American might. So what did Moffit propose to rem
edy this problem? A U.S. "counterimperialist" policy of confronting Moscow 
and "neutralizing Soviet [military] power beyond its traditional sphere of influ
ence in Eastern Europe!" The ultimate goal of such a policy should be "the 
compelling of the [USSR] to abandon [its] global imperial ambitions." 

Was Moffit serious? Apparently so: In the face of Soviet power, he wanted 
Washington to "wag[e] the same kind of 'protracted conflict'" against Moscow 
"that the Soviet empire has adopted toward the [United States] and the West."45 

To be sure, Moffit did not advocate a purely military American response—he 
expected the United States to "employ a combination of economic, political, 
military and psychological measures" in this undertaking. Still, the scholar did 
not address the logical dilemma inherent in his argument, namely that if the 
USSR was so powerful, Washington should try to diminish U.S.-Soviet tensions, 
not aggravate them. 

Throughout the period of 1978 through 1981, a number of realist scholars 
took the neoconservatives and political cultural-historicists to task for demoniz-
ing the Soviet Union and its leaders. Thus, policy-maker Paul Warnke rejected 
both the CPD view that the Soviets were wholly unlike Americans and Pipes's 
notion that Moscow wanted to "fight and win a nuclear war" as simplistic. In 
place of such arguments, the former Arms Control and Disarmament Agency 
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(ACDA) director endorsed a rational actor understanding of Soviet leadership. 
"No matter how ideological [the Soviets] are, they are not crazy," Warnke 
noted. "If you hypothesize insanity on the part of your adversary, then deter
rence loses [all] meaning." The Soviets "have a very healthy respect for nuclear 
weapons, and they have a far greater appreciation than any American of the rav
ages [of] even conventional war."46 Warnke concluded that "crazy statements" 
originated from "both sides of the Atlantic." Indeed, some of the testimony of 
Alexander Haig and Caspar Weinberger, at their 1981 confirmation hearings, 
seemed to suggest that the United States was preparing to "fight and win a nu
clear war" against the USSR! 

Similarly, scholar William Zimmerman noted pointedly that post-Stalin So
viet foreign policy was qualitatively "different" from Stalinist policy, both in 
substance and in the manner in which it was conducted. "While elites on each 
side [still] regardfed] the other side as expansionist, there [was] much less dis
position" after Stalin's death "to believe that the other side is bent on destroying 
its opponent," Zimmerman wrote. Each side now sought to "creat[e] an envi
ronment in which the pursuit of narrow 'possessive' interests can be undertaken 
at less risk." Indeed, "the American-Soviet conflict has become routinized and 
expressed in ways that were inconceivable" during the Stalin years.47 Moreover, 
in insisting that Soviet foreign policy lacked moderation, neoconservatives and 
political cultural-historicists were using value-laden language, Zimmerman ar
gued. Thus, one could "define moderation in such a way as to mean a situa
tion," recalling Walter Lippmann's apt metaphor, "in which Soviet children 
were born singing 'God Bless America.'" In the 1970s, some critics of detente 
seemed to have exactly this extreme definition in mind when they condemned 
the USSR for failing to moderate its policies. 

Rejecting the arguments of Hedrick Smith and other political cultural-
historicist scholars who viewed the Red Army's incursion into Afghanistan as 
an act of geopolitical barbarism, and on that basis proclaimed that detente was 
finally and completely revoked, Raymond L. Garthoff insisted that even an 
imperfect Soviet-American agreement was "vastly preferable to a relationship 
[of] confrontation, tension, and misunderstanding." Indeed, "a rise in tensions" 
should not "eclipse" the need to reduce hostilities; rather, while making "the 
task of detente more difficult, it also makes it more necessary." Garthoff re
jected the notion that Soviet foreign policy was barbaric or imperialistic. "The 
overriding Soviet aim" of putting troops into Kabul, he noted, "was to prevent 
the collapse or defection of [Moscow's] Afghan satellite and its replacement by 
an unstable, hostile, regime."48 

In retrospect, the fundamental disagreements between Pipes and Smith and 
their critics demonstrated how easy it was for Soviet experts to misperceive 
seemingly obvious historical evidence and talk past each other. Not only were 
American scholars and policy makers demonizing the Soviets; they were also 
attacking each other. Thus, political cultural-historicists argued that the evi
dence of Soviet change cited by pluralist Sovietologists was trivial and superfi
cial. In turn, realists and pluralists responded that the examples of Soviet stub-

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 $
{D

at
e}

. $
{P

ub
lis

he
r}

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



116 What Happened to the Soviet Union? 

bornness and Russian continuity cited by political cultural-histotoricist Sovie
tologists were more the product of Manichaean assumptions and totalitarianism-
model thinking than of an objective analysis of Soviet political and economic 
data. 

Pluralist Literature 

During the 1978-1981 period, American pluralist Sovietology was domi
nated by two major works by Jerry F. Hough—How the Soviet Union Is Gov
erned (1979), and Soviet Leadership in Transition (1980). These writings, and 
three Hough essays of the same period, were examined in Chapter 2. 

Pluralist scholars like Jerry F. Hough rejected both the pessimism of the po
litical cultural-historicist school and the extreme determinism of the Russian 
cultural continuity argument. They insisted that while it was important to be 
aware of Russia's historical tradition and unique geopolitical legacy, the proc
esses of modernization had created new patterns in Soviet society with marked 
resemblance to much of the developed world. If Russia's political culture and 
history had left deep imprints on contemporary Soviet institutions, pluralist So
vietologists were quick to point out that much that was left of "Russian tradi
tion" was merely the remnant of a vanishing peasant culture, which itself had 
more in common with other peasant cultures throughout the world than with the 
modern Soviet state. The changes wrought by urbanization, industrialization, 
and universal secondary education were etched far more deeply in the USSR 
than were these increasingly faint residues of the past. 

In addition, some pluralists claimed—perhaps illogically, in light of their re
jection of cultural continuity arguments—that there had always existed in Russia 
a fundamental reformist tradition that carried over into the Soviet period. In
deed, these scholars argued that some of the early Bolsheviks were themselves 
democrats in thought, if not always in deed, and that even Stalinism contained 
certain democratic features, such as the ideal of upward social mobility for 
workers. 

By and large, pluralist Sovietologists in the years from 1978 through 1981 
were outnumbered and their voices drowned out by their boisterous neoconser
vative colleagues. The pluralists, in turn, saw the neoconservative movement— 
and political cultural-historicism itself—not as a legitimate political response to 
Soviet foreign and domestic policies, or to new geopolitical realities, but as an 
emotional reaction to events and changes occurring within the U.S. and in 
American politics. They knew that the Brezhnev leadership was aging, and they 
understood that Moscow faced many challenges, but they did not see the Soviet 
leaders as ruthless, anti-American, or opposed to reform. More significant than 
the economic and political dilemmas the Soviet Union faced were its manifold 
strengths, they noted. 

Reflecting a pluralist understanding, Benson L. Grayson acknowledged in 
1978 that Americans' image of the Soviet Union had "changed often." Early in 
U.S. history, "Russia was considered a distant but potentially friendly power that 
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might provide support against Great Britain." By 1900, "relations with Russia 
cooled, as a result of [friendlier] attitudes toward Britain, and increased distaste 
for [Tsarist] authoritarianism." Finally, after "a brief honeymoon in relations 
between the establishment of the liberal Russian Provisional Government in 
March 1917 and its overthrow by the Bolsheviks eight months later," Washing
ton "came to regard [the USSR] as a threat to democratic institutions" and to 
global peace.49 Grayson's overview of U.S.-Soviet relations suggests that some
thing other than Soviet international behavior or ideology—perhaps something 
in the U.S. character and foreign policy-making ethos itself—was responsible 
for these pendulum swings in America's Soviet policy. 

Grayson saw upturns in Washington's view of the USSR occurring when
ever the United States faced serious domestic crises, such as during the Great 
Depression of the 1930s, which prompted U.S. business interests to regard the 
Soviet Union as a large and potentially lucrative market for expanded trade; 
whenever American and Soviet security or economic interests were threatened 
by a major international crisis, as in World War II; whenever a U.S.-Soviet cri
sis or spiraling arms race compelled both sides to seek a cooling-off period, as in 
the aftermath of the Cuban missile crisis and in the detente era of the early 
1970s; and whenever reformist leaderships came to power, as in the Khru
shchev, Andropov, and Gorbachev eras. 

Downturns in U.S. perceptions of the Soviet Union occurred, generally, 
whenever the above conditions did not exist and whenever Washington viewed 
Soviet behavior as barbaric or threatening, as after the deaths of millions of 
peasants in the collectivization campaign and the purges of the 1930s became 
known, or when Soviet troops marched into Afghanistan in December 1979. 

Alexander Dallin noted several "genuine developments in Soviet society— 
affecting attitudes and values—which [were] largely autonomous of the authori
ties." This meant that "changes [did] occur and [would] continue to occur" in 
the USSR; "the widespread myth of immutable Russian attitudes and behavior 
[revealed] more about our [own misperceptions] than about present realities." 
The Sovietologist rejected both the idea that Kremlin policy was "impervious to 
domestic needs" and criticism and the opposite notion that open dissent in the 
Soviet Union was "only the tip of a political iceberg" that would bring the USSR 
to the point of "disintegration."50 

Sovietologist Vojtech Mastny rejected both the revisionist theory that the 
United States was responsible for the Cold War and the orthodox western argu
ment that Stalin started the Cold War out of a "master plan to rule the world." 
Mastny's middle course saw Stalin as "the principal player, but more as a slave 
to the Soviet political system than as its master." Stalin "subordinated the inter
ests of the international proletarian revolution to those of the state," and he re
vised his "diplomatic and military strategy with every shift of Russian fortunes." 
Thus, Mastny believed that most U.S. assumptions about Stalin's "grand strat
egy"—his alleged "determination to regain" territories lost in the pact with Hit
ler, his supposed "quest [to divide] Europe into spheres of influence," and the 
notion that he wanted "to establish dependent regimes in neighboring coun-

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 $
{D

at
e}

. $
{P

ub
lis

he
r}

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



118 What Happened to the Soviet Union? 

tries"—were incorrect. "Behind the formidable facade of Stalinism, there loom
ed inefficiency, opportunism, and drift. Yet never did the totalitarian ideal of a 
fully regimented body politic come closer" to fruition than in Stalinist Russia. 

In connecting Stalin's World War II policies to the start of the Cold War, 
Mastny drew some pointed conclusions about the modern Soviet regime. "In 
both absolute terms and in relation to the West, the power [of] Soviet leaders 
today [was] dramatically superior to Stalin's" power, he observed. But in their 
exercise of power, modern leaders were "significantly more restricted" than Sta
lin. No postwar leader "has approximated the dead tyrant in his sheer wicked
ness. Unable to match [Stalin's] authority," today's leaders were "more suscep
tible to diverse pressure. Under their guardianship the Soviet Union has, for all 
its abominations, grown more human and responsive to change."51 In short, 
Moscow was capable of real learning. The "obvious lessons of the Cold War" 
for the USSR included "the cost of underestimating adversaries, the burden of 
[maintaining] empire, and the ultimate futility of repression," Mastny concluded. 

Similarly, in a review article, George Washington University Sovietologist 
Carl A. Linden praised Roy and Zhores Medvedev's depiction of Khrushchev as 
a "radical innovator and reformer" who redefined the role of the CPSU "not just 
in agriculture but across the whole spectrum of policy, [including the inner 
structure of the party itself." But Linden criticized the Medvedevs for not giving 
enough attention to the political—as against the technical and economic— 
complexity of the task that Khrushchev set for himself. Their suggestion that 
agriculture was the primary cause, rather than an important contributing factor, 
of Khrushchev's downfall was not wholly convincing, since the Soviet leader's 
"reforms arose logically from and capped all of [his] earlier innovations]—his 
de-Stalinizations, decentralizations, his varied attempts at loosening up the So
viet system." Indeed, Khrushchev's latter "reforms simply brought to a head the 
classic dilemma of all political reformers, namely, how to consolidate reform 
before the forces opposing change [can] gather and defeat it." In missing the 
political dimension of Khrushchev's downfall, the Medvedevs "praise Khru
shchev's good intentions but damn him as a bungler," said Linden. Such a con
clusion wrongly "depreciates Khrushchev's Sysyphean labors, political skill, 
intelligence and energy with which he pursued renovation for eleven years be
fore he finally succumbed to massive odds."52 Indeed, Khrushchev "deserves 
credit for a titanic attempt and a magnificent failure" that continued to influence 
the USSR toward political and economic reform in the 1970s and 1980s. 

Recalling the 1964 Khrushchev succession, scholar Donald R. Kelley argued 
that Brezhnev's "trust in cadres" policy had been instituted in response to a spe
cific need—the demoralization and career uncertainty of party members follow
ing Khrushchev's upheaval of the Soviet leadership and his subsequent forced 
retirement. Brezhnev's new policy "assured middle level party personnel that 
their prerogatives would be respected, and that their careers would be secure," 
Kelley maintained. Accordingly, American scholars should not have interpreted 
the "deliberate and cautious style" of Khrushchev's successors as "innate con
servatism" or "immobilism"; rather, Brezhnev demonstrated "a consistent re-
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formist tendency" in ordering "economic and administrative reforms" and in 
modernizing "the party's leading role."53 Indeed, the Soviet leader's "cautious, 
partly conservative, partly reformist style," and his ability to act as a "'broker' 
among competing factions," were responsible for "his continued dominance, 
despite [his] recurring illness." 

Kelley believed that the USSR had retained many of the pluralistic features 
that Jerry F. Hough described in his writings, but he also noted that the Soviet 
Union was resistant to change. "Quite independently of Brezhnev's dominance" 
over the state and party, the scholar argued, "the evolution of the Politburo into a 
shadow cabinet" and "the development of'corporatist' politics" have produced a 
"stalemate" that no one was able to overcome. Adding insult to injury, Kelley 
noted "the inherent ability of bureaucracies] to resist change." The "problems 
of control, coordination, and leadership [were] endemic" in all complex organi
zations, including the USSR; "skilled bureaucratic entrepreneurs, while profess
ing adherence to reforms" and appearing to be "productiv[e], simply found ways 
of doing business as usual."54 Many found it "easier to change the goals and 
policies of party and state activity than to change deeply ingrained procedures 
and work styles." 

Like Linden and Kelley, Princeton University Sovietologist Robert C. 
Tucker took a cautious approach on Soviet change. The Soviet economy was 
characterized by a kind of "supermonopoly capitalism," he wrote; the USSR 
was a "gigantic conglomerate incorporating industries and other state-controlled 
activity, under unified management at the Politburo level." But despite its im
posing industrial and military institutions, the Soviet system was "a spent soci
ety"—it was culturally and "historically played out because [its] belief system 
has lost its meaning. The rulers wield[ed] power in order to wield power."55 

Change was inevitable after Stalin's death, Tucker argued, yet the post-Stalin 
leaders "were divided over how far and fast it should proceed, in what direc
tions, and who should preside over it." Khrushchev knew that Stalin had "be
queathed to Soviet society" a "widespread failure of belief and that the system 
would not work "unless belief was rekindled in the minds of citizens." More
over, "after decades of privation accompanied by promises of future bliss, the 
[Soviet] people [had to see] that the econom[y] could be made to work for their 
welfare, and soon," the Princeton scholar noted. "In a literal sense it was time to 
deliver the goods." 

Khrushchev wanted to reverse Stalin's policy priorities away from war 
preparation and defense spending to "competitive coexistence" and consumer 
needs, Tucker wrote. But like Linden (and quite unlike Hough and Cohen), the 
Princeton University Sovietologist saw Brezhnev's rise to power as a virtual 
foreclosure of reform. "If Khrushchev had the reform impulse without a coher
ent overall design, his successors lacked the impulse," he noted. "They restored 
[Stalinism], minus the autocracy and police supremacy"; "they undid Khru
shchev's innovations and reestablished the centralized economic ministries."56 

Under Brezhnev, the nomenklatura "could, finally, breathe easily, [since] the 
new [rulers] would be protective of its interests." 
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According to Tucker, Khrushchev's departure "led to a resumption" of So
viet militarism; in effect, if Brezhnev could not overtake the United States in 
producing meat, milk, and butter, he would do so with tanks, missiles, and war
heads. But this new policy would leave fewer resources for the civilian econ
omy and a diminished hope of improved conditions. Thus, Tucker saw detente 
in a perverse light: Whereas "Khrushchev sought accommodation with the West 
in order to economize on military [spending], Brezhnev [did] so for the opposite 
reason—to provide more for the population without skimping" on defense or 
"making fundamental changes in the Soviet system." Above all, said the Prince
ton Sovietologist, Brezhnev needed detente to ensure "the regular flow of 
American grain to Russia." 

Tucker weighed the Soviet Union's economic strengths and weaknesses, and 
he found the weaknesses to be dominant. While the USSR was "second only to 
the United States in gross national product" and was a world leader in the har
vesting of its natural resources and in the production of steel, cement, aerospace 
technology, and armaments, its citizens were "lean" and did not enjoy "a decent 
standard of living"; agriculture could not "feed the country." Tucker refused to 
attribute the worsening food situation to a single cause, but he viewed "state-run 
agriculture" as "a legacy of Stalin's reenserfment of the peasantry by brute ter
ror" and "an unmitigated disaster." 

The Princeton University Sovietologist saw other problems in the consumer 
sector—including graft, corruption, the shortage and "shoddy quality" of fac
tory-produced goods, and the vitality of the second economy—and he concluded 
that Soviet citizens were "underfed, underhoused, and under-almost-everything 
except underruled, underpoliced, and underpropagandized." Tucker took sharp 
issue with Seweryn Bialer's euphoric claim in 1981 that the Soviet standard of 
living and consumer economy had risen in the early Brezhnev years "in an unin
terrupted upward trend." The truth was, he noted, that any gain in the "supply of 
durable goods is counterbalanced by the serious deterioration in the central ele
ment of Soviet living standards—food supply."57 

If there was a bright spot in Tucker's analysis, it was in the fact that he saw, 
"in the middle rungs of the Soviet establishment, an emergent middle class of 
factory directors and others" who recognized that the system had "reached an 
impasse" and that fundamental innovation was urgently needed. Such change 
would be "peaceful [and] evolutionary, not an upheaval," Tucker indicated. 
"Given [Soviet] historical traditions and political culture," it would be triggered 
by "strong political leadership from above." Borrowing a political cultural-
historicist argument from Marshall S. Shatz, Tucker insisted that change "from 
below" would not last: "[T]he one part of the Soviet system that truly works 
efficiently is the police and the military which cannot make the system perform 
well but can keep it from being changed." Thus, the regime would block its 
own reform—unless that reform comes "from above." Tucker believed that 
change would not be introduced by "the aging [Brezhnev] oligarchy." For that 
matter, it was uncertain whether it would "emerge when new leaders take over 
in the not distant future, but we should not rule it out as unthinkable." 
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CONCLUSION: WHEN SUPPING 
WITH THE DEVIL, USE A LONG SPOON 

In 1979, the world was rocked concurrently by two international hostage cri
ses. One crisis occurred in Iran and dramatized the demands of an Islamic fun
damentalist resurgence that condemned the United States as a "great Satan" and 
threatened to destabilize the Middle East and the international order. The other 
crisis took place in the United States and pointed to an ideological resurgence by 
the American right that demonized the Soviet Union and threatened to undo U.S. 
domestic and foreign policy. Events in Teheran received most of the attention 
throughout 1979 and 1980, but the neoconservative revolution—and the way 
American Sovietology was taken hostage by the new right—may well be re
membered by future political scholars as the more significant event. 

It is the thesis of this chapter that most American scholars, of all Sovie
tological persuasions, were taken captive during the 1978-1981 period by an 
elemental pessimism concerning the possibility of Soviet change. Thus, even 
Russian Labor Party leader and democratic socialist Boris Kagarlitsky recalled 
how most "western observers" viewed "Soviet society at the end of the 1970s 
[as] hopelessly conservative" and talked about "the unreformability of Commu
nism." Worse, "there seemed no prospects for the future of the country other 
than an expectation of slow decay."58 But the truth was far different, Kagarlit
sky noted; "Soviet [politics and] society [were] never as monolithic as [they] 
were presented" by Soviet Stalinists and American political cultural-historicists 
who oddly agreed on this one point—that the USSR was unreformable. Indeed, 
"numerous interest groups within the apparatus of power, have always exerted 
influence on decision making and engendered a variety of conflicts." 

A number of interesting patterns can be traced throughout the Sovietological 
literature of this period. Most political cultural-historicists and some hard realist 
scholars of the 1978-1981 period cited various demographic shifts, the outbreak 
of ethnonationalism, increased citizen influence on policy, and slowed economic 
growth to suggest that Soviet reform was unlikely. Conversely, most pluralist 
Sovietologists and soft realists believed that there existed within the USSR a 
fundamentally reformist political and cultural tradition and argued that such 
social and political phenomena as modernization, polycentrism, and Moscow's 
restrained crisis management style strongly pointed to the possibility of systemic 
change. 

Similarly, while few Sovietological works written before 1974 identified 
problems in the Soviet economy, most of the Soviet experts who wrote during 
the 1978-1981 years devoted significant attention to Moscow's glaring eco
nomic difficulties, and many realist scholars saw the USSR's lowered living 
standards and consumption rates as ominous indications that the Soviet Union 
needed to change. Conversely, a few political cultural-historicist and pluralist 
Sovietologists were untroubled by Moscow's economic problems, albeit for 
different reasons. Some political cultural-historicist scholars assumed that Mos
cow's stagnant economy would not constrain Soviet defense spending or impel 
the Kremlin to give up its Eastern European empire, while pluralists believed 
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that the USSR was reformative in character and resilient enough to weather its 
economic troubles. 

Scholars of all Sovietological schools cited geopolitical events and Soviet 
military readiness to support their respective positions, but pluralists and soft 
realists saw detente as the dominant international reality of the 1970s. Many of 
these Sovietologists believed that Soviet adventurism was constrained by Mos
cow's economic weakness and that substantive reforms were both possible and 
likely. Meanwhile, political cultural-historicists and hard realist Soviet experts 
downplayed the significance of detente and emphasized other geopolitical 
events, like the crackdown on the Prague Spring and USSR "adventurism" in the 
Third World, to suggest that Soviet change was unlikely. Some of these schol
ars argued that the USSR could sustain almost any military burden, despite its 
economic troubles. 

Fewer, but a still substantial number of scholars saw ethnonationalism as a 
growing concern. Some hard realists and political cultural-historicist Sovietolo
gists predicted that Soviet nationalistic tensions would lead, eventually, to po
litical dissolution. Other soft realist and pluralist Soviet experts thought that the 
strains of ethnonationalism, while substantial, would be endured, and that the 
USSR would survive intact. Indeed, Jerry F. Hough believed that ethnonational
ism—short of leading to a Soviet collapse—would facilitate the process of plu
ralism and hasten political transformation. 

Scholars were similarly divided on Soviet reform. While many scholars em
braced the new neoconservative mood, a number of realists were willing to en
tertain the possibility of political, social, and economic change occurring in the 
USSR. Thus, Michael Mandelbaum noted, in 1979, that the peaceful resolution 
of the October 1962 Cuban missile crisis "was an example, albeit [an] unortho
dox one, of successful nuclear diplomacy."59 Mandelbaum's clear implication 
was that Soviet reform and learning were possible. As a whole, pluralists and 
soft realists viewed Soviet change as likely and saw the Soviet system as both 
legitimate and resilient. But political cultural-historicist and hard realist Sovie
tologists, predictably, took opposite positions on these questions. Even so, no 
Sovietological school anticipated a political or economic collapse. 

In light of the scholarly literature we have examined in this chapter, we may 
conclude that American Soviet experts were not particularly quick to abandon 
totalitarianism-model thinking. As the 1960s rolled into the 1970s and 1980s, 
Sovietologists did not get better at anticipating fundamental improvements in 
Soviet political and economic conditions. Indeed, there was little or no correla
tion between the passage of time, the discovery of new scholarly data about the 
USSR, or the occurrence of significant events in Soviet foreign and domestic 
policy and the development of an American Sovietological consensus that re
form was possible in the USSR. Rather, other factors, like the dominant para
digms of scholars and the cooptative influence of the American Cold War con
sensus, seemed to determine Sovietological attitudes about the possibility of 
Soviet change. 
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The Cold War on Main Street and on Campus 

Why did so many American scholars fail to anticipate the possibility of So
viet reform during the 1978-through-1981 years? Much of the answer has to do 
with the extraordinary influence of the Cold War consensus in American society 
and on university campuses. 

The Cold War and its attendant mood of anti-Sovietism touched every aspect 
of American life during the mid-to-late twentieth century. According to Daniel 
Deudney and G. John Ikenberry, Washington's global struggle against the USSR 
brought great changes and significant benefits to the United States, including the 
development of atomic energy, aeronautics and space exploration, and the con
struction of the interstate highway system. Because of the Cold War, the federal 
government called whole industries into existence and quickened innovation in 
science and math education.60 America's military rivalry with the Soviet Union 
also led to such advances as the G.I. Bill and racial integration in the armed 
forces and within society. 

The Cold War was good for business and good for the U.S. economy, noted 
William H. McNeill, emeritus professor of history at the University of Chicago: 
"[T]he arms race with the Soviet Union allowed diluted forms of deliberate 
management of the American economy, which had worked wonders between 
1941 and 1945, to continue indefinitely in peacetime. During World War II," 
the federal government applied "rationing and high-handed and unpopular po
litical intervention in the marketplace; but in the postwar period, arms expendi
ture^] and the manipulation of tax and interest rates" led to "a long period of 
prosperity." Perhaps "a different basis for American prosperity could have been 
devised," McNeill concluded—"but in fact, it was the arms race with the Rus
sians that provided the political stimulus for [a] remarkably effective political 
management of the economy" throughout the Cold War period.61 McNeill did 
not suggest that the Cold War was invented in Washington as a way to justify 
direct government intervention in the U.S. economy or to bring about other do
mestic benefits; East-West tensions were based on genuine differences between 
the Communist Bloc and the western democracies. Yet the intense U.S.-Soviet 
rivalry quickly became the backdrop, and provided the opportunity, for a vital 
national economic policy. 

Indeed, Rutgers University scholars Ann Markusen and Joel Yudken were 
not wrong when they noted that "since the Depression, preparing for warfare has 
been a permanent and potent American preoccupation." The economic benefits 
of military spending were incalculable: billions of Pentagon dollars were 
pumped into local economies, and hundreds of thousands of new defense jobs 
were created. But the down side of this economic robustness was that the Cold 
War and the industries it supported became a habit that was hard to break. Over 
the decades, entire American "communities [and] cities became increasingly 
defense-dependent."62 

According to New York Times journalist Thomas L. Friedman, virtually 
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every U.S. government department and agency participated in the forty-five-
year struggle against Soviet communism. In addition to the Department of De
fense, the State Department, and various intelligence agencies, other organiza
tional players, such as the Agency for International Development, the Peace 
Corps, the Department of Agriculture, the Export Administration of the Com
merce Department, the Information Security Oversight Office of the General 
Services Administration, and the Energy Department, helped coordinate various 
domestic Cold War activities and provided international assistance to countries 
in "areas of Cold War contention." Indeed, "throughout the Cold War, anti-
Soviet sentiment was the engine that drove America's domestic policy," Fried
man said.63 

The Cold War seduced Americans with its predictability and order, argued 
Catholic University scholar John Kenneth White. This was just as President 
Eisenhower had warned in his prescient January 17, 1961 farewell address, con
cerning the dangers of the military-industrial complex. Over time, Americans 
"became comfortable with the Cold War," White noted, "comfortable with our 
enemies, [and] comfortable with the government [and politics] it created." Cit
ing a 1989 Gallup Poll in which 52 percent of all respondents blamed Commu
nist infiltrators "for a lot of the unrest in the United States today," White con
cluded that "up to the Cold War's abrupt end Americans continued to believe" 
that Moscow was responsible for many of America's problems.64 

A number of prominent Sovietologists drew a firm connection between the 
Cold War and U.S. militarism and anti-Soviet attitudes. George F. Kennan be
lieved that Soviet-American tensions were fueled by a Cold War consensus and 
by other "formidable interests in both the U.S. and the Soviet Union that pros
pered" because of the East-West competition and did not want a thaw to break 
out.65 Similarly, Columbia University historian Alan Brinkley saw the Cold 
War as "a major organizing principle of American life." Soviet "weaknesses 
and hesitations made little impression" on Washington, Robert V. Daniels 
added: "[0]nce on the path of confrontation," the United States found the Cold 
War to be "convenient."66 Robert W. Tucker of Johns Hopkins University 
agreed: "[A]n entire worldview was conditioned by the great conflict that 
dominated the postwar period," he wrote. "Such was the pervasive influence of 
the Cold War."67 Analogously, the U.S. Senate Committee on Foreign Relations 
admitted in 1984 that the American "military establishment depend[ed] upon 
building up fears of [a] Soviet threat." In "stressing the danger of the Commu
nist menace," the Pentagon "presented] images of the Soviets which reflected 
its] own interests."68 

Not surprisingly, the Cold War's influence was felt on campus. In his 1987 
study of the intertwined relationship between American academia and the war
time Office of Strategic Services (OSS, which later became the Central Intelli
gence Agency [CIA]), Robin Winks recalled how easy it was at the end of 
World War II for Washington and the universities to turn their residual animus 
against Germany and Japan into a stark anti-Sovietism. "Nearly everyone 
thought there was going to be trouble with the Russians," Winks noted, "and 
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many [scholars] simply redirected the focus of their research. The tone of ur
gency that had pervaded the campus" in the 1940s "was in no way stilled." 
Thus by 1950, a broad cross section of American colleges and universities was 
engaged in national security work. No one worried much "that a professor who 
acted as a [CIA] contact point might be engaged in a conflict of interest," Winks 
added. "The urgencies of the wartime campus simply extended into the Cold 
War."69 

This pattern continued for several decades (with only slight interruption in 
the early 1970s, stemming from the unpopularity of the Vietnam War and 
lingering antigovernment sentiments on many campuses). While some scholars 
were quick to recognize the inherent dangers in these university-government 
ties, others were not. Well into the 1970s and 1980s, a virtual revolving door 
existed between government service and the university, and many Soviet experts 
rotated between various government departments and agencies, the classroom, 
and the university Russian research center throughout their professional careers. 

In retrospect, it is easy to understand why so many Cold-War-era scholars 
were seduced by the prospect of government contacts and employment. Quite 
simply, they wanted to be where the action was, and they wanted to influence 
the highest echelons of government. Such enticements were hard to resist, but 
they often led to disastrous policy choices. Thus, Louis Halle explained in a 
May 3, 1961 letter to Walter Lippmann how President Kennedy could have al
lowed the flawed Bay of Pigs operation to proceed, despite the presence on his 
staff of such eminent scholars as McGeorge Bundy, Eugene Rostow, and Arthur 
Schlesinger, Jr.: "I can imagine how the President got such bad advice from 
such good advisers," Halle wrote. "The decision on which they were asked to 
advise was presented as a choice between action and inaction," and "none of the 
President's advisers" wanted his colleagues to think "that he loses his nerve 
when the going gets hot." Halle added that "the Harvard intellectuals [were] 
especially vulnerable," because they were "new on the scene," and they knew 
"that the tough-minded military suspect[ed] them of being soft-headed. They 
ha[d] to show that they [we]re he-men too, that they c[ould] act as well as lec
ture."70 This same dynamic was in play in the late 1960s, as Lyndon Johnson's 
military and political braintrust (dubbed "the best and the brightest" by David 
Halberstam) found itself unable either to win or to abandon the Vietnam War. 

Recalling his own participation at a Camp David seminar hosted by Presi
dent Clinton in 1995, University of Maryland political theorist Benjamin R. 
Barber noted that "power is an elixir, whether aspired to, possessed, or envied." 
Proximity to the top echelons of government—the chance to influence the Presi
dent of the United States—can "intoxicate" even "mature scholars otherwise 
devoted to the life of the mind." Indeed, "in taking on the powerful," one al
ways "assent[s] to playing power's game on power's terms," Barber noted. "As 
you take it on, it takes you on, takes your measure." Barber admitted candidly 
that he was co-opted: "[A]t Camp David, I had already stepped well over the 
line. I had grasped the insider's cup and, sip by sip, was draining it."71 

According to Louis Menand of the City University of New York, "[T]he 
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Cold War was very good for universities. From 1940 to 1990, government 
funding to research universities increased by a factor of twenty-five."72 Former 
Stanford University president Donald Kennedy added that this "huge windfall 
came" as Washington "relocate[d] the elaborate machinery for supporting mili
tary science" to the campus. "Federal agencies with a mission orientation," such 
as the CIA, the State Department, and the Department of Defense, routinely 
tried "to move researchers toward their goals by supporting particular lines" of 
scholarship. Such inducements were all too effective, Kennedy noted: "[S]ome 
scholars scan[ned] the available opportunities and selected] one that coincide[d] 
with their own interests and purposes." Others "alterfed] their own aims to qual
ify for unusually attractive programs." None of this [was particularly] surpris
ing, in light of the pressure on faculty to keep active and productive." Assistant 
professors seeking tenure were encouraged to adapt their research "to the re
quirements of funding sources," while tenured professors "need[ed federal] sup
port to keep large programs afloat."73 

As a result of its ties with Washington, the university quickly developed "a 
new importance in national affairs," wrote David D. Henry, president emeritus 
of the University of Illinois, and higher education became "an instrument of 
national policy."74 Government subsidies conferred upon scholars "considerable 
financial and non-financial rewards," including summer salaries, student assis
tance, travel funds, and office space and equipment. In short order, American 
universities and scholars found that they could not function without federal and 
state aid, added former Harvard University dean Henry Rosovsky. "That mean[t] 
being owned in some fashion by government."75 

To be sure, most government subsidized university research was in "practi
cal" disciplines like the hard sciences, aerospace, and biomedicine; neverthe
less, the influence of governmental was never far removed from the political 
science classroom. There was significant interest in Washington in understand
ing what the Soviets were up to, and consequently, as policy maker and scholar 
McGeorge Bundy observed, there was "a big measure of interpenetration be
tween universities with area programs and the information-gathering agencies of 
the United States." Indeed, a number of graduate-level area studies programs 
"grew out of the structure of the foreign service, the OSS," and other federal 
departments and agencies. Many area scholars "received a major boost in their 
profession, and in their access" to information, "because of the personal con
tacts, the travel abroad, and the access to [research] materials that their work 
provided them," while others "published books on subjects close to their [OSS] 
assignments" after leaving government service.76 

If academia benefited from government funding, the devil was in the details. 
As John Kenneth White recalls, postwar Washington quickly imposed "a loyalty 
oath provision" on universities, "requiring recipients of federal dollars to pledge 
that they did not belong to, or support any 'subversive organization.'" Those 
scholars who sympathized with such causes were fired. Thus, federal funding of 
university research effectively became wed to the maintenance of an anticom
munist and anti-Soviet point of view.77 
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Most colleges and universities were only too happy to comply with these 
new requirements. Indeed, whether the campus-wide anticommunist fervor and 
loyalty oath campaigns were the result of a coherent national security policy or 
merely reflected the opportunism and cowardice of college administrators and 
boards of trustees, the easy facility with which academia accommodated itself to 
the demands of the state was both extraordinary and troubling. 

The American Association of Universities responded to the new tensions 
with Stalin by asserting that the main threat to academic freedom was "world
wide Communism." The effect of McCarthyism on colleges and universities 
was dramatic, Henry noted: "[A]fter much soul-searching, consensus devel
oped" among administrators "that the Communist Party was a conspiracy rather 
than a political party, and that no card-carrying member of the party should be 
employed by a college or university."78 In such an environment, "normal fac
ulty activities were disrupted," Henry wrote with considerable understatement. 
The new mood prompted "caution among colleagues, impaired relationships 
with students," new constraints on faculty members' extracurricular political 
activities, "and the endangered self-respect of the professor." Many professors 
"felt intimidated" and/or "deterred by fear of attack and harm to their careers 
that might result from a free expression of their views."79 Robin Wilson and 
Ana Marie Cox of The Chronicle of Higher Education add that throughout "the 
red scare of the 1950s and during the Vietnam War, tenured professors were 
dismissed and even jailed for espousing views many considered anti-
American."80 

Admittedly, the virulent McCarthy campaigns of the early 1950s and the po
litical controversy ignited by the Vietnam War in the late 1960s and early 1970s 
were unique and limited phenomena in American history. Nevertheless, anti-
communism became a kind of political and cultural touchstone in America, and 
as such, it has had a profound and lasting impact on academia. Its lessons were 
deeply etched in scholars' collective consciousness: you can't be too careful; 
political activism is risky; the state can pry into, and severely punish, your po
litical affiliation with the explicit cooperation of the university. Thus, the acad
emy's commitment to freedom of expression and open intellectual enquiry were 
among the first casualties of the Cold War. 

Indeed, Wilson and Cox note the emergence of a new wave of academic hys
teria in the wake of the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks in New York and 
Washington, D.C. "The notion of the 'marketplace of ideas' notwithstanding, 
unpopular opinions have never gone down with perfect ease on campuses," they 
argue. "National crises only exaggerate the American impulse toward anti-
intellectualism." Thus, "some universities acquiesced," in the days following 
the attacks, "in the view that objectionable speech should be restricted." In 
addition, there was renewed pressure to silence faculty members with 
controversial ideas. 

Princeton University Sovietologist Stephen F. Cohen was correct in noting 
that McCarthy's "'loyalty-security' crusade" and "the fervor of anticommunism 
and Sovietophobia as an official and popular American ideology" had a notably 
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perverse impact on Sovietological scholarship. Cohen recalled that throughout 
the Cold War, academic Sovietologists were required to obtain "security clear
ances" before they could have their articles published in the prestigious journal, 
Problems of Communism. Remarkably, this policy remained in effect until 
1977! Similarly, any scholar seeking a government job or applying for a federal 
research grant had to affirm in writing that she was not sympathetic to Commu
nist causes.81 David Caute adds that even "the right to hold a passport," which 
Sovietologists needed in order to conduct research in the USSR, "was denied to 
American Communists, sympathizers, and strong critics of the Pax Ameri
cana."82 This threat had its desired effect: all but the most politically obdurate 
of scholars were encouraged to be model citizens; the vast majority cooperated 
with the government's hyperbolic campaign to root out Communism and iden
tify those with un-American loyalties. Virtually all Sovietologists continued, 
through the 1950s, the 1960s, and the 1970s, to abide by the various federal, 
state, and university loyalty oath requirements. This near universal acquies
cence, over the span of three decades, to the official Washington line strongly 
suggests that American Sovietology was co-opted by government. 

Not unrelatedly, a great many of the Sovietological works that we are exam
ining in these pages, spanning the entire 1974 through 1988 period of this study, 
contain important discussions on strategic themes, East-West military compari
sons, and the intensions and capability of the Red Army. The dominance of 
such themes in these writings suggests that American scholars were significantly 
influenced by the militarization of the Cold War. As Jonathan R. Adelman and 
Deborah Anne Palmieri note in their undergraduate text, both Soviet and Ameri
can scholarship "tended to portray an adversarial and negative perspective of the 
other" and to "justify the foreign policy behavior of one country at the expense 
of the other." There was "little doubt," the two scholars added, "that changes of 
political climate or the increase of tensions affect[ed] scholarly work." Adelman 
and Palmieri explained these hostile views in terms of American political cul
ture. Anti-Sovietism and Russophobia had long been influential in U.S. thought, 
they argued, because of its potent "strain of puritanism which turn[ed] oppo
nents into enemies, enemies into devils, and devils into ugly monsters." Adel
man and Palmieri likened this argument to Alexander Dallin's view that a 
"Communist devil" image was deeply imbedded in the official U.S. view of the 
Soviet Union.83 
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