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Surprised by Gorbachev: 
American Sovietological Literature 

and the Possibility of Innovative 
Soviet Change after 1986 

From 1986 on, virtually all American Sovietological scholarship was dominated, 
in one way or another, by the developing Gorbachev revolution and the prospect 
of Soviet change. 

The 1986-1988 period was, by all rights, a late time in Cold War history for 
U.S. Soviet experts finally to be making up their minds about the possibility of 
Soviet reform. It was late not only for the obvious reason that the USSR col
lapsed in 1991, but more important, because the evidence for Soviet change had 
been around for decades and scholars should have paid attention to it sooner. 
Sovietologists could not have known in 1985 that the USSR would dissolve pre
cisely six years later, but they should have understood in the 1970s and early 
1980s that there was a historic urgency in Moscow and that fundamental change 
was possible. Yet many American scholars did not know what to make of the 
USSR, or of Gorbachev, even on the eve of the Soviet leader's 1989 renuncia
tion of the Brezhnev doctrine (an important political milestone that signaled to 
the Eastern European countries that they could safely depart the Soviet fold and 
go their own way). Thus, the principal concerns of U.S. Sovietologists during 
this late period—and of the writings discussed in this chapter—were the interre
lated questions of what kind of leader Gorbachev would turn out to be and 
whether he could bring lasting change to the USSR, and how much change and 
how soon. 

SOVIETOLOGICAL LITERATURE FROM 1986 THROUGH 1988 

Two findings were particularly surprising about the scholarship of the 1986 
through 1988 years—first, that so many U.S. Soviet experts were caught off-
guard by Gorbachev's new thinking and policies; and second, that some schol
ars seemed oblivious to the new leader's initiatives, perhaps because they still 
had no idea, even after watching Gorbachev for years, that this general secretary 
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172 What Happened to the Soviet Union? 

was fundamentally different from the harsh Stalinist image they expected all 
Soviet leaders to emulate. 

American scholars should not have been surprised that Gorbachev would 
turn out to be an innovator. A careful reading of Russian and Soviet history 
would have revealed several earlier instances of social, economic, and political 
reform, and an examination of the evidence noted in Chapter 1 would have sug
gested that the Soviet Union was again ripe for transformation. But even if U.S. 
Sovietologists failed to notice the Chapter 1 evidence, they should have realized 
that Gorbachev's ideas and leadership style did not conform to the totalitarian or 
Stalinist ideal put forth by the Soviet communist party (CPSU) and by American 
political cultural-historicist scholars, and they should have noted, in the remark
able admissions of the Nineteenth Party Conference of 1988, that irreversible 
changes—significant improvements and innovations—were occurring. While 
some years would have to pass before the outcome of Gorbachev's initiatives 
became evident, there should have been no doubt by the end of 1985 regarding 
the new Soviet leader's commitment to change. Yet the scholarly pessimism 
and refusal to consider evidence continued. 

Realist Literature 

During the 1986 through 1988 period, many realist Sovietologists main
tained a cautious optimism about the possibility of Soviet change, avoiding both 
the deep pessimism of political cultural-historicist scholars and the near eupho
ria of pluralists. In essential agreement with Henry Kissinger, these scholars 
argued that the Cold War had imposed a certain structure and predictability on 
world politics; in Sidney Blumenthal's words, "[T]he end of the Cold War 
meant chaos" to them, and they saw the 1987 Intermediate Range Nuclear 
Forces Treaty, forged by President Reagan and Gorbachev, as "a major rupture" 
in the Nixonian-Kissingerian global system. Many realists agreed with the for
mer secretary of state "that those who were discarding Cold War assumptions 
were incapable of understanding the U.S.-Soviet relationship. They were self-
deluded and would inevitably come to grief." A smaller but still sizable group 
of scholars agreed with Kissinger that it was "'not realistic' to think that Gorba
chev was moving in a radically new direction," since the Soviet leader "'has 
never wavered' from Communist doctrine." Indeed, Kissinger argued, Gorba
chev and his program were "not new at all. The Soviets abolish their claim to 
world revolution every decade."1 

Several "hard" and "soft" realist writings from the 1986-1988 period will 
now be considered. 

Hard Realist Views. In general, hard realist approaches did not anticipate 
substantial change occurring in the foreseeable Soviet future. For example, So
vietologist Seweryn Bialer of Columbia University wrote extensively of the 
"systemic crisis" of the Soviet Union. "Politically, this crisis manifested itself 
in the leadership "paralysis" of the early to mid-1980s, he noted. Socially, it 
was evident in increased rates of "alcoholism, absenteeism, corruption, and 
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thievery." Culturally, it was reflected in "the futility and emptiness of life" de
picted in Soviet literature.2 Militarily, technologically, and even economically, 
the USSR was competitive with the United States primarily "because of [its] 
nuclear weapons"; otherwise, the United States was "far superior" in every 
category. To make matters worse, the Soviet Bloc was polarized, with "the 
population and Communist elites of Eastern Europ[e]" and the Central Asian 
republics "fighting for greater independence" from Moscow. Many of these 
crises had intensified, and showed "no sign" of abating, Bialer argued. Never
theless, the Columbia University Sovietologist did not expect the Soviet Union 
to change. 

Bialer did not view the USSR as "politically unstable" or about to "disinte
grate"—Moscow was plagued by a "crisis of effectiveness," not one "of sur
vival." In contrast to the tempered optimism of his earlier writings, the scholar 
now expected "the forces of inertia and continuity [to] remain dominant" in the 
years ahead, and he characterized the Soviet Union in a harsh, dictatorial light. 
"It is the tragedy of today's Russia," Bialer wrote remarkably, "that one [cannot] 
find any meaningful anti-Stalinist forces either in the establishment [or in] soci
ety." Indeed, "the core of the [Soviet leadership] is Stalinist" in its "defense of 
the system, and the command economy." The ruling establishment would only 
institute "drastic" innovations "when the political price of change is lower than 
that of muddling through"—for example, if there was "powerful social unrest."3 

Change also could be triggered if "economic stagnation threatened" to weaken 
the Soviet armed forces "in comparison with the armies of the West"—and by 
"the growing technological gap" between the Soviet Union and the Pacific Rim 
countries. But Bialer saw these scenarios as unlikely. 

Although he was a realist, Bialer undergirded his faith in the USSR's politi
cal stability with a cultural continuity argument. "Despite its revolutionary ori
gins," he noted, "the Soviet Union [had often] utilize[d] and promote[d] the 
symbols of traditional Russian authority: nationalism, international ambitions, 
and messianic [notions] of mission." Moreover, "the regime benefited] from 
the lack of any democratic tradition in its Tsarist past. Authoritarianism [was] 
its only model of rule." The scholar saw two other sources of Soviet stability— 
"the political acquiescence of the population," and "the memory of the great 
terror."4 

Despite his allusions to Russian political culture, Bialer did not see the So
viet Union as monolithic, and he rejected the political cultural-historicism of 
fellow Polish-born scholars Zbigniew Brzezinski and Richard Pipes. While the 
USSR had indeed pursued uninterrupted military growth and expansion, the 
Columbia University Sovietologist saw the Soviets as opportunists, not grand 
strategists; although the elites "expect[ed] the final victory of Communism, the 
goal of worldwide communization [was] not the operating principle of Soviet 
foreign policy" even in Stalin's time. Bialer thought that it was wrong to "de-
monize" the Soviet leaders, or to "den[y] any validity to their fear of war, their 
legitimate security concerns," or their desire to coexist peacefully with the West. 
Moreover, he did not believe that western economic embargoes or U.S. military 
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spending would bankrupt the Kremlin.5 

The scholar acknowledged the presence of group conflict and pluralism in 
the Soviet system. Under Brezhnev, "the elite became engaged as never before 
in real politics," he argued. "The cult of the top leader" and the centralized 
party and state "could not hide the interplay of interests and individuals within 
the elite." Thus, Soviet military and political leaders engaged in substantive 
debates on the butter-versus-bullets question, Bialer noted, and there was a 
growing awareness among the Soviet middle-class and working populations of 
the adverse effect of military spending on their standard of living. 

Bialer believed that U.S. Soviet experts had "consistently overestimate[d]" 
the Soviet military threat. Still, Moscow posed a significant danger to the West; 
during the 1970s when U.S. defense spending was "flat, Soviet expenditures 
grew by 4 percent a year until 1976." The Columbia University Sovietologist 
discussed the fundamental Soviet contradiction of an imposing military colossus 
operating side by side with a crippled civilian economy. Indeed, the weaker the 
Soviet economy became, the stronger the Red Army seemed to grow.6 Bialer 
employed a familiar explanation for this paradox: the Soviet economy ran si
multaneously on two-tracks, he noted—it produced inferior goods and services 
for consumers and high quality equipment and weaponry for the military. But 
the scholar qualified this explanation severely by admitting that Moscow's "abil
ity to run two parallel economies and to isolate military production" from the 
general economy had "declined" in recent years. Even worse, "the civilian sec
tor [could] drag the military sector down with it" if changes were not imple
mented. 

Bialer expected only minor improvements from Gorbachev. While the So
vietologist was impressed by the new leader's policies, he saw "no difference 
between Gorbachev and his predecessors regarding the centrality of Soviet mili
tary power"; moreover, he worried that the new Soviet leader could revive the 
Cold War in order to strengthen the regime's legitimacy and appeal to Russian 
patriotism.7 In all likelihood, Gorbachev would "reestablish his country's inter
national image" as a strong and decisive superpower that rivaled the United 
States, and he would try to "damage the image" of the U.S. globally, and "drive 
a wedge within the Atlantic alliance." In the end, systemic reforms would 
probably not occur, Bialer concluded, because the USSR would never give up 
Eastern Europe. 

In classical realist terms, Bialer and Sovietologist Michael Mandelbaum ar
gued in a 1988 collaboration that throughout the Cold War, U.S.-Soviet relations 
had been constrained by the nature of the international system and the exigen
cies of geopolitics; indeed, "as the two most powerful states, the United States 
and the Soviet Union would have had difficulty maintaining cordial relations no 
matter what their domestic systems." But when ideological differences were 
factored in, each country began to view "the other's influence [and] very exis
tence as illegitimate; each objected, ultimately, not only to what the other did 
but also to what it was." For these reasons, the superpower "conflict [would] 
not end in the next decade," Bialer and Mandelbaum noted. The Soviet Union 
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would remain the United States' "preeminent rival far into the twenty-first cen
tury." Nor would the two sides "do away with nuclear weapons."8 

In 1986, Harvard Sovietologist Timothy J. Colton concisely analyzed the 
sources of the USSR's domestic and international decline and explored alternate 
scenarios of the Soviet future. Soviet and western analyses differed on the 
causes of Moscow's problems, the scholar said, but they agreed on one essential 
element—the weakened Soviet economy. Of all the USSR's difficulties, the 
secular decline in gross national product (GNP) growth and personal consump
tion was the most likely source of serious trouble in the long term. "Per capita 
consumption [growth] slipped to 2.2 percent a year" in the late 1970s (from "5.1 
percent ten years before) with food, housing, recreation, education, and health 
services faring the worst." In high technology, Moscow's economy "manifested 
a bias against innovation," Colton added, with various enterprises manufacturing 
"outmoded" products, or consumer goods that no one wanted to buy.9 

Soviet demographic trends pointed to further decline, with male and female 
life expectancy falling sharply, due to such "factors as alcohol abuse, [personal] 
stress, worsened hygiene, and overloaded hospitals." Moreover, "the [combina
tion] of lower birth rates and the aging of the population" had slowed the growth 
rate in the Soviet labor force. To add insult to injury, Colton pointed to several 
"new questions about [Soviet] ethnic identity" and the rise of nationalism—but 
the Harvard scholar minimized the possibility that ethnonationalism would 
cause the USSR to disintegrate. Moscow would have no trouble keeping the lid 
on its fomenting kettle of nationalities, he noted, since demographic trends 
would leave the Russian population dominant "long into the twenty-first cen
tury"—indeed, the Russians would maintain their "territorial and political co
herence and centrality" while the "ethnic minorities remain[ed] on the periph
ery," quite "receptive to Soviet rule." 

Despite its economic and demographic problems, the Soviet Union had sev
eral unique strengths and resources, Colton noted, including high rates of mod
ernization, urbanization, and educational achievement. But perversely, these 
attainments served to inflate popular expectations, which the regime had a hard 
time meeting. Thus, increases in educational attainment "stimulated [citizens] to 
[criticize] Soviet shortcomings and to covet rewarding careers." Innovations in 
communications technology and "enhanced contact with the outside world" 
drew attention to "the regime's failings" and to the attractions of the West. 
Nevertheless, Colton believed that the USSR's social inertness, its citizens' pa
triotic pride, the entrenched power of the elite, and the broad network of controls 
the rulers commanded would see the Soviet Union through, as they had so many 
times before.10 

Despite Gorbachev's reformist proclivities, Colton foresaw no significant 
changes in the immediate Soviet future; the USSR's historical experience, its 
lack of a cohesive elite, its Leninist fixation and reluctance to give up the pri
macy of the CPSU, and its bloody tradition were antithetical 10 radical reform. 
On the other hand, the Harvard Sovietologist anticipated a "moderate reform," 
or "controlled change somewhere between radical and minimal reform," which 
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would not alter Soviet society or "revolutionize its political institutions and ide
ology." Such change would be a "significant reform within the Soviet system, 
but not a fundamental reform of it." But Colton warned of dire consequences— 
a "crisis of legitimacy" could ensue in the 1990s—should resurgent conservative 
forces obstruct change, or if Gorbachev's reform program proved ineffectual.11 

Colton saw Gorbachev's rise to power as a hopeful sign. While the new 
leader had no plans "to democratize the Soviet Union" or inaugurate systemic 
reforms, he clearly rejected "the plodding style" of the Khrushchev and 
Brezhnev eras. But Colton deemed the possibility "of a 'Moscow Spring' [or] 
of a sudden efflorescence of personal rights" as remote. The USSR would not 
give up its republics and Eastern European allies. "Granting that Gorbachev 
wants the Soviet dictatorship to become more benevolent and open-minded, he 
intends it to remain a dictatorship nonetheless," Colton insisted.12 

Colton's view of the Soviet Union as stable and likely to endure had signifi
cant foreign policy implications. While the USSR could not afford additional 
"costly foreign commitments or [an accelerated] arms race," it could easily 
maintain "its existing commitments," the Harvard Sovietologist noted. If the 
Soviet bear had fallen on hard times, it still had sharp "teeth and claws." It was 
not "crippled, and, if cornered, it [could] be dangerous." Thus, the West could 
not force the Soviet Union to change. The West's most effective weapon "for 
influencing" Soviet domestic politics was "not integrated circuits, Iowa corn, or 
gas turbines," Colton wrote, "but the slow-acting magnet of western culture."13 

Generational change was certain to alter both the Soviet civilian elite and the 
Red Army leadership. The younger military officers were probably more em
barrassed by Soviet economic and technological deficiencies—and more hope
ful for reform—than the older leaders they replaced, Colton noted. The Sovie
tologist rejected the arguments of Bialer, Richard Pipes, and others, that de
picted an ever expanding Soviet military budget and a two-track economy that 
produced high quality equipment for defense but turned out shoddy goods for 
consumers. Indeed, the annual growth rate of Soviet defense spending had been 
cut in half in the late 1970s, "from 4 or 5 percent [during] the previous decade to 
[about] 2 percent," Colton reminded his readers. Not unrelatedly, the Red Army 
was constrained by shortages of fuel and other resources; agricultural failures 
forced "military units to grow their own food"; meanwhile, officers and enlisted 
men were angry about inadequate quantities of consumer goods, waiting in 
queues, "and petty corruption" within the defense bureaucracy. All this oc
curred amid keener competition between military leaders and consumers "over 
economic resources." The generals wanted "more than they [were] getting" at 
the same time that civilian consumers—believing that their economic sacrifices 
were already extraordinary—wanted the Red Army's funding reduced.14 

In 1987, Columbia University Sovietologist Alexander J. Motyl addressed 
the questions of why the USSR survived for so many years, and relatedly, why 
American scholars failed to anticipate the possibility of Soviet change. Motyl 
linked both Soviet longevity and the intellectual rigidity of scholars to the idea 
that "persisting things tend to be accepted and taken for granted"—that is, to an 
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innately human resistance to change and acquiescence to authority. "Not only 
do [most] people, be they Russians, non-Russian [Soviets], or Americans, tend 
to submit to existing, time-honored, and legitimate authority, but they are also 
likely to do its bidding, however much it runs counter to their professed be
liefs."15 Since the non-Russian Soviet republics yielded to Moscow in the 1950s 
and 1960s, it was easy to assume that they would continue doing so in the fu
ture. Analogously, it was easy for American scholars to assume that the USSR 
would remain a static and repressive system for decades to come. 

According to Motyl, the Soviet dissident movement of the 1960s and 1970s 
did not spark a rebellion against Moscow largely because it was not a real 
movement; rather, it was a "loose conglomeration" of dissatisfied "individuals, 
organizations and groups." Equally, the "overpowering presence" of the KGB 
precluded dissident rebellion. Regarding the question of whether "outside pres
sure" could "generate a Ukrainian or a non-Russian rebellion," Motyl deemed 
such intervention "ineffective in any but the short run"—even if social condi
tions were ripe for a rebellion—"as long as the coercive capacity" of the USSR 
could "prevent internal opponents from translating it into active opposition." 
Relatedly, Motyl ruled out the possibility of a hot war of liberation, launched by 
the West against Moscow. Economic warfare was more feasible—but even 
trade cutoffs and technology embargoes would not bring the USSR to heel.16 

Indeed, the most serious threats to Soviet stability were internal, not external. 
Noting the USSR's large Muslim population, Motyl raised "the possibility that 
the Islamic revival in the Middle East [could] spread to Central Asia and thereby 
undermine the claims of Communist ideology." 

Instability also could occur in Eastern Europe, where many countries were 
"undergoing economic decline and social unrest. To keep [these states] materi
ally satisfied," the USSR would have to "either subsidize their economies, 
which it [could] ill afford to do for long," or allow them to form ties with the 
West, thereby "increasing] their exposure to nefarious influences, or more fully 
incorporate them into the Soviet economic and political sphere, thus risking 
even greater popular resentment." Thus, "Eastern Europe [was] a no-win propo
sition" for Moscow. In the end, Motyl feared that "another Polish outburst, al
though not necessarily on the scale of Solidarity, [was] inevitable." 

Concerning the Soviet future, Motyl guessed that Gorbachev's "volunteerist 
predilections" would not "overcome ingrained economic inertia," despite the 
Soviet leader's commitment to change, "unless he resort[ed] to coercion on a 
massive scale." Even if Gorbachev successfully triggered a "radical" economic 
reform—"a very big if—there could still be a drop in "productivity, living 
standards, and economic growth."17 Moscow's economy almost surely would 
"face stagnation [or] continued decline, for the foreseeable future." 

Despite the Soviet Union's many crises, Motyl insisted that the system was 
"nowhere near a critical condition," or on the "verge of [nonexistence]. How
ever severe its problems, the USSR [would] remain a formidable world actor" 
for a long time to come. The Columbia University Sovietologist added that "big 
problems are endemic to modern states, which respond mostly by tinkering with 
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one problem, throwing money at another, ignoring a third, resolving a fourth. 
And for better or worse, they do get by." Thus, states "can flourish for many 
decades without reform." Indeed, "most states at most times do not embark on 
major, radical, and long-lasting reforms willingly," Motyl concluded. "The 
business of states is business as usual."18 

But Motyl was not conceding the possibility of Soviet reform. Indeed, 
"Communist states," like capitalist ones, "are capable of change," he noted. The 
USSR had "undergone more change in the last seventy years than any country in 
the developed world." Thus, "Stalin's 'revolution from above' radically altered 
Soviet society." So did "Khrushchev's partial dismantling of the totalitarian 
state." Admittedly, the Brezhnev era had become stagnant, but "only after [the] 
bold measures" of the 1960s.19 Motyl concluded that while "Gorbachev may 
eventually fall flat on his face, his debut" suggested that deterioration was "not 
historically inevitable." 

Motyl saw curious similarities in the American Sovietological critique of the 
USSR, with its focus on the "crisis" of the Soviet state, and the Soviet scholarly 
view of the United States, with its corresponding concern about the "crisis" of 
capitalism. "No serious analyst of the American political scene would deny that 
these are real problems," he argued. Yet few would conclude "that the United 
States is congenitally incapable of reforming itself." American scholars "should 
apply similar standards" to their study of the USSR. "After all, if we believe 
that Communism simply cannot work—while the 'American way of life' natu
rally can and does [work]—it is no surprise" that we conclude that the Soviet 
system "does not work." Thus, if western scholars believed that the Soviet sys
tem was unviable, they had to explain how it was unviable, Motyl insisted, and 
why "our conclusions regarding the Soviet Union cannot be extended to [west
ern] political systems" such as the United States. 

In 1987, former national security council official William G. Hyland argued 
that "in almost every respect," the USSR "had deteriorated]" since Stalin's 
death; in the 1950s, Moscow "had a special political and ideological appeal in 
the world," but today, "it posed a military threat but not much more." Still, 
Hyland cautioned Americans against euphoric feelings or celebrations over the 
Soviet difficulties; such optimism would be severely misguided. Expectations 
of "prolonged peace between two hostile rivals" went against the grain of his
tory. The "small common ground" in East-West relations was "unstable." In
deed, even "the nuclear equilibrium" was "uncertain [and] dangerous."20 

Hyland disagreed with George F. Kennan's view that the bitterest geopolitical 
rivalries occur between geographically contiguous states and that, historically, 
the United States and Russia had enjoyed peaceful relations. Instead, the scholar 
found no evidence to indicate that the U.S.-Soviet conflict would disappear. 

Hyland believed that Gorbachev could do little to change the Soviet system, 
which in any event, could not be altered "radically, drastically, or quickly." Yet 
those were precisely the kind of wholesale changes that were needed. Gorba
chev's "only hope" of cracking through "the stagnation of the Brezhnev era 
[was] to strike hard at the [Soviet] system"—yet such a move would incite 
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widespread opposition. The Soviet leader's "predicament" suggested to west
erners "that his reforms [were] cosmetic," and that before long, he would fall 
back into the status quo policies and leadership behavior of his predecessors. 
Hyland doubted that this would happen; Gorbachev would likely "persist with 
his reforms" but face internal opposition within "two to four years." His 
chances of "prevailing" were about even: if Gorbachev emerged victorious 
from this conflict, he could "change the Soviet Union profoundly"—but if he 
failed, "another time of troubles [would] follow that could be dangerous for the 
United States." 

Hyland rejected Paul Kennedy's thesis of a long-term secular decline of So
viet power and prestige. After two centuries of progress, "it [was] unlikely that 
Russian power had begun to decline because of a decade of adversity," he ar
gued; not long ago, western scholars "were making equally confident predic
tions of a new era of Soviet expansion." And even if the USSR was on the 
verge "of decline," it would take "many decades, perhaps fifty years, before [it 
was] fully evident." In short, "Gorbachev was not elected to [oversee] the dis
mantling of the Soviet empire. If pressed, [domestically or internationally,] the 
Soviet Union [would] fight back" with everything it had.21 For this reason, the 
Reagan administration's attempt to bankrupt the Soviet Union through a re
newed arms race was "an enormous gamble for which there [was] no supporting 
evidence" in the course of U.S.-Soviet relations. If "Gorbachev want[ed] a 
'breather' in world affairs," Hyland concluded, it was only "to gain time to re
build" the USSR's economic and military might. 

Hyland discounted Richard Pipes's and other neoconservatives' claim that 
Moscow was preparing to "fight and win" a nuclear war. Such arguments were 
based on "the esoteric writings" of a few Soviet military officials. A number of 
these military-doctrinal articles were unearthed from "obscure journals," and 
others were classified and unavailable to western scholars. From these ques
tionable sources, American scholars cobbled together "an alarming story" that 
"dissolved" into a gossamery web of "ambiguities under rigorous analysis."22 

Hyland recalled how quickly Soviet military doctrine became "a bogeyman" in 
the quixotic Team B reassessment of the CIA's Soviet estimate in 1976. Penned 
by Pipes, that report concluded that Washington had "seriously underrated" 
Moscow's "determination" to win a nuclear war. Ironically, real changes were 
occurring in Soviet military doctrine even as the Team B reassessment was un
derway: "From 1977 on, Brezhnev denounce[d] nuclear war as 'suicidal,'" 
Hyland noted, and there was a significant reduction in Soviet military expendi
tures. And in his first year in office, "Gorbachev abandoned] the old Soviet 
position and [endorsed] Ronald Reagan's claim that a nuclear war 'cannot be 
won and must never be fought.'" 

Hyland characterized Washington's view of the Soviet Union as fundamen
tally schizophrenic. According to U.S. policy, "the Soviets were bent on relent
less expansion and had to be checked at every turn," but Washington also 
"maintained that the [USSR] was weak and had entered a historical decline." 
Some policy makers "tried to square the circle by arguing that the Soviets were 
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still expansionist" and militarily powerful; but "now they were motivated by 
desperation" and were "doubly dangerous." This explained "the priority Reagan 
[placed on a] military buildup" over diplomacy. This was no time for negotiat
ing, administration officials noted, "and it might not be for years."23 But this 
was a specious argument, Hyland concluded, for "if the [U.S.] was too weak to 
negotiate, it was too weak to confront" Moscow militarily. 

In 1987, Michael Mandelbaum and Strobe Talbott argued that "it [was] al
most solely by virtue of its military power that the Soviet Union qualifie[d] as a 
superpower at all, and its nuclear weaponry [was] the ultimate manifestation of 
that power." In effect, the USSR resembled Aristotle's depiction of ancient 
Sparta—it was a militarized society that was powerful but one-dimensional. 
The two scholars were pessimistic about the Soviet future and about the question 
of whether fundamental change would occur in Moscow. "A genuine transfor
mation in Soviet-American relations [would] depend not on grandiose visions" 
of a nuclear-free world "or even on concrete arms control compromises," they 
noted, but "on internal changes in the Soviet Union." Mandelbaum and Talbott 
deemed the prospect that Gorbachev would "change the emphasis of the Soviet 
system from coercion and centralized control to individual initiative and respon
sibility" as "remote at best": the USSR would "resist pressure for change, 
whether it comes from without or within, from the top or the bottom."24 Thus, 
Soviet-American relations were likely to remain as they were. "American and 
Soviet leaders of the next century" would probably "be wrestling with the same 
great issue—how to manage their rivalry so as to avoid nuclear catastrophe"— 
that Reagan and Gorbachev had contended over in the late 1980s. 

Soft Realist Views. Significantly fewer scholars embraced soft realist argu
ments than hard realist positions during the 1986 through 1988 years. The 
overwhelming majority of soft realist Soviet experts saw Soviet reform as likely 
or possible. 

In 1986, Washington Post managing editor and former Moscow correspon
dent Robert G. Kaiser identified several new realities that were evident in light 
of Gorbachev's innovative leadership. Most significantly, the "Soviet pre
tense"—the "official confidence in the superiority of the Soviet system and in 
the certain victory of socialism over capitalism"—was collapsing; Gorbachev 
had repudiated the traditional Soviet "rhetorical style" of "minimizing] bad 
news while repeating again and again how great is Soviet power, how glorious 
its victories, how brilliant its future."25 

Kaiser believed that Gorbachev would change the USSR, but he raised the 
disturbing prospect that the changes could be perverse. In downplaying the 
"happy-ever-after" scenarios put forth by his predecessors, Gorbachev held "out 
hope for a marvelous tomorrow, but only if his demands for sweeping changes" 
were met. If innovative change did not occur, or if it did not occur quickly, the 
Soviet leader's new candor would "dispirit" Soviet citizens and "reinforcfe 
their] cynicism." Those who listened carefully to Gorbachev should have been 
"troubled" by his speeches, Kaiser suggested, "because of [his] pessimism about 
the past and because of the scale of the changes he demand[ed]." 
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Kaiser found it significant that Moscow's perception of the "correlation of 
forces"—thought to be aligned to the USSR's advantage in the 1960s and early 
1970s—had turned overwhelmingly against the Soviets in the 1980s. Particu
larly disappointing was the unfulfilled promise of detente. The abandonment of 
"economic autarky" did "not work out well. Western technology did not bring 
the benefits [that] Brezhnev and Kosygin hoped for"; meanwhile, the USSR and 
East European states were "amass[ing] large debts to the capitalists." Kaiser 
added that the USSR was "not competitive with the advanced western econo
mies, and showfed] no sign" of catching up "in this century, or beyond"; in
deed, the only real "accomplishment" of the Soviet economy was "the creation 
of awesome military might." Still, Moscow's fundamental threat to the West 
was ideological, not strategic: western fears of a Soviet military threat were 
based more on misperceptions than on facts. 

Kaiser realized that his depiction of the USSR as "hostile, ambitious, yet in
capable of fulfilling either its own hopes or our own darkest fears" would be 
greeted with deep skepticism in the West: since the McCarthyite 1950s, he 
noted, Americans had "made a heavy psychological investment" in viewing "the 
Cold War as the ultimate showdown between two irreconcilable giants." Like 
other realist scholars, Kaiser depicted Moscow's leaders in contradictory terms, 
as both cautious and opportunistic, "conservative, but also hostile to a world 
order dominated by the United States and the international capitalist economy," 
seeking international stability yet wanting to expand Soviet influence. The 
scholar expected Moscow to "muddl[e] downward," but its survival and military 
dominance were "not in question"—the USSR would "neither collapse nor be 
transformed in the foreseeable future." Gorbachev was a new kind of Soviet 
leader, yet "there [was] no reason to expect [him] to become reasonable." The 
Soviet Union would "continue to pla[y] an active role in the world as a super
power," yet it was not "the threat we once feared, a modern version of the Third 
Reich bent on world conquest."26 

Two years later, Kaiser was considerably more upbeat about the Gorbachev 
initiatives. He described events in the USSR as "enthralling—nothing so inter
esting or exciting as Mikhail Gorbachev's reforms has happened in Russia in 
modern times." For the first time, "Russians [were] telling the truth about their 
past and their present, encouraging private enterprise, urging a diminished role 
for the Communist Party, and generally committing mayhem against Marxism-
Leninism." In short, Kaiser concluded, "we are witnessing the beginning of the 
end of the Soviet empire."27 

Kaiser outlined the magnitude of the USSR's economic, political, and social 
crises by citing data that had come out of the 1988 party conference. Soviet 
health care standards were similar to those of a Third World country. In addi
tion, there were massive deficiencies that the West had known about for years— 
in agriculture and consumer goods, in machinery and equipment, in computer 
and telecommunications technology, and in consumer electronics. In addition, 
Kaiser noted Soviet citizens' "cynicism" and "demoralization," their "sheep-like 
qualities," and their "reflexive instinct to stay out of trouble by staying low to 
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the ground [and] never speaking up or taking initiative." For these reasons, the 
Washington Post journalist did not expect Gorbachev to succeed, but he admit
ted that "already in three and a half years," the Soviet leader "has brought 
changes to his country that can never be fully undone. The pre-Gorbachev 'era 
of stagnation' will not be restored." Moreover, much as the Soviet leaders 
yearned for "the days when [the USSR was] the only genuine rival to the United 
States for international preeminence," those days were "at best a long way off 
and unlikely to return.28 

Kaiser suggested obliquely that American Sovietologists had failed to antici
pate the possibility of Soviet change because the process of reform was unpre
dictable—any forecast of the Soviet future would be tenuous at best. Indeed, 
violence and political instability were not out of the question; Moscow was 
caught between a rock of East European restiveness and a hard place of its own 
unwillingness to let go of power and empire, and it was unimaginable "how 
Gorbachev or any future leader could gracefully yield" to its allies or republics 
"their independence." 

Robert Legvold agreed with Kaiser. In view of Gorbachev's innovative ini
tiatives, wrote the Columbia University Sovietologist in 1987, almost no one in 
western "academic circles doubt[ed] that [the Soviet leader was] committed to 
far-reaching changes."29 Indeed, "a revolution [was] underway in Soviet foreign 
policy" that was "greater than any in the postwar period." Cold War rivalries 
were becoming irrelevant; the West now had a "historic opportunity," and nei
ther "timidity" nor old thinking would bring about an appropriate outcome. 

Legvold emphasized this point. Despite the self-congratulatory claims in 
Washington that "the Cold War [was] over and [that] the West ha[d] won," the 
United States was "in danger of ending" the East-West conflict "on Soviet 
terms." This would happen the Sovietologist warned, "if Moscow established 
itself in the eyes of the world" as having "greater vision and more compelling 
foreign policy values" than the United States; if the USSR was "more willing to 
run risks for a safer and less militarized international order"; or if the Soviets 
were "more ready to [forsake] the contests of the past." Legvold recalled that 
Washington's main response to Gorbachev's initiatives was "the urging that we 
'test'" the new leader by "prob[ing] to see how far he [was] willing to alter So
viet policy." But this was "increasingly irrelevant advice as Gorbachev [met] 
more and more tests we ha[d] not yet collected ourselves to pose," the Sovie
tologist concluded.30 Indeed, it was the West that was being tested: did "we 
have the imagination, creativity, and courage to respond to the very revolution in 
Soviet foreign policy for which we have waited half a century?" 

In 1986, economist Ed A. Hewett, of the Brookings Institution, noted opti
mistically that Gorbachev "clearly believes that a sustained improvement in 
[Moscow's] economic performance will only come [about] through systemic 
reform."31 But by December 1987, Hewett was hedging his bets on the Gorba
chev initiatives. On the one hand, "the general view" in Washington since "the 
June 1987 Plenum of the Central Committee [was] that a radical, far-reaching 
reform" was possible, he wrote. "And most American Sovietologists [were] 
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willing to be convinced that this reform will be implemented. On the other 
hand, [the] publication of decrees is only the beginning of a long reform" proc
ess.32 As late as 1988, Hewett considered a middle course of change as the most 
likely outcome of the Gorbachev initiatives. He ruled out as unlikely both a 
"success scenario," where "everything work[ed] as planned" and qualitative 
goals were met, and a "failure scenario," which was essentially a "muddling 
through" outcome.33 

Like Hewett, University of Virginia economist Gertrude E. Schroeder 
adopted a cautious posture regarding Soviet change. Concerned about the in
crease in ethnonationalistic disputes, the scholar noted in 1986 that Moscow's 
"goal of Russification and assimilation" was "an impossible dream." In Central 
Asia, ethnic and "religious identities remain strong. Baltic nationalism is alive 
and well, even though those republics are relatively affluent." Moreover, "rising 
standards of living and increased educational attainments do not automatically" 
dispose non-Russians to identify with the USSR. "Soviet nationalities policies 
have not produced a melting pot," Schroeder concluded: "[T]he next decade or 
two" would be "a time of troubles" for the Soviet Union and "its diverse peo
ples." Economic progress would "slow to a crawl" due to reduced labor force 
growth, "decreasing returns, raw materials shortages," and low productivity.34 

Schroeder's outlook for the Soviet future was bleak. "In the period of eco
nomic stringency that lies ahead, the competition for scarce investment re
sources will be severe," she noted; Moscow "will be hard pressed to provide 
enough funds to [its] republics." This shortfall would be "particularly pressing 
in Central Asia and Transcaucasia, since the state must provide jobs for their 
rapidly growing labor force." But despite frequent and disruptive "nationalistic 
manifestations," Schroeder believed that the Soviet Union, "with its manifest 
willingness to [use] force, [would] keep [dissent and] divisive [ethnic] displays 
within tolerable bounds"—at least "in the absence of a major internal revolution 
or [global] conflict." 

Schroeder likened Gorbachev's proposals to previous Soviet reforms that 
had failed—notably, Kosygin's 1965 initiatives, the July 1979 decree, and many 
smaller measures. Accordingly, she expected the new leader's program to pro
duce little or no improvement in economic performance. Gorbachev's actions 
were "neither radical nor a reform," the University of Virginia scholar com
plained; only his rhetoric defined his program as far-reaching.35 Thus, "if Mik
hail Gorbachev aspires to rank with Vladimir Lenin and Joseph Stalin as [a] 
great reforme[r] of the Soviet economic system, he will have to come up with a 
different blueprint" from the one he had put forth thus far. Meanwhile, "the 
[Soviet] treadmill continues." 

Schroeder changed her mind about Gorbachev a year later, after reviewing 
the economic reforms approved by the Supreme Soviet in June 1987. She now 
characterized the Soviet leader as "a man in a hurry," whose "program im-
pose[d] a staggering set of tasks on the central bureaucracies and producing 
units, to be accomplished in the next three years." Still, while Gorbachev's ini
tiatives were "impressive" and "comprehensive," they did not "provide for more 
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efficient allocation of investment"; they did "not create a market environment, 
as Lenin did in 1921 with his New Economic Policy"; and they did not "allow 
workers to determine the[ir] firm's activity, as in Yugoslavia."36 Indeed, "Gor
bachev's reform[s left] the pillars of the traditional economic system in place— 
state ownership" and oversight, price controls, and "enterprise incentives" dri
ven by "output targets and administrative superiors rather than following signals 
from markets." 

Concerning the future of Gorbachev's innovations, Schroeder counseled her 
readers to wait and see. "In the long run, the present reforms [will] not go far 
enough [in] narrowing the technological gap with the West," she wrote; radical 
changes were needed. "Markets must be created [by eliminating] central plan
ning, freeing enterprises from subordination to government bureaucracies, and 
allowing prices to reflect supply and demand." But it was an open question 
"whether any Soviet leader [would] opt for such truly 'radical' reforms." 

"From the Baltic[s] to Soviet Central Asia," burgeoning ethnonationalism 
was "one of the [Soviet Union's] most serious problems," wrote University of 
California Sovietologist Gail W. Lapidus in 1986—and it would remain the big
gest challenge Moscow would face "in the years ahead." While Soviet leaders 
tried to manage this problem "through rapid modernization, coercion, and politi
cal co-optation," Lapidus noted "a fundamental tension" between the "pluralist 
aspect of Soviet nationality policy," which saw nations and nationalities as indi
vidual social units, and the USSR's "centralizing and Russifying impulse."37 

Although indigenous nationality groups played an important role in govern
ing their own republics, the party, military, and economic leaders at the center of 
the Soviet system were all Russian or Slavic. In the allocation of resources, the 
poorer republics reminded the center of its commitment to "social and economic 
equalization" and requested additional resources for modernization and devel
opment; meanwhile the more developed republics complained that they had 
contributed disproportionately more to national wealth but received less in re
turn than the smaller republics. 

For the foreseeable future, the Soviet nationalities problem would be diffi
cult but "manageable," Lapidus concluded: first, because it was difficult for 
"nationalist political movements" to emerge in the USSR; second, because of 
Moscow's "powerful coercive mechanisms"—it could "proffer carrots as well as 
sticks" to the republics; and third, because "the very complexity and fragmenta
tion of the Soviet multinational population enablefd Moscow] to exploit [nation
alistic] tensions [as a way of] maintaining] control."38 Indeed, said Lapidus, 
"while various social forces [and] national groups could become politicized" and 
threaten Soviet stability, it was "unlikely" that this would happen. Although 
Moscow's problems were acute, they would not lead to social disintegration or 
political collapse.39 

In 1988, University of Vermont Sovietologist Robert V. Daniels examined 
the potential for change in Gorbachev's USSR. Characterizing Stalinism as "a 
synthesis of powerful historical influences" that were "both Russian and univer
sal," the scholar found many elements of the past—including "totalitarian gov-
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ernment, command economics, political control of [all] social activities], and 
the manipulation of cultural values and historical truth"—in today's Soviet Un
ion. If "the 'excesses' of the 'cult of personality'" were gone, many Stalinist 
"features remain[ed] in force," Daniels noted, and they impeded Gorbachev's 
"pursuit of reform and modernization."40 

Despite academic controversy over the continued usefulness of the totalitari
anism model, and despite the tendency of western scholars to restrict the model 
to the Stalin period, Daniels defended this traditional view of Soviet politics: 
"[I]f totalitarianism has any generic meaning at all," he noted, "it still applies to 
the [USSR] today despite the [Soviet system's] functional divisions and interest 
groups." The University of Vermont Sovietologist saw an inextricable link be
tween Soviet totalitarianism and Russian culture. Relating Stalin's "purges [to] 
the comeback of Old Russian political folkways and the termination of Russia's 
westernizing 'aberration,'" Daniels concluded that totalitarianism and Stalinism 
were outgrowths of Russia's "distinctive political tradition." This suggested to 
the scholar that Communist ideology was not the only, or the main, Soviet fea
ture that needed changing. Russia was totalitarian "for reasons that [we]re far 
deeper" than its Marxist-Leninist rhetoric. Thus, "a switch in [ideological] lan
guages would only [create] a different protective cover for the profound hostili
ties [in Russia's] political nature."41 What had to change was not merely the 
USSR's ideological language but also its Tsarist cultural and political tradition. 

If reform had been "unthinkable" during Stalin's "despotism by personal ter
ror," Daniels noted that "the impetus to reform" reappeared immediately upon 
the dictator's death and was evident in Khrushchev's "affirmation of collective 
leadership, curbs on terror, and economic concessions to consumers and farm
ers." The scholar saw Khrushchev as a reformer who, "from his ascendancy in 
1955, endeavored to revive the early revolutionary spirit and to repudiate [Sta
linist] despotism." Khrushchev's failure stemmed from his caution and incon
sistency "in recognizing the intelligentsia as the key force for change." Despite 
his commitment to reform, the general secretary could not change the power 
structure, Daniels concluded. Once Khrushchev "faltered, and the Stalinist bu
reaucracy took over, reform was doomed for another generation." 42 

What then, of the prospects for Soviet change in the late 1980s? On balance, 
Daniels was more doubtful than optimistic, for while "the constellation of social 
forces in [Gorbachev's] USSR" was "more capable" of effecting lasting change 
"than it was in the 1950s," there was also "a certain irony" in the fact that the 
impetus "for reform ha[d] come from the state and the limits of reform [were] 
set by the state, implicitly confirming the ultimate power of the political authori
ties [who were] responsible for terror [and] stagnation." Thus, the University of 
Vermont Sovietologist was skeptical about the leadership's desire or ability to 
"'democratiz[e] the system.' The challenge of dismantling Stalinist institutions 
[was] far beyond what any [leader] seemed prepared to contemplate. Even a 
gradual approach depend[ed] on the convictions and skill" of Gorbachev in 
"overcoming bureaucratic] inertia."43 Still, Daniels saw "underlying circum
stances that ha[d] not yet had their full effect on Soviet reality." These included 
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the requirements of modernization; "the tension between the regime and its 
revolutionary origins; [and] the impatience of [the] new leadership." Indeed, 
"China over the last decade ha[d] illustrated how quickly a great [Communist] 
nation may change under the pressure of such circumstances." 

Political Cultural-Historicist Literature 

A casual observer might have expected that with the passage of time—with 
mounting evidence of sharp policy differences within the Soviet elite and plural
ism in the society at large; with the institutionalization of Gorbachev's new 
thinking; and with the new Soviet leader's proposals for far-reaching political 
and economic change in 1987 and 1988—the influence of the totalitarianism 
model would have waned in American Sovietology. Indeed, we might have 
expected to see political cultural-historicist scholars distancing themselves from 
the totalitarianism concept in the second half of the 1980s and moving toward a 
centrist or realist position. But such a shift did not occur. Instead, as the 1980s 
wore on, many political cultural-historicists hardened their views. In Kuhnian 
terms, there was no mass movement of scholars away from the still influential 
(if no longer quite dominant) totalitarianism paradigm, but rather, a number of 
political cultural-historicist Sovietologists began to write strident essays and 
books, defending the traditional Cold War paradigm and criticizing other schol
ars who, in their view, embraced novel but wrong positions. 

Curiously, in light of the abiding influence of neoconservatism and the totali
tarianism model, relatively little substantive Sovietological work was produced 
by political cultural-historicist scholars during this time. To be sure, a number 
of neoconservatives wrote on the Cold War and on U.S.-Soviet relations during 
the 1986-1988 period, but few political cultural-historicist Sovietologists actu
ally published anything on Soviet political, social, and economic conditions, or 
on the question of Soviet change. 

What accounts for the odd silence on the part of political cultural-historicist 
Sovietologists during the 1986-1988 years? Why were these Soviet experts 
struck dumb during this golden period of neoconservative influence? Were they 
so surprised by Gorbachev's rapid rise to power, or by his dynamism and com
mitment to change, that they were rendered speechless? Certainly, some schol
ars may have been caught off-guard, yet it is unlikely that an entire school of 
Sovietology was taken by surprise! 

To some extent, the strange quiescence of political cultural-historicist schol
ars may be explained by the fact that many realist Sovietologists, including 
Seweryn Bialer, Timothy J. Colton, and Michael Mandelbaum, had adopted both 
the pessimism and the arguments of the neoconservative movement in their own 
writings during the mid to late 1980s. In effect, political cultural-historicist So
vietologists were co-opted by the sudden popularity of their views. Since other 
Soviet experts were now discussing their political ideas, there was less need for 
them to do so. 

In addition, many scholars were reticent to write anything about Soviet poli-
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tics immediately after Gorbachev took office—particularly after having been 
twice "burned" by the swift promotions and equally sudden deaths, in rapid suc
cession, of Yuri Andropov and Konstantin Chernenko. Accordingly, these So
vietologists bided their time during Gorbachev's early years in office; they 
watched the new leader and assessed his political (and physical!) vitality, but 
they did little writing.44 This explanation accords well with the spate of new 
political cultural-historicist writings that appeared after 1988, by Richard Pipes, 
Zbigniew Brzezinski, Martin Malia, Walter Laqueur, Robert Conquest, and 
other scholars. 

In 1986, Hoover Institution Sovietologist Robert Conquest "examinefd] the 
atrocities [that were] inflicted on the Russian peasantry" by the Stalinist regime. 
The scholar focused on three phenomena that occurred between 1929 and 1933: 
dekulakization—"the killing or deportation" to Siberia "of millions of peasants"; 
collectivization—"the abolition of private property" and the establishment of 
"collective farms under party control"; and the terror-famine inflicted on 
Ukrainian peasants. These crimes were "abetted by many westerners who 
wished to deceive or be deceived," Conquest noted. "Even when the facts" were 
known, a number of influential western scholars and journalists tried to "excuse 
them" away. "The scandal" was not merely that these American and British 
Soviet experts had justified Stalin's crimes "but that they refused to hear about 
them" and "were not prepared to face the evidence." Every effort was made by 
Stalin to impose "the Big Lie"—"to persuade the West that no famine had taken 
place." Indeed, Conquest argued pointedly, the Big Lie could "hardly be said to 
be extinct even today."45 

The Stalin atrocities did not result simply from "an urge to power [or] an in
sistence on suppressing all autonomous forces in the country," Conquest argued; 
rather, they were facilitated by communist ideology—"a set of doctrines about 
the social and economic results achievable by terror and falsehood." This ideol
ogy fostered "an unprecedented massacre of men, women and children," and the 
present Soviet rulers who subscribed to it were murderers and criminals who 
would not hesitate, even today, "to kill tens of millions of foreigners, or [lose] 
millions of their own subjects in a war." As such, the present leaders were 
"heirs and accomplices" of Stalin's crimes. Many were directly involved in 
these killings, or "justified" the actions of those who were. These atrocities 
could not "be shrugged off as part of the dead past, too remote to be of any cur
rent significance," yet there was "little sign [that] the regime [was] coming to 
grips with its past, [or] permitting" full disclosure of its crimes.46 Conquest's 
conclusion was stark and pessimistic: neither Marxism-Leninism nor the lead
ers' murderous character had changed significantly over the past half century. 
"So long as th[e] events [of the 1930s could not] be seriously investigated or 
discussed, they [were] in no sense part of the past" but were part of the normal 
political experience of today's USSR. 

In 1987, scholar Robbin F. Laird suggested that Gorbachev's new thinking 
was prompted more by the Soviet Union's need for temporary "breathing 
space"—after which the Soviet Union would resume its military buildup and 
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expansionist policies—than by sincere reformist leanings. Thus, Moscow's 
"preoccupation with domestic modernization [would] not eliminate the competi
tive instincts of the Soviet foreign policy elite," Laird warned. "An economi
cally successful Soviet Union [would] be more competitive and troublesome" to 
the West than the present regime. 

Still, Laird acknowledged that "new thinking [had] spread to the Soviet mili
tary" and that the USSR now "recognizefd] the legitimacy of western concerns," 
both "about [its] offensive war-fighting tactics and strategy" and about "the 
threat [of] Warsaw Pact armored divisions to the West."47 Nevertheless, for 
Moscow to adopt "a more defensive orientation [would] require a major trans
formation of Soviet foreign policy." Therefore, "vigilance is required," Laird 
asserted, "to ensure that modernization [does] not simply [give] the Soviets a 
more advantageous position for later domination of the West." 

In a tacit admission that Gorbachev seemed to be a real reformer and that his 
initiatives were genuinely innovative, Sovietologist Peter Reddaway argued, 
shortly before the June 1987 Plenum, that the Soviet leader would, in Peter A. 
Hauslohner's words, "have to curb his radicalism or else up the ante and 'risk 
being removed from office a la Khrushchev.' Should Gorbachev 'persist in his 
radicalism, [but] fail to improv[e] the [Soviet] standard of living,'" the scholar 
warned, it would be difficult for him to survive. While his program could "lead 
to 'unprecedented changes,' the [USSR] seemed no more 'susceptible of trans
formation today than it was thirty years ago.'"48 Later that year, Reddaway was 
even more explicit in his pessimism about the Soviet leader's prospects: "if 
Gorbachev is trying to circle the square by democratizing] the Soviet system, as 
he shows every sign of doing, then he is unlikely to remain in power" much 
longer. "Sooner or later, the nomenklatura [would] remove him," and the cause 
of reform would "suffer in the inevitable conservative reaction."49 

Pluralist Literature 

A significant pluralist Sovietological literature was published in the 1986-
1988 period. Viewing strong evidence of fundamental Soviet reform, most plu
ralist scholars agreed with Princeton University Sovietologist Robert C. Tucker 
that "history [was] on the move again in Soviet Russia." The evidence of re
form was "abundant" to these Soviet experts and included increased "public 
openness or "glasnost,"' "steps toward economic reform," "a lively ferment in 
the arts," "the freeing of prominent dissidents," and various "moves on the in
ternational chessboard."50 These pluralist scholars saw "a struggle taking place 
[in Gorbachev's USSR] over reforming] the customary ways of thinking and 
acting handed down from the past." Expecting pro-reform elements to win this 
struggle, these Sovietologists believed that innovative change was both possible 
and likely. Other pluralist Soviet experts were even more confident about the 
Soviet reform process. Quibbling with Tucker's assertion that "history was on 
the move again" in the Soviet Union, these scholars insisted that history had 
never stopped moving in the USSR, any more than it had in the West. Further, 
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if a struggle was ensuing in Moscow over innovative change, it was a skirmish 
in a war that had already been won. Soviet reform was a sure thing, these schol
ars insisted, and it was ongoing. 

In 1986, Stanford University Sovietologist Alexander Dallin noted that there 
had never been a Soviet "master plan" for world revolution. Rather, there were 
many plans and many changes "in Soviet perceptions and priorities." Thus, 
while Marx had emphasized "the inevitable unfolding of history," Lenin shifted 
Marx's focus, and ushered in "a celebration of will and organization." After the 
Bolshevik Revolution, the Communist ideal "of imminent world revolution" 
gave way to the reality of "gradual transformation"—which made it possible for 
a powerful Stalinist state to emerge. "Instead of [sponsoring] Marxian grass
roots revolutions," Moscow imposed revolution "from above."51 In turn, if 
Khrushchev thought that the Third World would reflexively side with the USSR 
"as a matter of its own interest," he was wrong. It didn't. Thus, the history of 
USSR-Third World relations was a story of "clients and allies who got away"; 
the only Soviet constant was change. 

Despite these realities, American scholars and policy makers had mistakenly 
interpreted Soviet behavior during the Korean War, and in other crises including 
the Afghanistan incursion of 1979-1980, as part of a broad Soviet "blueprint" 
for revolution. Dallin related this error to Robert Jervis's observation that states 
tend to exaggerate their enemies' capabilities, power, and purpose, and to dimin
ish their own. In addition, this mistaken view was facilitated, in part, by the 
U.S. ethos of exceptionalism and legalistic-moralistic thinking. But whatever 
the reason for such suspicions, Dallin concluded, the time had come for Ameri
cans to rid themselves of old stereotypes about blueprints and nefarious designs 
for world revolution. 

Dallin acknowledged the enduring popularity of Zbigniew Brzezinski's to
talitarianism model and Richard Pipes's political cultural-historicist arguments. 
But while the cultural continuity argument was not without merit, it was reduc
tionists, he warned, because everyone is influenced, if not controlled, by her 
past. But it was far from certain "which past" was most relevant for understand
ing the modern Soviet Union, which "was living simultaneously in every cen
tury from the thirteenth to the twenty-first."52 

Russian history featured a liberal tradition as well as an authoritarian one, 
Dallin explained. The Sovietologist saw both "a Slavophile tradition that cher
ished the distinctiveness of Russia" and a westernizing one that favored mod
ernization. "For every Dostoyevsky there was a Turgenev." To be sure, one 
could trace "an anti-western, authoritarian animus [that ran] like a red thread 
from Patriarch Nikon through Berdiaev to Solzhenitsyn," but there was also an 
"opposite thread link[ing] ancient Novgorod and its popular assembly; liberals 
like Pavel Miliukov; the [1918] Constituent Assembly; and Andrei Sakharov." 
Indeed, by World War I, Russia had become, or was becoming, an economically 
"developed country" that featured "political parties, partisan newspapers, and [a] 
vigorous public life." 

Most of the traits cited by political cultural-historicist scholars were not 
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"unique" to the USSR; Soviet citizens' feelings of attraction and revulsion to
ward the "'advanced' West" were not unlike the "ambivalence" of most Third 
World countries "toward the 'First World,'" Dallin noted. Moscow's "hostility 
to 'bourgeois' values" resembled that "found among the aristocracy and in 
slums the world over." On the other hand, "India and Japan, like Russia, failed 
to experience the Renaissance, but without turning to Bolshevism." Indeed, 
Dallin saw numerous Soviet features—like federalism, "the emancipation of 
women," the eradication of the "propertied classes," the worldwide Communist 
network, and "the renunciation of Tsarist treaties and foreign debts"—that had 
few "prerevolutionary Russian precedents." Marxism itself originated in the 
West. Thus, scholars should not overemphasize "the determinism of historical 
continuity" or draw "mindless" conclusions from Russian history. It was both 
wrong and intellectually irresponsible to assume that Russia could not change, 
or that Soviet citizens were enslaved to "a past they [could not] escape." Dallin 
concluded that conditions in the USSR could get better or worse, and Americans 
could affect U.S.-Soviet relations for years to come by their views and actions.53 

According to Dallin, the historical continuity argument, which linked twenti
eth-century Soviet politics and cultural life to the Russian past, went hand in 
hand with a tendency to deny the possibility of Soviet change. "The stress on 
distinctive and unchanging characteristics of Russian history" was quickly em
braced by scholars who saw the USSR in a harsh light, the Sovietologist noted 
in 1988. "Some of the most vociferous affirmations of historical determinism" 
derived "from persons espousing the most militant anti-Soviet positions."54 

Proponents of this argument included Richard Pipes, William Odom, and other 
Reagan administration policy makers and scholars. 

Dallin decried "the effort [of political cultural-historicist scholars] to make 
Russian history a tool for partisan argument." Indeed, "with a similar determi
nistic bias," eighteenth-century Parisian scholars might have argued, "prior to 
the capture of the Bastille, that French political culture was authoritarian and 
permitted no democratic or republican" evolution. Similarly, "political scien
tists writing [before] 1945, often den[ied] the possibility of significant change" 
in Germany and Japan, "given the dominant and presumably persistent political 
cultures in these two countries." 

Indeed, most such arguments were defective because it is impossible "to test 
whether event E1 and later event E2 are continuous manifestations of the same 
phenomenon or are autonomous events"—particularly when their occurrence is 
centuries apart. Thus, it is difficult to say "whether the Soviet invasion of Af
ghanistan in 1979 was an extension of the Russian drive into that country a cen
tury earlier," or if "the [mistreatment of Pasternak and Sakharov was essentially 
the same as that accorded Chaadaev and Tolstoy." 

Dallin concluded by citing Gordon A. Craig's warning that "too great a de
sire to prove continuity" may lead scholars "to ignore nuances and confuse 
chance similarities with identity in essence." Few American scholars "would 
refer to the War of the Roses, the Huguenots, and the Treaty of Campoformio to 
explain contemporary Italia[n], British, or French" attitudes, he noted. Simi-
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larly, it was unnecessary to mine through the Russian historical record in order 
to comprehend modern Soviet political culture. 

Like Dallin, Brookings Institution senior fellow Michael MccGwire criti
cized the political cultural-historicist argument that the Soviet Union had a blue
print for world revolution and the related idea that the USSR was planning to 
fight and win a nuclear war. According to MccGwire, a fundamental shift had 
occurred in Soviet military doctrine from 1966 to 1968, as Moscow abandoned 
its "prevailing assumption that a world war would inevitably escalate to an in
tercontinental nuclear exchange" and embraced a "new assumption" that such 
attacks could be avoided. The USSR's perception of the United States had, for 
all intents and purposes, ceased to be hostile, MccGwire emphasized; the Soviet 
Union had changed—and it did so in the mid-1960s!55 This shift meant that 
Moscow did not intend to start or fight a nuclear war—or any kind of war— 
against the West; "since 1968, a basic tenet of Soviet defense policy" was the 
idea that arms control was "in the best interests" of the USSR. 

MccGwire contrasted the starkly different American and Soviet attitudes to
ward war. Washington believed that hostilities could be "prevented by the 
threat of dire punishment." But Moscow "emphasize[d] the need to avert war by 
political means"; it did not "share the [United States'] confidence in being able 
to manage events," and it saw "the danger of war as related to the level of East-
West tension." Moreover, the Soviets viewed "arms racing [as] a source of ten
sion and inherently dangerous, as well as [economically] costly." What Mos
cow feared most during the 1980s was "not some deliberate decision to start a 
war, but the unpredictable 'Sarajevo factor,' the uncontrollable chain of events, 
the slippery slope into the abyss of world war." But "the United States [saw] the 
possibility of war through the lens of Munich" and argued that hostilities "would 
only [occur] as the result of some Soviet initiative that the West failed to deter." 
Thus, Washington rejected "Soviet [complaints] that the confrontational [poli
cies and assumptions of the West were] making war more likely."56 Viewing 
such protests as "propagandistic" and not reflective of "genuine Soviet beliefs," 
U.S. officials insisted that Moscow "could not help but recognize" that Wash
ington's policies had "enhanced" deterrence and made war "less likely." 

MccGwire saw "three interlocking themes" in Washington's Soviet policy 
during the 1980s—first, the idea that Marxism-Leninism "was a political aberra
tion and an evil that was not only destined to fail but should be made to fail"; 
second, the notion that the U.S. should "force an arms race on Russia" in order 
to "break its economy"; and "third, the concept of a 'crusade for freedom' di
rected at all" citizens of the Soviet bloc. MccGwire concluded that Washington 
saw the USSR as "essentially uncivilized." Scholars and policy makers located 
"the focus of all evil" as much on Russia as on Marxism-Leninism. 

MccGwire chronicled the confusion, infighting, and reluctance of Washing
ton officials to engage in any significant arms control negotiations with Mos
cow. "The U.S. approach" to the intermediate nuclear forces (INF) negotiations 
and the Strategic Arms Reduction Talks (START) suggested "that the Reagan 
administration was not interested in arms control agreements unless they re-
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quired the Soviet Union to make major, unlikely concessions," the scholar 
noted. The United States seemed to be "disingenuously engaging in arms con
trol simply as a cover for build[ing] up its nuclear arsenal."57 This was the same 
tactic that the Truman and Eisenhower administrations had employed three dec
ades earlier. Moscow, on the other hand, was sincerely interested in furthering 
the arms control process, despite the American stalling tactics. At both the INF 
and the START talks, the Soviets offered substantial "concessions of a kind that 
had been dismissed as unthinkable by the president's advisors." MccGwire con
cluded from this that "if the immediate objective is sufficiently important," 
Moscow would "enter negotiations, even when faced by U.S. disinterest" and 
the likelihood that the talks would fail. 

According to MccGwire, Washington's fondness for worst-case scenarios 
tended to distract U.S. policy makers and scholars from seeing the very real pos
sibility of Soviet change that existed in the 1970s and 1980s. "The western fo
cus on its own vulnerabilities" blinded American Soviet experts to significant 
and "tangible evidence" that Moscow wanted to "reduc[e] nuclear armaments 
and [was] prepared to make major concessions to reach agreement."58 

In 1986, Catholic University Sovietologist Joan Barth Urban recalled that 
throughout the Cold War, there was a common belief among western Soviet 
experts in a "world Communist movement"—in the idea that all Communist 
parties, including western nonruling parties, were "unthinking agents of Soviet 
diktat." Moreover, it was "conventional wisdom" that the leaders of these 
groups "were invariably Stalinists at heart until 1956, if not later." But Urban 
rejected this view; she saw "telling evidence that the movement was never 
monolithic, even during the heyday of Stalinist centralization." Indeed, "the 
Comintern was rife with informal coalitions that spanned national party bounda
ries," she argued; and "transnational coalition building bec[a]me a common
place feature of the world Communist movement [after] the outbreak of the 
Sino-Soviet conflict."59 World Communism was capable of great change and 
variation—and by inference, so was the USSR. 

Urban's examination of the Italian Communist Party (PCI), and of other 
Western European Communist parties, led her to classify Soviet-style leader
ships into four categories of political attitude and behavior, based on their predi
lection to use force or persuasion—radical sectarians, for whom coercion was 
absolutely necessary (for example, Stalin's one-man rule); moderate sectarians, 
who used "intransigence [and] tactical agility" as tools of manipulation (e.g., the 
Brezhnev oligarchy); moderate innovators, who used cooperation and persua
sion, not manipulation, "to convert the center left to their views" (exemplified 
by the Khrushchev leadership); and radical innovators, who saw "persuasion as 
integral to the struggle for socialism" (notably, the Czech reformers of 1968 and 
Gorbachev). Implicit in Urban's schema was the idea that Soviet receptivity to 
change depended to a significant extent on leadership attitudes and behaviors. 
The Sovietologist's fourfold classification suggested that Soviet reform was not 
only possible but that, as Stephen F. Cohen had noted, such transformation was 
occurring continually. 
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Once Stalin died, PCI leader Palmiro Togliatti voiced several innovative 
ideas about the structure of the Communist world, Urban noted. Principally, he 
suggested "that Communist parties were just one among several forces in the 
global march toward socialism," a view that anticipated "the PCI's later support 
for socialist pluralism." He also affirmed national "autonomy as the basic or
ganizational norm of the world Communist movement." By the mid-1970s, the 
Italian Communists were issuing many such critiques of Soviet socialism, said 
Urban, and these voices "reached a crescendo in the 1980s when Enrico Berlin-
guer challenged the CPSU's revolutionary credentials across the board." Mos
cow tried to "projec[t] a facade of pan-European Communist unity" in order to 
maintain "domestic legitimacy and international prestige," but PCI outrage over 
the Soviet incursion into Afghanistan and "martial law in Poland in December 
1981 led to a polemical firestorm."60 From that point on, the Catholic Univer
sity Sovietologist noted, the PCI "sought disengagement from, not autonomy 
within," the Soviet-led Communist movement. 

With the aging of the Brezhnev leadership, Italian Communist leaders came 
to believe that Moscow's economic difficulties and internal decline had signifi
cantly eroded both the global prestige of the Soviet Union and its ideological 
primacy over the world Communist movement. "The stability of the Brezhnev 
regime had long rested on the twin props of peace and prosperity," Urban wrote. 
"Detente with the West" and steady growth in domestic consumption "contrib
uted to the system's legitimacy in the eyes of its citizens."61 But by the early 
1980s, "both these props [were] undermined. Consumer welfare [improve
ments] ceased, [and] Soviet-American tensions [climbed toward historic] Cold 
War levels." 

Like other scholars of the 1986-1988 period, Urban was cautious regarding 
Gorbachev's likely course in Eastern Europe. "Precious little was known" about 
the younger leaders, she warned. While "there was much speculation" about 
Gorbachev's "reformist proclivities," it was unlikely—even if the new general 
secretary proved to be "a moderate innovator" like Khrushchev—that Moscow 
would loosen its grip on Eastern Europe; while the USSR "could not manage its 
client states neither could it let them go. It was Khrushchev, after all, who or
dered tanks [in]to Budapest."62 

In 1987, historian Moshe Lewin, of the University of Pennsylvania, outlined 
the vast shifts that had occurred in Soviet society during the Cold War years. 
Soviet citizens were "urbanized, educated, professionally differentiated and po
litically and culturally diversified," the scholar noted: "[T]he facade of mono
lithic uniformity [was] no longer taken seriously. Complex urban networks 
[now] shape[d] individuals [and] filtered] official views." But the Soviet politi
cal system had not caught up with these changes, Lewin warned; party conser
vatives were "trying [in vain] to control the uncontrollable or disregard] the 
spontaneous," but "either recourse was unproductive and [would] put the system 
under crippling pressure." Thus, Gorbachev faced the unenviable task of having 
to renovate all spheres of the system at once. Collectively, these trends sug
gested to Lewin that a kind of "civil society"—"capable of extracurricular action 
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and opinion independent of the state"—was emerging within the USSR. The 
leadership now had to "respon[d] to contradictory [domestic social] pressures as 
well as to the demands of international events." These developments "mark[ed] 
the start of a new age from which there [could be] no turning back."63 

Lewin believed that popular opinion had long been "a force to be reckoned 
with in the USSR"; its power was evident even during the Khrushchev years, 
when the Soviet leader's educational initiatives were opposed by significant 
groups of citizens and had "to be abandoned." The University of Pennsylvania 
scholar concluded that no state, not even the USSR, could remain impervious to 
social influences. Popular pressures would eventually force the Soviet Union to 
change. Lewin attributed the USSR's enduring stability to a kind of social "un
derstanding"—if not quite a social contract—between the state and its citizens. 
The populace took great pride in the Soviet Union's superpower status. The 
USSR "had educated its population" and "excelled" at "managing both] routine 
tasks and emergencies." Thus, Soviet society was both a spontaneous, creative 
force and a source of political stability, Lewin concluded.64 

Lewin traced the contours of Soviet reform from Khrushchev through Gor
bachev. Under Khrushchev, the domestic political process was "normalized," 
the scholar noted, and the lives of Soviet citizens were improved. Concentration 
camp inmates were sent home, and the secret police was put on a leash. In addi
tion, new laws were "enacted, and the [legal] profession [began to] resemblfe] a 
lobby" that was "pressing]" for additional citizens' rights. Other reforms were 
implemented during the next fifteen years. 

Western observers did not overlook the important political changes that were 
occurring under Khrushchev and Brezhnev, said Lewin; most U.S. Soviet ex
perts acknowledged that there was, at least to some extent, a "diffusion" of 
power from the political leadership at the top of the state and party hierarchy, to 
the citizens below. Nevertheless, many scholars saw Jerry F. Hough's discus
sion of institutional pluralism as "far-fetched," and a number of Sovietologists 
agreed with Zbigniew Brzezinski and Samuel P. Huntington that the Soviet sys
tem was hobbled by "oligarchical petrification." Yet such critiques shared an 
inherent weakness, the University of Pennsylvania Sovietologist noted: observa
tions about Soviet leadership behavior "could not yield insights" regarding the 
direction the USSR was moving in. This was because "the most dynamic 
events" were occurring among Soviet citizens—who resided "outside the Krem
lin" and were invisible to most western scholars. 

Lewin rejected the argument that the enormity of Gorbachev's opposition 
indicated that "the party, the bureaucracy, [and] the economic system—were 
immobile" and unchanging. If that was the case, he asked, what explained Gor
bachev's amazing rise to power? "How did Khrushchev," a Stalin protege, turn 
out to be a reformer? Lewin's only explanation of "how and why [such] power
ful reformist thrusts" originated within "supposedly immutable Soviet institu
tions" was an "acknowledgement] that over the decades many transformations 
have occurred and accumulated within the system."65 

Lewin noted the mixed reaction of western scholars to Gorbachev's mod-
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ernizations and achievements. Numerous experts "oversimplified] and misin
terpreted] the precipitous" changes that were occurring in the Soviet political 
system, the Sovietologist recalled.66 Thus, both the Khrushchev reforms and the 
Brezhnev-Kosygin program "were dismissed as ineffectual reformist hanker
ings" that would not alter the USSR. But Lewin disagreed. Despite their ulti
mate failure, these initiatives heralded "an era of reform." The USSR was "on 
the verge of important changes." 

Lewin's criticism of the totalitarianism model—and of the scholars coopted 
by it—was scathing. Throughout the Cold War, he argued, the model was em
braced by the West "for propagandist and ideological use [in the] strategic com
petition." The model's focus (and odium) easily shifted from Nazi Germany to 
the Soviet Union. Meanwhile, "influential Sovietologists" with ideological axes 
to grind depicted "totalitarianism [as] an explanatory, theoretical tool for under
standing" the USSR. The model worked "well in its ideological function," the 
University of Pennsylvania scholar recalled, but "it was useless" as a serious 
analytical tool. It said little about the Soviet Union's origin and goals, "what 
kind of changes it was undergoing, and how to study it critically and seriously." 
Indeed, the totalitarianism model "was itself 'totalitarian' in its empty self-
sufficiency"; it acknowledged no possibility of change or "historical process." 
Lewin concluded that western scholarship about the USSR and the possibility of 
Soviet change was significantly impaired by this "cognitive schema" that pre
vented Soviet experts "from seeing the world realistically]." 

Even after the totalitarianism model was abandoned by many scholars, "the 
focus [of western Sovietologists] remained the study of the state and the state-
run economy," Lewin complained. This extreme concern with five-year plans 
and Stalinism placed so much emphasis on the state that Soviet experts saw "the 
state as the main, [or] sole, actor in the system." As a result, they failed to ex
amine the diverse and rapidly changing pattern of Soviet society; if they ex
pected any reform, they anticipated "small variations within [an] unalterable 
framework": systemic change was "unthinkable," Lewin argued.67 Thus, west
ern Sovietologists envisioned and analyzed "a political system without a social 
one, a state floating over everything else, over history itself." 

The need for economic and political reform was a strong and recurrent theme 
in the USSR during the Brezhnev and early Gorbachev years, Donald R. Kelley 
wrote in 1987. Brezhnev himself sought to raise his country's living standard 
and guide "the Soviet Union through the second industrial revolution." Indeed, 
economic modernization, "managerial reforms," the frustration of consumer 
demands, and the "reconceptualiz[ation of the CPSU's] role in society" were all 
high on Brezhnev's agenda.68 Kelley's analysis suggests that had Brezhnev (or, 
for that matter, Andropov or Chernenko) lived longer and been more energetic, 
systemic reforms might have started in the late 1970s or early 1980s, rather than 
in 1986-1987. His argument also implies that U.S. scholars should have been 
talking seriously about the need for, and the possibility of, Soviet change during 
the 1970s and early 1980s—because the Kremlin leadership itself was engaged 
in such discussions. 
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Kelley worried that the economic and political stagnation that plagued 
Brezhnev's final years in power "might obscure the reformist aspects" of his 
rule. He acknowledged, for example, that the Soviet leader's highly publicized 
economic reforms and efforts "to introduce new technology and restructure 
management" did not work out as intended. Moreover, "the last half decade of 
[the general secretary's tenure] was marked by [serious] policy failures that lent 
credence to the notion that [Moscow] had lost control of events." Nevertheless, 
the Soviet leader's efforts in the early 1970s were significant, Kelley noted. 
"Despite [his] obvious tone of caution," Brezhnev revitalized "the individual 
enterprise level"; he created "multi-factory associations," which "combinefd 
inefficient factories with stronger counterparts that could foster modernization"; 
and he ameliorated the disruptive effects of change within the elite by "pro
mising] party and state officials that their tenure and prerogatives would not be 
capriciously challenged for the sake of breakneck reform." Thus, Brezhnev 
avoided "the sort of 'hare-brained' reorganizations" that got Khrushchev in 
trouble.69 

In the end, changing the USSR proved to be politically difficult, said Kelley. 
"Like his predecessor," Brezhnev recognized that "extensive" social, economic, 
and political "reforms were needed, but also like Khrushchev, his [program ran] 
headlong into [bureaucratic] opposition." Indeed, the very concessions that the 
general secretary had to make in order to win power "militated against reform;" 
the "respect for cadres policy [of] 1964 meant that [Brezhnev] could neither 
dismis[s] uncooperative officials, nor [reorganize] the conservative bureaucra
cies."70 Thus, the general secretary "was left with [two] decidedly [unpro
ductive strategies." He could "tou[t] the reformist implications of developed 
socialism and the technological revolution," or he could beg "suspicious" bu
reaucrats to cooperate with his program "in the interests of economic efficiency 
and a better standard of living." Neither of these bromides would prove to be 
effective. 

The Andropov regime was too cautious, politically encumbered, and short
lived to launch effective changes, Kelley wrote. "While it spoke with candor" 
about Moscow's economic problems and the need for reform, "its actions were 
circumscribed" by the CPSU hierarchy and "the cumbersome bureaucracy that 
tenaciously resisted change." Thus, Andropov's initiatives amounted to little 
more than a governmental admonition that Soviet citizens should work harder 
and with greater efficiency. Still, the leader's achievements were noteworthy; 
"however brief his tenure in office, Andropov "launched a[n important] de
bate" about economic and social change, Kelley argued, and this discussion con
tinued throughout the 1980s.71 When Andropov died, Konstantin Chernenko 
tried to follow in his predecessor's footsteps, although "the vigor [of his] ef
forts" fluctuated with his declining health. But some emphases, including An
dropov's "commitment to economic [reform were] quickly reiterated by the new 
regime." 

From the start, Gorbachev insisted that the Soviet economy and the devel
opment of high technology would be his top priority. Despite the opposition of 
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the Soviet bureaucracy, the new leader's first year in office "reinvigorat[ed] the 
reform debate among economists" and facilitated "freer discussion" of political, 
cultural, and economic problems.72 But "Gorbachev face[d the same] intractable 
[bureaucratic] obstacles" that his predecessors had to deal with, Kelley noted. 
These included "the persistence of narrow 'departmental interests'"; "the un
willingness of cadres to alter their role"; and the failure of previous economic 
reforms. Thus, Kelley guessed that Gorbachev would "proceed cautiously rather 
than risk conflic[t]." He would lead by consensus, and be more concerned "with 
the consolidation and maintenance of power [than] with the implementation of 
bold reforms." 

Still, Kelley was optimistic. "Given the malaise and stagnation" that attended 
Brezhnev's final years in office, "even the slightest breath of fresh air" would 
elicit "enormous goodwill and hop[e] from all levels of Soviet society," he 
noted. Even a minor improvement—the aspiration to "buil[d] a modern and 
competitive industrial society," a modicum of political candor and openness, or 
a belief that generational change was transforming the leadership—any of these 
indicators would "be welcomed by the elite and the common people." 

Like Moshe Lewin, S. Frederick Starr believed that the USSR was in the 
process of developing a new political order that would bring it into the main
stream of western civil society. In 1988, Starr took issue with Gorbachev's 
"claim that the manifest stagnation in the [CPSU] and bureaucracy [had] per
vaded Soviet society as well." In reality, the USSR had come alive—not stag
nated—during and after the Brezhnev years. "While the official economy 
lagged, an entrepreneurial 'second economy' burgeoned. Unprecedented num
bers" of Soviet youth became active "participants in the global youth culture, 
forcing the government to accept what it could not alter." Similarly, "individual 
citizens in countless fields plunged into innovative work." Although western 
scholars had noted the problem of alcoholism in Soviet society and had exam
ined the differentiated impact of demographic trends on labor and society in the 
European Soviet republics and in Central Asia, most Soviet experts "dismissed 
the broader changes" occurring in the USSR as irrelevant to explaining Soviet 
political attitudes and behavior, Starr noted.73 

Not only was Soviet society "ripe for change," as Gorbachev told a group of 
Moscow writers in June 1986; "Soviet society was already changing]." What 
was truly ripe for change, Starr emphasized, was "the government [political and 
economic] apparatus" which needed to catch up with "the emerging values of 
the populace, especially its best-educated and technically most competent ele
ments." Thus, "Gorbachev [was] not creating change so much as uncorking it." 
Starr itemized the elements of this change: "rapid urbanization"; the vastness 
and potential of the Soviet economy; educational advances (which taught Soviet 
citizens how to read, and not insignificantly, how to "rea[d] between the lines"); 
the "frenzy of city life" and the related "diminution" of the regime's ability to 
regiment and spy on its citizens (Starr cited news reports of criminality and 
draft-dodging as suggestive of "the difficulty of operating a police state when 
the inhabitants are determined and resourceful in pursuing their own interests"); 
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"the revolution in personal communications"; and the development of popular 
opinion (which demonstrated "the living diversity and pluralism" of the USSR). 

In this "emerging [Soviet civil] society, people who formerly [saw] them
selves as subjects" had begun to assume "the mentality of citizens," Starr said. 
Not insignificantly, all of these trends were evident under Brezhnev; Starr sin
gled out Soviet scholars such as the dissident writers Yevgeny Gnedin and Fyo-
dor Burlatsky for "draw[ing] attention" during the late Brezhnev era "to the 
signs of a national shift toward a civil society." But despite these salutary 
changes, Starr issued four caveats regarding the future of the Soviet reform 
process. First, Gorbachev wanted to maintain the primacy of the CPSU; sec
ond, the Soviet leader "share[d] the traditional Marxian opposition to private 
property"; third, Gorbachev sought "not to introduce liberal reforms but to re
vive the Soviet economy"; finally, none of the reforms that had occurred was 
irreversible. 

Still, the cost of undoing these changes was rising daily, because "citizens in 
a civil society are less malleable and less subject to manipulation by the state 
than subjects [of] an authoritarian regime. And as [the citizenry] becomes less 
malleable, society and the state grow more interdependent," with each 
"limit[ing] and influencing] the other." Despite the changes taking place in the 
USSR, Starr did not anticipate the complete elimination of the Soviet state. 
"[J]ust as certain continuities persisted from Tsarism to Communism," some 
Leninist and Stalinist features would likely "carry over into future U.S.-Soviet 
dealings," he argued. Thus, the USSR would "continue to assert itself globally," 
and "Soviet leaders [would] continue to view their country as a superpower."74 

In a 1988 article, Princeton scholar Richard H. Ullman noted that the "sheer 
quantity" of Gorbachev's arms control proposals from 1985 to 1988 persuaded 
"some western analysts" that the Soviet leader was '"not serious' because they 
overloaded] the system." But Ullman rejected this conclusion: "[T]he sense 
left by [Gorbachev] seem[ed] to be, 'if you don't like that one, try this one.'" 
The new leader evidenced "strongly held goals and a Sadat-like impatience with 
the rigidities of Soviet policy making and the international system." In short, 
"Gorbachev's Soviet Union, unlike that of his predecessors, [was] in significant 
ways an 'ordinary state.'" In Soviet-Eastern Bloc relations, Gorbachev's "state
ments evince[d] a far-reaching tolerance for diversity in the socialist world," 
Ullman added. u[S]o long as domestic change in Eastern Europe [was] peace
ful," the new leader would likely "accept substantial deviations from the East 
Bloc's norms." But as bold as Ullman's 1988 assessment was, he did not antici
pate the Eastern European revolution that would occur a year later. 

Rebutting the neoconservative argument that Moscow merely wanted breath
ing space—a temporary reprieve from the Cold War—and that the Gorbachev 
initiatives were a sort of Trojan horse, intended to lull the West while the Soviet 
Union became more prosperous and dangerous, Ullman argued that it was 
"highly improbable that Gorbachev's program" would improve the Soviet econ
omy and military but leave the USSR's politics and society unscathed. "In a 
polity as complex" as the USSR's, all of these spheres were interrelated. Eco-
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nomic change was "scarcely possible" without concomitant social and political 
reforms.75 

In 1986, Sovietologist Rasma Karklins, of the University of Illinois at Chi
cago, sought to examine Soviet ethnonationalism using a "perspective from be
low," which looked at the lifestyles of individual citizens. "Empirically, the 
[most important lapse] in [western] Soviet nationality studies [was] in popular 
perceptions and goals," the scholar argued. Karklin's approach departed from 
Soviet studies tradition that tended to study "the official policies [and pro
nouncements] of [Moscow] and republic authorities."76 Instead, the scholar ex
amined popular ethnic attitudes and behavior within the Soviet nationalities. 
Her theme was deceptively simple: ethnicity mattered, not just as "a political 
identity to be manipulated from above" but also in citizens' lives. "Nationality 
[influenced] friendships and marriages," workplace relationships, and popular 
perceptions. 

Noting the tendency in Soviet nationality studies to focus on the non-Russian 
minorities, Karklins examined "the two-sidedness of ethnic relations." By virtue 
"of their number and dispersion, Russians [were] the major partner in ethnic 
relations unionwide," she noted. In addition to "constituting] the primary na
tionality of their [own] titular republic," they "ma[de] special claims as the 
dominant state nation" in all other Soviet republics.77 

Moscow's nationality policy relied "on the physical presence" of a sizable 
Russian subpopulation within each non-Russian republic, in order to forestall 
"escalati[ng] ethnic claims," Karklins wrote. But to the extent that this Russian 
minority challenged the native population's cultural, economic, and political 
primacy, they were "resented and verbally attacked." Typically, the indigenous 
peoples saw the Russians as "foreign colonizers"; the Russians, in turn, saw 
themselves as Kulturtrage, or as cultural and "economic benefactors" and "lib
erators" of the local populations.78 

Examining ethnic identity, Karklins found that whereas most Ukrainians and 
Belorussians identified themselves as Russian, Kazakhs and Central Asians held 
on to their "distinctive language, religion, [and cultural] identity." Not surpris
ingly, "exogamy [wa]s rare, and if it occurred], the non-local spouse and chil
dren [were] 'nativized.'" Karklins concluded that it was "more attractive and 
valuable to [belong to] a primary [Soviet] nationality"—and indeed, it was best 
to be Russian. Lowest in status were secondary groupings, such as Soviet Jews 
and Germans, who were dominant in none of the Soviet republics. Concerning 
language integration and knowledge, Karklins saw "deficiencies" throughout the 
Soviet Union. Most Russians in "the non-Russian republics [did] not know the 
local languages." In Central Asia, less than 10 percent had achieved fluency, 
and few Central Asians could speak Russian well.79 Indeed, the non-Russian 
republics felt pressured by central policies that promoted Russian as the official 
Soviet language, Karklins wrote. 

In university admissions policies and in the distribution of social benefits, 
native citizens of the primary population group received most of the benefits, 
Karklins noted; but contention over ethnic preference policies often led "the 
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indigenous nationality [to] attack the Russian presence per se." Many Russians 
"resented" these policies because they were "to their disadvantage" and seemed 
to violate the ideal of the unionwide equality of all Soviet peoples. The indige
nous populations were also unhappy, because they saw their gains as "insuffi
cient." Thus Moscow "arouse[d] resentments in both [the Russian minorities 
and the larger local populations] no matter what policy" it adopted.80 Indeed, 
Karklins saw "a clear 'we-they' differentiation" in every non-Russian republic, 
"between the titular nationalities and Russians." While there were many griev
ances, the most important had to do with "the Russian presence" and the indige
nous populations' forced "union with Russia." 

Karklins discussed the widespread practice, in the Soviet armed forces, of 
segregating troops ethnically. She noted a "de facto pattern" whereby Central 
Asian and non-Russian units were given noncombat roles, while Russian and 
Slavic soldiers were assigned to combat units and other "sensitive" and "techno
logically sophisticated task[s]." Although Russian was "the language of com
mand and socialization," there was little or no Russian language training for 
non-Russian troops. Military leaders assumed that non-Russian conscripts 
would learn "enough Russian [on their own] to function effectively." Thus, the 
armed forces were ethnically "fragmented" and hampered by racial tension, in
sults, and violence, the Sovietologist noted. Although the Red Army was "for
mally the most integrated institution" in the Soviet Union, "functional integra
tion" was limited, and "attitudinal integration" was even more uncertain.81 

Karklins noted the elusive ability of Islamic Soviet populations to "accom-
modat[e] the 'powers that be.'" Unlike Soviet Germans, who felt "a strong ten
sion" between their "Christian faith and Communism," the Central Asians were 
able to join the CPSU and practice the Muslim religion simultaneously. Yet this 
Islamic "communal particularism" was a kind of Trojan horse for Moscow, be
cause the avowed loyalty of these groups to Communism was, in stark contra
diction to official Soviet policy, "socialist in form and national in content." In 
short, Moscow's goal of developing the "new Soviet man" was in grave trouble, 
Karklins noted; to the extent that "the Soviet way of life and customs [were] 
accepted" by the various Soviet nationalities, it was "in a superficial and formal-
istic manner. Contacts with other ethnic groups rarely extend[ed] into family 
and community life."82 

Finally, Karklins questioned the long-standing Soviet "practice of register
ing" citizens' ethnic identities on their personal papers and passports. What was 
"the rationale," she asked, "of this policy which [so blatantly contradicted] offi
cial Soviet pronouncements about the gradual emergence" of the new Soviet 
man? Indeed, this practice "reinforcefd] the persistence of ethnic identification" 
and subverted the goal of the unification of all Soviet peoples. As such, it was 
"a policy at crosspurposes."83 

Several important lessons derive from Karklin's study, including, first, the 
idea that "it matters what nationalities think and want"—"even in an authoritar
ian" country like the Soviet Union; and second, the realization that Soviet 
"melting pot" theory—the notion that the nationalities would willingly give up 
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their cultural identities for the common good, and that a unique new Soviet man 
would emerge—was socially untenable. In addition, there was an ominous im
plication for the future of the USSR itself. While the West should not doubt 
Moscow's resolve to solve its problems, current trends in Central Asia pointed 
to "a qualitatively new situation," Karklins warned. Native demands "for [eco
nomic benefits] and social mobility will [only] increase," and instability could 
result.84 

LIKE DEER CAUGHT IN THE HEADLIGHTS: 
SOME CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Scholar A. W. DePorte once observed that throughout the Cold War era, 
"western analysts have tended to seek the essence of Soviet policy rather than 
closely studyfing] the details" of Moscow's behavior. Not surprisingly, Soviet 
experts "have often claimed to find" that essence "while in fact their work ten-
dentiously interpreted Soviet foreign policy according to the international—and 
domestic—temperature of the moment."85 Little wonder, DePorte concluded, 
that "the mainstream" of American scholarship "saw Soviet policy as deeply 
purposeful, devious, and expansionist." 

Throughout the 1986-1988 period, American Sovietology was influenced 
along the prevailing neoconservative temper of the Reagan administration and 
toward a modified totalitarianism model depiction of the Soviet Union. Accord
ingly, many realist and political cultural-historicist scholars embraced a virulent 
anti-Soviet line, believing that, in political observer Eric Alterman's pithy 
words, "America's long twilight struggle" against Communism "took prece
dence over all competing national priorities and goals." As late as 1988, Soviet 
experts argued that "the central problem of American political life remained the 
need to educate and fortify the public to resist Communism." Their mind-set 
was "a mixture of pre-Vietnam centrism coupled with the hard-line revisionism 
of the Reagan [Right] counter-establishment" and a deep-seated pessimism re
garding the likely outcome of the East-West competition.86 

So thick was the cloud of neoconservative gloom that enveloped both U.S.
Soviet relations and American Sovietology during this time that Georgetown 
University Soviet scholar Harley D. Balzer remarked, with Kuhnian irony, that 
from 1985 on, "the few scholars who did forecast Gorbachev's revolution were 
treated as [being] outside the mainstream by most Sovietologists." Balzer added 
that "the most frequently heard] argument in the West in 1986-1987 centered 
on whether Gorbachev was 'for real.'" Many Soviet experts insisted, curiously, 
that the Soviet Union would not change because it could not change, "and that if 
it [did] change it [would] no longer be the Soviet Union."87 In effect, said Bal
zer, "by making the Soviet regime sui generis and outside history," scholars 
"definefd] it as something that could never be anything else." 

Indeed, American hard realist and political cultural-historicist Sovietologists 
reacted to Gorbachev's initiatives in three distinct ways. At first, scholars in
sisted that Soviet new thinking was "all a trick," and that Gorbachev was not for 
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real. Then in 1987 and 1988, when this reaction was "no longer sustainable," 
some Soviet experts said that the Soviet leader was "just resting," and that soon 
his true, darker nature would reveal itself. "When this justification collapsed," 
in the late Gorbachev period, these Sovietologists "returned with a new accusa
tion," charging that the Soviet leader could not control his own revolution and 
that "he was about to be overthrown." Washington Post columnist Charles 
Krauthammer summarized these three sequential reactions succinctly when he 
asserted in late 1987, "[W]e don't know if Gorbachev is sincere. If he is, we 
don't know whether he will succeed. If he does, we don't know if he will last." 
In short, no matter what Gorbachev said or did, the first (and often the final) 
response of U.S. Soviet experts was that nothing had changed, and that, in Al-
terman's apt wording, Americans had to "stand tall, remain firm, keep our pow
der dry, avoid 'euphoria,' and most importantly, do nothing."88 

Boris Z. Rumer of Harvard University's Russian Research Center has sug
gested obliquely that some American scholars did not speak out forcefully about 
Soviet reform because they were afraid of being ridiculed by their peers and 
colleagues, many of whom expected the Soviet future to resemble the present. 
Rumer recalled attending a 1987 conference at the University of London, where 
he engaged one of Moscow's top experts on Islamic Central Asia regarding the 
occurrence of ethnic unrest in Alma-Ata. The Harvard scholar asked if the So
viet leaders had not been "inflexible" in their nationality policies, in underesti
mating the ethnic grievances of Central Asians, "and [in] fail[ing] to draw the 
right conclusions from the unrest." But the Soviet official scoffed at Rumer's 
argument and asked whether the Harvard Sovietologist seriously thought that 
Gorbachev would "put a nationalist outburst in Alma Ata higher on the agenda 
than other more important problems. 'We have [other] sore points right now,'" 
he said. '"So far as the discontent of Uzbeks, Kazakhs, and the others is con
cerned, we'll quickly put things in order.'" The Moscow official seemed so 
self-assured that Rumer decided there and then that his questions were naive: 
"Really, I thought to myself, all these nationality problems are overdramatized 
by the West. For 70 years Moscow has regulated [its] multinational empire and 
will not permit it to [explode]. Events in Alma Ata [are] minor disturbances, 
whose significance should not be exaggerated."89 Of course, subsequent events 
justified Rumer's pessimism and showed his Soviet interlocutor to be wildly 
optimistic about Moscow's capacity to control ethnonationalistic unrest. 

By the final months of 1988, the Gorbachev revolution had swept through 
the Soviet Union and transformed Europe, yet ironically, it had little impact in 
the United States. Official Washington continued to view "the American pur
pose" in terms of resisting "Soviet Communist domination," as Alterman noted; 
indeed, "when Michael Dukakis debated George Bush for the presidency of the 
United States, both spoke as if Mikhail Gorbachev did not exist." Remarkably, 
this official U.S. distrust of Moscow continued well past the election, to the eve 
of the 1991 war against Iraq, when Gorbachev's attempt to broker a diplomatic 
solution to the conflict led some U.S. policy makers to suspect that the Soviet 
leader was trying to revive his country's arms trade and initiate "Cold War II," 
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and that the USSR was reverting to its true mendacious form. 
The prevailing pessimism of American Sovietology influenced how scholars 

responded to the evidence of reform cited in Chapter 1. Eight indicators of So
viet change—modernization, lowered living standards and consumption rates, 
slowed gross national product and production growth, the military burden, anti
quated technology, generational change, increased citizen participation in policy 
making, and Gorbachev's new thinking—were cited by realist and pluralist 
scholars but were virtually ignored by political cultural-historicists during this 
time. By contrast, agricultural inefficiency and the spread of polycentrism—two 
prominent issues in the Sovietological literature of the 1970s—were all but for
gotten in the 1986-1988 period. 

Many scholars in every Sovietological category believed during those years 
that social, economic, and political reform was at least possible, but few realist 
and political cultural-historicist Soviet experts expected such transformation to 
actually occur. No Sovietologist thought that the USSR would collapse, al
though political cultural-historicists talked with some frequency of the illegiti
macy of Communism and the inviability of the Soviet system, and warned that 
"instability" could ensue. Almost all scholars thought that the Cold War would 
endure—realists were most certain of this geopolitical dogma, followed by po
litical cultural-historicist scholars. Pluralists tended to be a bit more skeptical 
about the permanence of the Cold War, but most agreed that it would continue 
for the foreseeable future. Finally, it is noteworthy that few scholars in any So
vietological category changed their positions after the delegitimation of Com
munism in Eastern Europe and the Soviet collapse. Like deer standing on a 
road, caught in the headlights of an oncoming vehicle, many Soviet experts were 
mesmerized: they did not understand what was coming, and they did not real
ize that they needed to move. Rather, they remained frozen in place intellectu
ally, believing that the evidence of 1989 and 1991 had vindicated their argu
ments while showing the theories of other scholars to be inadequate. 

To a significant extent, these tendencies were evident throughout our study. 
Even a cursory examination of the scholarly writings of the 1974-1988 period 
reveals that the majority of Soviet experts, representing all Sovietological per
suasions, did not adjust their views regarding the Soviet Union significantly over 
time—despite three leadership turnovers in Moscow and the accumulation of 
new evidence that the USSR could change and was changing. We have seen 
repeatedly how new writings adopted the same tired arguments that were fea
tured in older scholarly works. Second, third, and fourth editions of textbooks 
often took the same fundamental position as first editions. Of those scholars 
who did weigh the evidence of Soviet change, most hard realist and political 
cultural-historicist Sovietologists were persuaded that the Soviet future would be 
plagued by deep socioeconomic problems, political rigidity, malaise, and insta
bility. Pluralist and soft realist scholars, on the other hand, often interpreted the 
same indicators and trends as suggestive of social transformation and broad-
based innovation. 

What do the writings of U.S. Soviet experts tell us about how American So-
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vietology saw and studied the USSR in the 1970s and 1980s? The answer to 
this question is complex. We might well assume that Sovietologists, by virtue 
of their training and research skills, should have had the most enlightened atti
tudes about the Soviet Union, should have been the first to appreciate the evi
dence of Soviet change presented in Chapter 1, and should have recognized that 
such change was eminently possible. Yet the scholarly literature we have exam
ined renders this assumption problematic. George Kennan, arguably the fore
most Soviet expert of the Cold War generation, developed his earliest and most 
lasting views of the Soviet Union, as Michael Hunt has noted, "in those hotbeds 
of antibolshevism, Berlin and the Baltic port of Riga, during the late 1920s and 
early 1930s," where he came into contact with deeply apathetic Soviet citizens, 
embittered emigres, and the poisoned rhetoric of U.S. and Soviet officials.90 It 
would have been difficult for Kennan's early beliefs about the USSR not to have 
been influenced by these experiences. Similarly, a number of eminent Sovie
tologists, including Richard Pipes, Zbigniew Brzezinski, and Seweryn Bialer 
were deeply affected by their emigre backgrounds and/or their families' misfor
tunes at the hands of Communist regimes and, consequently, pursued their 
scholarly and governmental careers with a conscious interest in opposing Soviet 
Communism and helping their native countrymen. Still other Soviet experts got 
caught up in fighting the Cold War and put ideology, or career interests, ahead 
of scholarly dispassion. 

Realists, political cultural-historicists, and some pluralists minimized the 
likelihood of radical Soviet reform, although many scholars saw nonsystemic 
change as possible. In general, the writings of political cultural-historicist 
scholars tended to be more anti-Soviet in tone than the work of realist Soviet 
experts—for example, in glossing over the reformative implications of Khru
shchev's "secret speech" and de-Stalinization campaign at the Twentieth Party 
Congress. But remarkably, none of these scholars—not even pluralists— 
anticipated the Soviet changes that would occur in the near future. Thus, it may 
well be that the better trained and more specialized U.S. Soviet experts became, 
and the more professionally connected they were to academia, government ser
vice, and/or the Sovietological discipline, the more pessimistic they became 
concerning the possibility of Soviet change. 
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