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Introduction: The Regime That 
Couldn't Change, and Other 

Sovietological Myths 

How did American Sovietology think and write about the USSR during the final 
two decades of the Soviet Union's existence? Why did the delegitimation of 
Communism in 1989 and the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991—and the 
Gorbachev initiatives that precipitated these dramatic events—catch so many 
political scholars by surprise? Why did the vast majority of U.S. Soviet experts 
fail to anticipate the possibility of significant innovation, or of virtually any kind 
of political, economic, or social change taking place in the USSR? And why did 
most American Sovietologists miss the sure signs of Soviet change that were 
evident during the 1970s and 1980s? These questions and their likely answers 
are the central concern of this study. 

This book is about what happened in 1989 and 1991. More fundamentally, it 
is about the process of Soviet change, and it chronicles how and why so many 
American Soviet experts thought that what happened in 1989 and 1991 couldn't 
happen. 

Of course, it is a different world today than it was ten years ago—let alone 
fifty-five years ago, when World War II ended and Soviet-American relations 
turned ice cold. Perhaps that is why some people view the East-West conflict as 
a relic of the past. Indeed, in the harrowing days following the terrorist attacks 
of September 11, 2001, some political columnists and television pundits argued 
that the lessons of the Cold War are less relevant than ever, because "everything 
has changed" and because we are now fighting "a new kind of war" and a new 
enemy—terrorism. 

Well, yes, everything's changed. And perhaps nothing's changed. Plus ca 
change, plus c 'est la meme chose. My own view is that the Cold War and So
viet-American relations are more relevant than ever—for exactly the reasons 
some say they're now irrelevant—because "America's new war" against terror
ism resembles the "long twilight struggle" of the 1950s and 1960s against 
Communism and because our new enemy seems every bit as ruthless and un-
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2 What Happened to the Soviet Union? 

yielding as we imagined our old Soviet enemy to be some forty years ago. 
Thus, we know that Osama bin Laden, Saddam Hussein, Yasser Arafat, et al. 
will not listen to reason or act rationally; they will not reform their governments 
or organizations; and they will not change or ameliorate their political beliefs. 

Throughout history, philosophers have speculated in various ways about the 
nature of political transformation. For the ancients, regime change was a risky 
undertaking that was to be avoided at almost all costs. It would be far better for 
the polis and her citizens, Plato and Aristotle argued, if the traditional order was 
upheld. In many respects, this classical antipathy for political reform move
ments and revolutions was to have a lasting influence on world politics. Distrust 
of regime change, whether swift and tempestuous or evolutionary and methodi
cal, became a kind of first principle for early scholars and was the driving ani
mus behind Edmund Burke's celebrated fulminations against the French Revo
lution. 

These ancient attitudes anticipated modern American political culture and 
values. Notwithstanding Thomas Paine's quarrels with Burke, and Jefferson's 
well-known sympathy for revolutionary causes, most early Americans shared a 
fundamental aversion toward political change. In the nineteenth century, the 
Civil War was fought largely over issues of social and political reform. More 
recently, the U.S. Cold War consensus—embraced broadly by traditional real
ists such as Dean Acheson, "Cold War liberals" like John F. Kennedy, "neocon-
servatives" including Paul Nitze, and Ronald Reagan conservatives—was in
formed by a Platonic-Burkean appeal to order and traditional values and a con
comitant fear of radical political change. Indeed, some classical ideas about 
political reform may have influenced the thinking of American Sovietologists 
who, during the 1970s and 1980s, discounted the possibility of a Soviet trans
formation. 

WHAT IS THE PROBLEM AND WHY IS IT IMPORTANT? 

The Gorbachev initiatives and their impact on the USSR were largely unex
pected by American Soviet experts. As scholar Steven Kull has noted, a 
"unique feature of the Soviet transformation is that not a single westerner pre
dicted its occurrence."" Throughout the Cold War, scholars saw the Soviet 
Communist Party (CPSU) as "solid and intransigent—a permanent fixture on 
the world scene." Indeed, "even as change was occurring," many Soviet experts 
thought "that the change was not real" because of the Soviets' "fixed and intrac
table nature." This intellectual lapse was no "simple oversight"; rather, it 
pointed to a "fundamental flaw" in how American scholars, policy makers, and 
journalists viewed Soviet politics and thought about peaceful political transfor
mation.1 

To be sure, not every American scholar and policy maker failed to anticipate 
the possibility of Soviet change. As early as 1947, George F. Kennan foresaw 
opportunities, in his famous Mr. X article, for long-term ameliorative change in 
Soviet domestic and international behavior. So too, the Eisenhower administra-
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Introduction 3 

tion—presumably captive to a hostile, Manichaean view of the USSR —was 
privately quite flexible and held a nuanced understanding of the variations in 
Soviet politics. And in the mid-1960s, Sovietologist Zbigniew Brzezinski 
backed away from the totalitarianism model he helped to formulate and docu
mented the USSR's changing relationship to the Soviet bloc. 

Nevertheless, since the end of World War II, most Soviet experts saw an 
anti-western Soviet Union as a permanent feature of world politics. Few schol
ars wrote that Soviet change was a real and foreseeable possibility during the 
1970s and 1980s—and those who did tended to be marginalized: their views 
did not gain credibility in government or academia. Indeed, well into the 1980s, 
most American Sovietologists viewed Soviet leadership behavior as rational and 
intentional: Moscow would not soon tolerate, let alone initiate, reform—and 
Gorbachev was not about to engineer the destruction of his own government. 
These experts believed that the Kremlin leaders would likely respond to the 
Gorbachev initiatives as they had reacted to other manifestations of liberaliza
tion in the past—with increased domestic repression and aggressive policies 
abroad. 

Despite this dominant view of a Soviet Union that could not and would not 
change, there were important indications that the USSR was, in fact, undergoing 
enormous economic, social, and political transformation. The forces of mod
ernization, urbanization, and education were improving Soviet life. Soviet citi
zens were becoming culturally sophisticated and politically participative—"a 
civil society" in Richard Ullman's celebrated phrase. Khrushchev's de-Stalini-
zation campaign, Brezhnev's detente with the West, and Gorbachev's new 
thinking had shown that the Soviet leaders themselves could initiate reform. 

On the other hand, there were several counter-indicators of reform. Soviet 
life expectancy was declining, and infant and adult male mortality rates were 
rising. Production and economic growth were sinking rapidly, and chronic agri
cultural failures necessitated repeated wheat purchases from the West. Soviet 
military expenditures were becoming unaffordable. Alcoholism and ethnona-
tionalism were on the rise in all Soviet republics. The quality of Soviet com
puters, telephones, and other technology was primitive. The Soviet living stan
dard was in steep decline relative to that of the West. All of these trends pointed 
to the possibility of, and to the need for, fundamental change in the USSR. As 
such, they were evident to American scholars throughout the 1970s and 1980s. 
These indicators of Soviet reform should have been, but were not, interpreted 
correctly. 

WORD POLITICS: CLARIFYING OUR TERMS 

To ask why American scholars failed to anticipate the possibility of Soviet 
change is to ask several other questions: Were Soviet experts taken by surprise? 
If so, which Soviet experts? In what sense were they surprised, and what were 
they surprised by? In order to discuss these questions thoroughly, we will em-
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4 What Happened to the Soviet Union? 

ploy several common terms in highly specialized ways. An examination of 
these terms is now in order. 

Sovietology 

In our study, Sovietology has to do, broadly, with the Cold-War-era disci
pline of American political scientists, economists, sociologists, historians, dip
lomats and policy makers, working in academia, government, private think 
tanks, and the media, who conducted research and wrote on Soviet domestic and 
foreign policy, especially during the 1974 through 1988 period.2 

Sovietologist, Scholar, Soviet Expert, Policy Maker 

It is difficult to distinguish finely between "Sovietologists," "scholars," "his
torians," "Soviet experts," "foreign policy analysts," "decision makers," "policy 
makers," "Cold War theorists," and "political scientists" who wrote frequently 
on Soviet affairs. Many of these labels were used (and misused) interchangea
bly, and some writers of Sovietological literature fit several classifications. 
Thus, George F. Kennan and Zbigniew Brzezinski are Sovietologists, policy 
makers, and scholars, while Richard Pipes is a Russian historian and policy 
maker. Hedrick Smith and Robert G. Kaiser are Sovietologists and journalists, 
while Strobe Talbott is a Sovietologist, journalist, and policy maker. 

For our purposes, Sovietologists are political scientists with earned Ph.D.s 
from leading universities in Soviet politics, history, or economics who have 
mastered the requisite language skills needed to conduct research in Russia and 
the other Soviet republics, who have traveled and conducted research in the 
USSR extensively and repeatedly, and who have produced scholarly work of a 
high quality on the Soviet Union using primary source materials. We will refer 
to these individuals as "Sovietologists," "Soviet experts," and "scholars" inter
changeably. 

Change, Instability, Reform 

In this study, we will use the terms change and reform synonymously to refer 
to political, economic, and social adjustments of an innovative or progressive 
nature, leading to an improvement in the performance of the Soviet system. 
Political change or reform may come about through sudden, systemic transfor
mations, through incremental policy shifts, or through some middle course of 
innovation between these maximal and minimal extremes. 

Thus, Jerry F. Hough notes that what Gorbachev sought to accomplish (a 
curbing of "corruption, alcoholism, and the lack of discipline," the introduction 
of "market mechanisms" in the Soviet economy, "a relaxation of censorship," 
"greater citizen participation in decision making," increased "toleration of po
litical group activity that is autonomous from the party," and "the opening of 
Russia to western culture, investment and market forces") was nothing less than 
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Introduction 5 

a radical reform of the Soviet system.3 

Yet other kinds of reform were also possible. In his memoirs, former Secre
tary of State George Shultz recalls pointedly that throughout the 1980s, some 
Reagan administration officials had underestimated the Eastern European re
forms because they were looking for major transformations, and ignored incre
mental shifts and subtle but important "small steps." The East European strat
egy "was to probe constantly for the line that the Soviets had drawn and then to 
push that line out farther and farther," Shultz said. Yet Washington would have 
nothing to do with the East Europeans "unless they took a giant leap way over 
that line."4 This tendency to dismiss small policy movements as irrelevant con
tributed to U.S. scholars' failure to see that the USSR was changing during the 
1970s and 1980s. 

As scholar Paul Cocks has noted, too often American scholars have main
tained a simplistic and undifferentiated understanding of the Soviet reform proc
ess. They discussed "change in starkly defined terms and simple dichotomies, 
like 'degeneration' or 'transformation,' 'petrification' or 'pluralism.'" Yet such 
un-nuanced views of Soviet change "can make us insensitive to marginal ad
justments, evolving experiments, and creeping innovations within the system," 
Cocks argued. By discussing reform "in predominantly 'either/or' terms, we 
forget that reality is much more complex and resembles rather a 'both/and' con
dition."5 

Cocks's discussion suggests that political stability and change—often re
garded as conflicting processes—are interrelated. Many Sovietologists argued 
during the 1980s that reform would have a corrupting influence on the Soviet 
system and that the Gorbachev initiatives would lead to political instability in 
the USSR. Yet as Columbia University Sovietologist Seweryn Bialer has ob
served, both stable and unstable regimes are subject to change. Indeed, stability 
requires both "incremental adjustments" and even "such changes as transform 
[the] essential characteristics of the regime."6 

This study suggests, then, that scholars should have understood Soviet 
change in all of its variants—from minimal reform to moderate reform to radical 
reform, in Harvard University Sovietologist Timothy J. Colton's phraseology— 
to be meaningfully possible.7 They should have seen a range of viable alterna
tives to the Soviet system. To be sure, some Sovietologists did anticipate 
change, and a few delineated a broad continuum of possible reform outcomes in 
their writings - but most Soviet experts thought that the Soviet future would be 
like the present and the past. Why did so many scholars reject even the possibil
ity of Soviet political, social, and economic change? 

RECENT AMERICAN VIEWS ON THE SOVIET UNION 

During the Cold War years, American political scientists constructed a num
ber of Sovietological models and analytical approaches to help them in their 
study of Soviet politics and as a means of organizing a voluminous quantity of 
scholarly writings and research on the Soviet Union. Perhaps the most impor-
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6 What Happened to the Soviet Union? 

tant of these was the totalitarianism model of the early 1950s (Friedrich and 
Brzezinski). Although this model retained its influence up to the dissolution of 
the USSR in 1991, it was already evident in the 1960s that, in the words of Val
erie Bunce, it "rested on certain aspects of Soviet politics that would change 
after Stalin died"—notably, "the use of terror" and the extraordinary power of 
the general secretary. Moreover, the totalitarianism model was "static, since it 
lacked any sense of process and presumed that the system would remain the 
same over time." Relatedly, the model "ignored society, reducing it to playing a 
purely reactive role," and it was inattentive "to foreign policy and to the Soviet 
role in the international system."8 

In the wake of the totalitarianism model's disappointment came a panoply of 
new approaches to understanding Soviet politics. Carl Linden's conflict model 
(1966), Valerie Bunce's and John Echols' corporatist model (1980), Jerry F. 
Hough's institutional pluralism (1979), and various structural methodologies 
sought to "disaggregate] the party and the state apparatus into a myriad of in
terest clusterings," to view "policy making as the result of bargaining among 
interests," and to treat the state-citizen link as an "interactive relationship." But 
most of these approaches, like the totalitarianism model itself, were flawed. 
Notably, they likened Soviet reality to western political and economic systems; 
they did not understand the relationship between Soviet foreign and domestic 
policy; and they could not explain "why some interests prevailed and others did 
not and why and how new interests came [into] the system." 

Numerous other categorical methods were used to define the USSR—with 
mixed success. In 1958, social scientist Daniel Bell catalogued ten models that 
could be used eclectically in the study of Soviet politics. These included social 
culture and personality theories, Marxist and non-Marxist industrialization theo
ries, totalitarianism, Slavophile theories, and geopolitical approaches. In 1977, 
Glenn H. Snyder and Paul Diesing adopted a hard-line/soft-line delineation to 
describe Soviet and American views of each other's social and political systems. 

Gregory J. Massell suggested in 1979 that most American scholars gravi
tated around one of three distinct assumptions—a totalitarianism model outlook 
(like that of Richard Pipes), a bureaucratic-pluralistic model perspective (fa
vored by Jerry F. Hough), and an imperialist-expansionist view (advocated by 
Seweryn Bialer)—regarding the nature of the Soviet Union and the potential for 
ethnic unrest in Central Asia. A year later, Daniel Yergin categorized U.S. So
viet experts into Riga axiom scholars, who viewed the Soviet Union as a revolu
tionary state driven by ideological warfare and a thirst for world mastery, and 
Yalta axiom Sovietologists, who likened the USSR to other great powers and 
diminished the role of Stalinism and Marxism-Leninism as sources of Soviet 
behavior. Similarly, in 1981, Robert Osgood distinguished Analysis A scholars, 
who viewed the USSR as opportunistic but pragmatic and willing to compro
mise, from Analysis B adherents, who saw a relentless, expansionistic Soviet 
Union animated by communist ideology, totalitarianism, and the quest for le
gitimacy. That same year, Joel C. Moses identified two broad Sovietological 
schools, a systemic approach that likened the Soviet leadership to leaders of 
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Introduction 7 

other political systems, and a structural school that viewed the USSR and its 
leaders as sui generis—different from all other countries and statesmen and 
shaped over decades in a common dictatorial mold. 

In 1982, Thomas W. Milburn, Philip D. Stewart, and Richard K. Herrmann 
suggested that Soviets and Americans tended to view each other's foreign poli
cies as expansionistic (Robert Conquest, Pipes), defensive (Kennan, Stephen F. 
Cohen), or opportunistic (Bialer, Robert Legvold). The following year, Alexan
der Dallin and Gail W. Lapidus outlined three distinct Sovietological ap
proaches—an essentialist school (Pipes, Hedrick Smith), a mechanist school 
(Kennan, Brzezinski), and an interactionist school (Hough, Bialer, Carl A. Lin
den). In 1987, Ken Jowitt divided American Soviet experts into monotheists, 
who saw a monolithic and anti-western USSR, and polytheists who viewed the 
Soviet Union as fundamentally pluralistic. A year later, Joseph L. Nogee and 
Robert H. Donaldson distinguished between scholars who thought that Soviet 
foreign policy was shaped by internal or domestic motivations, and those who 
believed that external or geopolitical promptings were more important. And in 
1989, Jonathan R. Adelman and Deborah Anne Palmieri differentiated between 
a conservative view of Soviet foreign policy, which saw the USSR as "a hostile, 
aggressive adversary" and "a totalitarian dictatorship," and a liberal approach, 
which viewed the Soviet Union "not as a sworn enemy, but as responsive and 
flexible, a competing great power" striving with the United States for global 
influence. 

Still other categorical approaches were suggested after the East European 
revolutions of 1989. In 1990, W. Raymond Duncan and Carolyn McGiffert 
Ekedahl identified three dominant views regarding Gorbachev's foreign policy. 
First, some scholars such as Legvold and Hough saw Soviet foreign policy as 
"substantively changed" under Gorbachev. A second group, including Alvin Z. 
Rubinstein and Francis Fukuyama, was "more cautious," seeing Gorbachev's 
program "as a continuation of previous decision-making imperatives although 
new tactics have been adopted here and there." A third outlook, supported by 
the Central Intelligence Agency's (CIA's) Robert M. Gates, was wholly skepti
cal of Gorbachev's intentions, arguing that the Soviet leader sought only "to 
gain time and advantage" for the USSR. 

That same year, Michael J. Sodaro distinguished between a focus on the con
tinuities in Soviet behavior, which viewed Soviet foreign policy as a product of 
"constant geopolitical interests" (some dating back to the Tsarist era) and "un
changing Marxist-Leninist verities," and an emphasis on the discontinuities of 
Soviet conduct, which "stressed the adaptability of Soviet foreign policy to shift
ing international and domestic conditions." In 1992, Thomas F. Remington dis
tinguished between an updated totalitarianism model of the USSR and a mod
ernization model which insisted that long-term changes, such as education and 
urbanization, were creating "irresistible pressures for democratization." Also in 
1992, James M. Goldgeier suggested that the question of whether the Soviet 
Union was expansionist (Pipes, Harry Gelman) or defensive (Coit D. Blacker, 
Raymond L. Garthoff) was the dominant Sovietological issue of the Cold War. 
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8 What Happened to the Soviet Union? 

How should we evaluate these scholarly models and approaches? Generally 
speaking, most of them make important theoretical and analytical contributions 
to the study and classification of Sovietological literature—but they are largely 
irrelevant to the question of how U.S. scholars wrote about the possibility of 
Soviet change during the 1970s and 1980s. While some approaches are simply 
dated (e.g., Bell), others are vague (Snyder and Diesing, Yergin, Osgood) or 
confusing (Jowitt, Sodaro). Still others have to do principally with Soviet for
eign policy (Milburn, Stewart, and Herrmann; Nogee and Donaldson), and one 
is principally concerned with the potential for Soviet ethnic unrest (Massell). If 
most of these theoretical approaches are insightful, virtually none addresses the 
central question that concerns us in these pages. 

Even the post hoc analyses of the late 1980s and early 1990s have not dealt 
adequately with this question. For the most part, works by Brzezinski, Alexan
der J. Motyl, and Laqueur, and anthologies edited by Raymond C. Taras, 
Frederic J. Fleron and Erik P. Hoffmann, and Daniel Orlovsky, as well as cele
brated "special issues" of journals (such as The National Interest, which in 
spring 1993 discussed "the strange death of Soviet communism") do not exam
ine the question of why American Sovietology could not anticipate the possibil
ity of Soviet change; instead, most of these writings focus on the derivative 
issue of why scholars failed to predict the Soviet collapse, which scholars failed, 
and who failed more than others. 

THREE SCHOOLS OF SOVIETOLOGICAL LITERATURE 

Since most existing models and categorizations of the Soviet Union are in
adequate, we will examine the writings of American Sovietologists during the 
1970s and 1980s in terms of the following three schools. 

The Realist School 

In the tradition of the classical political realist scholars of the 1940s and 
1950s (Hans Morgenthau, Reinhold Niebuhr) and the neorealists of the 1960s 
and 1970s (Kenneth Waltz), realist Sovietologists such as George F. Kennan and 
Adam B. Ulam were concerned primarily with CPSU leadership behavior and 
understood the USSR to be prompted largely by geopolitical considerations, 
much as other states were. Rejecting an undue preoccupation with political cul
ture and moralistic-ideological bases of Soviet decision making, some realists 
saw Soviet change as possible, but most believed that reforms would be gradual, 
long-term, and limited in scope. Within this realist school, some scholars, in
cluding Timothy J. Colton, formed a Leninist subschool that insisted the Soviet 
Union could not change because of the intractable nature of Leninism and the 
Lenin cult. Another subgroup, led by Seweryn Bialer, argued that the Kremlin 
would never relax its political and economic grip over Eastern Europe. 
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Introduction 9 

The Political Cultural-Historicist School 

Richard Pipes, Zbigniew Brzezinski, Hedrick Smith, and other members of 
this school sought to understand Soviet conduct chiefly in terms of Moscow's 
political values and ideology, as determined by Russia's centuries-old repressive 
and xenophobic tradition and the USSR's Leninist-Stalinist worldview. Noting 
an essential continuity between Tsarist Russian and modern Soviet political cul
ture and practice, most of these scholars took stark anticommunist positions and 
argued that Soviet leadership values were irreconcilably hostile to western val
ues and interests. Additionally, most of these Sovietologists saw the Soviet Un
ion as unable to change, and some called on Washington to wage ideological 
warfare on Moscow in order to force the USSR to change. 

The Pluralist School 

Pluralists such as H. Gordon Skilling, Jerry F. Hough, and Stephen F. Cohen 
recognized immense differences and uncertainties within the Soviet elite. Ad
herents of this school viewed the Kremlin leaders and institutions not as unitary 
purposive actors but as divided along policy lines and susceptible to change. 
They noted that some Soviet elites, including members of the scientific and in
tellectual communities, favored economic change and detente with the west and 
were receptive to political innovation. At the same time, other elites, including 
members of the security forces, sought traditional and confrontive Leninist poli
cies and were less apt to seek reform. In general, pluralists saw Soviet reform as 
both possible and likely. 

Some general comments are in order concerning these three schools and 
their meaning in this study. First, each of these Sovietological categories en
compasses a great deal of variation, and each is depicted broadly in these pages. 
Thus, even scholars within the same school do not all agree regarding the nature 
of the USSR and the possibility of Soviet change. For example, Adam B. Ulam, 
Alexander Dallin, and George F. Kennan are all realist Sovietologists, but some 
of Ulam's views regarding the possibility of Soviet change were close to a po
litical cultural-historicist position, while Dallin edged toward an incipient plural
ist outlook, and Kennan moved, from a hard realist viewpoint in the 1940s and 
1950s toward a soft realist or even a pluralist stance in the 1970s and 1980s. 

Second, the possibility of Soviet social, economic and political change was 
not addressed adequately by any of these three schools during the 1970s and 
1980s. Indeed, we may well ponder, with Southern Methodist University 
scholar Daniel Orlovsky, whether the analyses of American Sovietologists were 
"so fundamentally flawed as to render the field blind to the coming change." 
Much that was written before Gorbachev's rise to power in 1985 failed to ac
count for the impact of modernization, education, and Moscow's increased con
tacts with the west or to consider seriously the number and severity of social and 
economic challenges confronting the USSR. Writings after 1985 embraced vary
ing perspectives but on the whole either underestimated the economic and po-
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10 What Happened to the Soviet Union? 

litical attractions of the west or exaggerated Moscow's ability to resist change. 

IT WAS CHANGING RIGHT BEFORE OUR EYES: EIGHTEEN 
INDICATORS OF SOVIET SOCIAL, ECONOMIC, AND POLITICAL 
TRANSFORMATION 

If American scholars failed to anticipate the possibility of Soviet change, it 
wasn't for lack of evidence. Indeed, there was a strong record during the 1974 
through 1988 period—in the form of geopolitical events, demographic trends, 
statistical indicators, and a variety of other data—that pointed to the likelihood 
of fundamental reform taking place in the USSR. 

The following eighteen indicators and trends of Soviet change should have 
been evident to all U.S. scholars. This data was examined in unclassified CIA, 
U.S. Census Bureau, State Department, and Congressional studies; it was re
ported by the New York Times, the Washington Post, and other newspapers 
throughout the United States; and it was discussed openly in various popular 
writings and undergraduate texts during the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. This evi
dence was hardly unnoticed by the American public, yet in large measure, U.S. 
scholars drew no broad conclusions from it. 

Social Changes 

1. Modernization. The Brezhnev era was not a period of stagnation, but 
rather, a time of profound social change. Two significant transformations that 
improved the lot of Soviet citizens during the 1970s were urbanization and a 
wholesale increase in educational attainment. In addition, the number of indi
viduals employed in professional and specialist fields rose dramatically during 
this time, and there was a notable increase in popular access to print and broad
cast media. Across the board, Soviet society came to resemble the industrialized 
world in educational and employment patterns, and in cultural tastes. 

2. Demographic Shifts. As early as 1978, U.S. Census Bureau demographer 
Murray Feshbach traced the relative decline of Russians as a percentage of the 
total Soviet population and the relative increase of Muslim populations in five 
Central Asian republics: Kirgiziia, Tadzhikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, 
and Kazakhstan. These demographic shifts were bringing profound and lasting 
changes to the Soviet Union socially, economically, politically, and ideologi
cally, Feshbach noted. By the year 2000, "about one-third of the 18-year old 
male" candidates for the Red Army and the Soviet labor force would be non-
Russians; meanwhile, the supply of young Russian males would "drop to 44 
percent." The Kremlin leaders continued to talk about the emergence of the new 
Soviet man, but it was increasingly obvious that this Marxist-Leninist avatar 
would have Central Asian features, worship Allah, and be unable to speak Rus
sian.9 

3. Health Problems and Mortality Statistics. According to demographers 
Christopher Davis and Murray Feshbach, the USSR enjoyed a rapid decline in 
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Introduction 11 

overall mortality rates for adults and children and a corresponding increase in 
life expectancy in the immediate postwar period. But by the mid-1960s, these 
trends had reversed course, and the Soviet quality of life began to decline.10 

A variety of factors, including improper diet and the lack of medications and 
preventive health care, contributed to the shorter life expectancy and higher 
death rates of Soviet citizens. Colton concluded that these trends "pointed to a 
partial unwinding of previous accomplishments in medicine and health care. It 
is hard to avoid the conclusion," he said, that these problems "mirrored a dete
rioration in the quality of Soviet life more broadly."11 

4. Ethnonationalistic Tensions and Problems. An early indicator of tension 
among the Soviet nationalities was Soviet Secretary General Leonid Brezhnev's 
"1972 speech commemorating] the fiftieth anniversary of the founding of the 
Soviet Union." In this important address, which was translated into English and 
should have been read carefully by American Soviet experts, Brezhnev admitted 
that Moscow's nationalities policy was failing, and he called for a "marshaling 
offerees [to] speed up assimilation." Since 1972, every Soviet leader has em
phasized this priority of promoting the fusion of Soviet peoples.12 

Ethnic tensions between the USSR's Central Asians and Russians were evi
dent throughout the 1970s and 1980s. In December 1986, New York Times 
journalist Philip Taubman chronicled "an outbreak of anti-Russian rioting" in 
Alma-Ata, the capital of Kazakhstan. Fourteen months later, Taubman reported 
that Armenian "nationalist protests" had "disrupted two Soviet southern repub
lics." This "disturbance" was "the most serious domestic crisis" to confront the 
Kremlin leaders since Gorbachev assumed office.13 

5. Soviet Living Standards and Consumption. According to Catholic Uni
versity Sovietologist Joan Barth Urban, "the stability of the Brezhnev regime 
had long rested on the twin props of peace and prosperity." During the 1970s, 
detente and economic robustness had legitimated the Soviet system "in the eyes 
of its citizens." But by the early 1980s, "both [of] these props had been under
mined," and growth in consumer welfare had "all but ceased" as "Soviet-
American tensions threatened to reach Cold War levels."14 

Basic food items became expensive—twice or three times as expensive as 
the cost of these same items in western capitals.15 Luxury goods including alco
hol, cigarettes, color televisions, and automobiles were even more costly. 

Moscow was taking giant strides in lowering the prices of common goods 
and services and in providing housing, automobiles, televisions, radios, tele
phones, washing machines, and refrigerators to its citizens, but when compared 
with the United States, the USSR lagged behind in all areas.16 Compared even 
with the capitals of Eastern Europe, Moscow trailed in standard of living, con
venience of everyday life, product quality, and environmental health. 

6. Citizen and Worker Attitudes and Participation. As early as 1965, Zbig
niew Brzezinski and Samuel P. Huntington noted an entrenched spiritual vacu
ity, a "social alienation or deviation from socialist morality" in Soviet society.17 

In her celebrated "Novosibirsk Report" of 1983, reformist Soviet economist 
Tatiana Zaslavskaia argued that the lethargy of the Soviet economy was related 
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12 What Happened to the Soviet Union? 

to "the inability of th[e] system" to use effectively "the labor potential and intel
lectual resources of society." In other words, Soviet economic problems and 
low worker morale were intertwined; neither the Soviet system nor its laborers 
worked very well.18 

But Soviet worker passivity and citizen anomie were only half the story; 
several Sovietologists, including Jerry F. Hough, Theodore Friedgut, and Geof
frey Hosking, found evidence to suggest that by the late 1970s and early 1980s, 
Soviet citizens had become politically, culturally, and economically sophisti
cated and "participative." 

Economic Changes 

7. Slowed Gross National Product (GNP) and Production Growth. In the 
1960s and early 1970s, most of the CIA's statistical indicators—in energy, min
erals and metals, transportation, manufactured items, and exports—were rising 
steadily over time and hinted at Soviet economic resiliency and growth.19 After 
1974, however, the CIA began projecting a steady decline in the USSR's econ
omy. Labor productivity showed no growth, while factory productivity and in
dustry factor productivity showed negative growth. This pattern continued into 
the 1980s, with nearly straight-line reductions in almost every GNP sector.20 

In 1983, Tatiana Zaslavskaia's "Novosibirsk Report" noted the growing con
tradiction between the Soviet economy's impressive size and complexity and its 
rigid, simplistic system of decision making devised for the 1930s.21 This confi
dential memorandum was approved by Yuri Andropov and was leaked to the 
West. By the mid-1980s, it had been read by many U.S. scholars, who should 
have recognized it as a candid admission by the Kremlin that the Soviet econ
omy required extensive reforms. 

8. Agricultural Failure. By 1980, it was evident that there were "severe 
problems" in Soviet agriculture and food supply, said Timothy J. Colton. 
Whereas Brezhnev had boasted in the early 1970s that Moscow had "solved [its] 
food problem," it was apparent that "the Soviet farm system was sliding into 
absolute decline."22 Similarly, Seweryn Bialer termed agriculture "the chronic 
weak spot of the [Soviet] economy" and noted that "agricultural performance in 
1979-1983 was unprecedentedly poor." Just to maintain its present inadequate 
level of food supply, Moscow had to import approximately 40 million tons of 
grain annually—much of it from the United States.23 Fundamental improve
ments were necessary in the Soviet economy and agricultural infrastructure. 

9. Escalating Military Costs. While the Soviet economy seemed able to fi
nance an impressive foreign policy and military apparatus for many decades 
during the Cold War, these costs had, by the mid-to-late 1970s, become onerous. 
Obsessed with heavy industry and military production, Moscow's central plan
ning bureaucracy found it impossible to manage its economic resources in a 
rational manner. The USSR could not both fund consumer goods and services 
for its citizens and maintain the Red Army. 

The Soviet military burden was probably more difficult for Moscow to sus-
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Introduction 13 

tain than U.S. experts had realized. In stark contrast to popular American im
ages of a wildly escalating Soviet military budget, the CIA estimated that be
tween 1966 and 1985 (a period encompassing U.S. perceptions of massive So
viet military buildups), the actual rate of Soviet military spending was signifi
cantly lower than Soviet GNP growth.24 

10. Antiquated technologies. Many scholars have chronicled the decline in 
Soviet technological achievement. Since the mid-1960s, the Soviet Union had 
begun to trail "not only the West or Japan, but also newly industrializing coun
tries like Taiwan, South Korea, and Singapore" in computerization and tele
communications. In addition, the April 1986 nuclear accident at Chernobyl sig
naled to Moscow and the world just how poor the general condition of Soviet 
machinery and equipment was, and how outdated USSR technology had be
come.25 

11. Unsettling Manpower Trends. Since the mid-1970s, American demog
raphers Murray Feshbach and Stephan Rapawy had indicated that the aging of 
the Soviet population and the decline in the number of eighteen-year-old Rus
sian males available for the work force and military service were creating in
soluble problems for the USSR.26 Russia and the other Slavic republics would 
continue to lose manpower through the turn of the new century, while Central 
Asia, Kazakhstan, and the Caucasus would gain workers. There was no way to 
squeeze more productivity out of the Soviet economy, and the days of cheap 
labor, when authoritarian leaders could coerce citizens by the thousands into 
factories, fields, or military barracks were over.27 

12. Foreign Trade Imbalance. Since the mid-1960s, a sharp increase in for
eign trade—especially with the industrialized West—was a central component 
of the Soviet economy. By 1975, and continuing into the mid-1980s, 30 to 35 
percent of all Soviet trade was with non-Communist developed countries.28 

But this increase in trade was not all good news. In the critical sectors of 
consumer goods and machinery and equipment, the Soviet Union was far more 
dependent on the West than western Europe and the United States were on the 
USSR. This trend was exacerbated after 1981, with almost ten times more So
viet imports than exports of food and non-food consumer goods, and three times 
more imports than exports of machinery and equipment. 

Over time, this arrangement became burdensome for the Soviets, Colton re
called, and "net indebtedness to the West, which had been a paltry $600 million 
in 1971, swelled to $7.5 billion in 1975 and $12.4 billion in 1981."29 

Political Changes 

13. Polycentrism. An early and important harbinger of change was the de
velopment of cracks and fissures in the world Communist movement. Even 
under Stalin, Moscow tolerated considerable diversity within the Communist 
parties of the Soviet bloc, despite the Soviet dictator's efforts to exert control 
over the Soviet sphere.30 

These cracks and fissures widened under Khrushchev. In the 1950s, Red 
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14 What Happened to the Soviet Union? 

China and Yugoslavia broke with Moscow and began to strike independent 
courses. Poland quickly followed. It was evident that "ideological and institu
tional diversity" had come to "characterize the Soviet bloc," Zbigniew Brzezin
ski noted. Indeed, there was no single Moscow-led world Communist move
ment: "[T]he Communist camp is neither homogeneous, monolithic, nor un
changing. Underneath the external facade of unity a continuing process of 
change is taking place."31 

14. Geopolitical Events. Another important marker of Soviet change was 
the Kremlin's favorable reaction to Ostpolitik, from 1969 through 1971, and 
later, to detente and the SALT I Treaty. These events demonstrated that the 
USSR wanted to do away with Manichaean "us-versus-them" arguments and 
engage in peaceful economic and political partnerships with the West. Detente 
was an early indication that Soviet change was possible, and remarkably, it came 
under Leonid Brezhnev—a leader not commonly remembered as an innovator. 

Other geopolitical evidence of Soviet change included the Prague Spring, a 
reform program initiated and guided by the ruling communist party in Czecho
slovakia; the "Eurocommunist assault" by communist parties in Italy, Spain, 
and France, challenging Moscow on foreign policy, economic issues, and ideol
ogy; and the spectacle of worker protests, led by the Polish Solidarity move
ment, in the Gdansk shipyard. 

15. A Fundamentally Reformative Soviet Tradition. A number of U.S. 
scholars saw significant precedents for reform in the Russian and Soviet past. S. 
Frederick Starr noted the existence of an incipient liberal reform movement in 
prerevolutionary Russia. Peter the Great "opened [his] country to contemporary 
[western] ideas"; Catherine II read Montesquieu, and her citizens became great 
admirers of the fledgling American experiment; and a generation later, the De
cembrists sought "the abolition of serfdom" and other reforms. Indeed, Russia's 
innovative tradition did not end even under Lenin and Stalin. Lenin's New Eco
nomic Policy (NEP) of 1921 was itself an early harbinger of Soviet change.32 

Several reforms occurred under Khrushchev. "Political prisoners were re
leased, and the nationalities exiled [by] Stalin were returnfed]"; various "laws 
were introduced" to benefit workers, improve education, "combat corruption," 
and drive economic and agricultural innovations; and most important, Khru
shchev denounced Stalin before the Twentieth Party Congress.33 

16. Generational Change. Another indicator of the broad political changes 
occurring in the USSR was the generational transformation of the Soviet leader
ship following Brezhnev's departure. Seweryn Bialer and Jerry F. Hough noted 
correctly in the late 1970s that the Brezhnev gerontocracy was rapidly departing 
the scene, and a new ruling generation was emerging. The advanced ages of the 
Brezhnev inner circle and of other mid-level Soviet leaders suggested that the 
impending leadership transition would be historic.34 The younger rulers would 
be more self-assured and pragmatic than their predecessors, who had cut their 
political teeth on the Stalinist purges and the deprivations of the great patriotic 
war. Widely traveled, these new officials would be comfortable with western 
ideas and attracted to western affluence. Their promotion would trigger a broad 
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Introduction 15 

influx of change and fresh ideas in the Soviet Union. 
17. Gorbachev's New Thinking. Ideas—the content of Gorbachev's new 

thinking—were a significant indicator of Soviet change. Journalists Serge 
Schmemenn and Philip Taubman itemized these new attitudes in their New York 
Times reportage. First, Soviet new thinking emphasized the USSR's interde
pendence and cooperation with the West. Second, Moscow began to view west
ern democratic governments as inherently legitimate and to argue that USSR 
diplomacy itself needed to be "democratized." Third, Gorbachev acknowledged 
his country's severe political, social, and economic weaknesses and admitted 
that socialist countries had not successfully competed with capitalism. Fourth, 
there was a growing awareness in Moscow of the dangers of nuclear war. Fifth, 
Gorbachev wanted to shed his country's ideological blinders and Manichaean 
black/white conceptions. The USSR had to stop seeing the West as its enemy 
and begin viewing liberal values, such as freedom, democracy, and the integra
tion of the world through the international rule of law, as universal virtues.35 

18. Soviet Crisis Management and Arms Control Behavior. Soviet-
American relations had weathered several crises and limited wars during the 
Cold War—in Berlin, Korea, East Germany, Hungary, Cuba, Czechoslovakia, 
Vietnam, and the Middle East. The peaceful resolution of these crises, and par
ticularly of the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, suggested that Soviet-American co
operation was possible, and that the Soviet leaders—often characterized as op
portunistic, adventurous, and prone to nuclear brinksmanship—were actually 
flexible, pragmatic, and able to change course. 

Eighteen U.S.-Soviet arms control agreements, forged between 1963 and 
1987, demonstrated a mutual desire to move away from aggressive militarism 
and unilateral "totalitarianism model" policies and embrace bilateral agree
ments, cooperative international gestures, and deliberative decision-making 
styles. 

In addition, Gorbachev's arms control proposals demonstrated that Soviet re
form was possible. Journalist Seth Mydans of the New York Times chronicled 
the new Soviet leader's April 1985 "announcement" of "a moratorium on the 
deployment of [SS-20] medium range missiles in Europe," noting pointedly that 
Gorbachev had invited the Reagan administration "to respond with a similar 
freeze."36 Three months later, Gorbachev offered to "suspend the testing of nu
clear weapons" through 1985 and beyond—if Washington would also "halt 
testing." This moratorium was extended several times and eventually lasted 
nineteen months.37 

In January 1986, Serge Schmemman reported that Gorbachev had announced 
a comprehensive plan for complete disarmament—"the elimination of all" So
viet and American nuclear arms—"by the end of the century."38 Throughout the 
mid-1980s, "Gorbachev offer[ed] concessions that the United States was too 
wary to accept, wondering what the loopholes were," added Bernard Gwertz-
man. In October 1986, at the Reykjavik Summit, "it was evident" that the So
viet leader "was willing to make major sacrifices in Soviet nuclear and other 
force levels, well beyond any that western powers had thought possible."39 
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16 What Happened to the Soviet Union? 

In April 1988, Philip Taubman wrote that Gorbachev had stunned Washing
ton by announcing plans for a complete Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan.40 

Thus, Gorbachev's rapid succession of arms control initiatives and troop with
drawals—undertaken during his first three years in office—suggested that sig
nificant change was occurring in the USSR. 

It is common today to read eloquent assertions, by statesmen and scholars 
alike, that Mikhail Gorbachev changed the Soviet Union. This is, of course, 
true—but it is also true that the USSR was open to change long before Gorba
chev arrived on the scene. The eighteen indicators and trends of Soviet change 
we have discussed in these pages show this, and American scholars who failed 
to note them simply weren't looking very hard. 

So why were U.S. scholars so surprised by the Gorbachev reforms? And 
why did Sovietologists underestimate the potential for Soviet change? If it 
wasn't for lack of evidence, then we must look elsewhere for answers: perhaps 
to the American liberal tradition and Cold War consensus; maybe to the politi
cal-intellectual Zeitgeist in which scholars and universities functioned after 
World War II; and maybe even to the discipline of Sovietology itself—to the 
way a "conventional wisdom" developed over time concerning the USSR and to 
the way Soviet experts went about making intellectual discoveries. 

In the ensuing chapters of this study, we will examine the writings of Ameri
can Sovietologists over a fifteen-year period, from 1974 through 1988, to see 
how they responded to these eighteen indicators of social, political, and eco
nomic change. 

HOW CAN SO MANY EXPERTS BE SO WRONG? 

There is something unsettling about the notion that many of America's most 
renowned Sovietologists were so wrong about the Soviet Union. How could our 
best and most important scholars have failed to consider the evidence of Soviet 
change? These women and men were political scientists of the first rank, with 
impeccable academic credentials; they had immense international followings, 
and their pronouncements were studied closely by statesmen, policy makers, and 
other scholars. It would seem profoundly naive and arrogant of us to insist that 
these American Soviet experts, and the discipline of Sovietology itself, funda
mentally misread the Soviet character and the USSR's capacity to change. We 
are tempted to conclude that if U.S. scholars did not see the Soviet transforma
tions of the 1970s and 1980s coming, it is because these events were unforesee
able. 

And yet they were not unforeseeable; the evidence pointed toward funda
mental Soviet change. American Sovietologists should have anticipated at least 
the possibility of such change in the 1970s, and they should have seen the Gor
bachev reforms coming in the 1980s, but they did not. 

Even the best and most renowned scholars can be slow to respond to new 
data. This study touches on several basic questions raised by Thomas S. Kuhn 
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Introduction 17 

(1962) and Robert Jervis (1970, 1976) concerning the nature and possibility of 
scholarly inquiry. According to Kuhn, scientific and scholarly observations are 
paradigm-dependent. Scholars rarely "aim to produce major novelties" in their 
work; instead, they usually fit their observations into the conceptual boxes of 
the dominant intellectual models currently in vogue. Indeed, said Kuhn, "some
times everything but the most esoteric detail of the result is known in advance." 
Thus, ordinarily, when new facts are discovered that do not accord with tradi
tional scientific expectations, scholars do not abandon their old intellectual 
models. Even when dominant paradigms come under great strain due to the 
emergence of large quantities of exceptional data, researchers tend to maintain 
their established perceptions and intellectual models.41 

Kuhn's explanation of how scholars acquire new knowledge suggests that 
many of America's leading Soviet experts were not independent thinkers in pur
suit of new learning about the Soviet Union. Rather, they were curators of an 
academic tradition; both the parameters of their intellectual curiosity and the 
conclusions of their inquiry were predefined by the Sovietological community. 

In the United States, many established scholarly assumptions about the So
viet Union were hostile and moralistic in tone, fueled by a virulent anticommun-
ism. The analytical techniques on which these beliefs were based varied and 
included scholars' evaluations of the U.S. experience with communism in Viet
nam and the Cold War, as well as American Soviet experts' study of totalitarian 
regimes and "the lessons of history." A number of Sovietologists had begun 
their careers against the backdrop of World War II and the McCarthyite sensi
bilities of the 1950s, and many of these scholars had no difficulty applying a 
kind of Platonic/Augustinian morality, replete with a rigid and absolute sense of 
virtue and evil, to Soviet-American relations. Little wonder that most of these 
scholars thought the USSR could not and would not change. 

Many of these hardened attitudes endured well into the 1970s and 1980s. 
Evidence of Soviet change was either ignored or considered to be less persua
sive than the USSR's military and nuclear capability and Moscow's willingness 
to use force in Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and Afghanistan. Implicit in this fixed 
mind-set was the notion that no matter how extensively the forces of moderniza
tion had changed Soviet society, and no matter how badly the USSR's economy 
had deteriorated, Moscow would not give up empire, abandon communism, or 
moderate its policies. Central planners could tell an increasingly westernized 
and sophisticated Soviet populace to sacrifice butter and blue jeans for bombers 
and bullets, and citizens would accept such deprivations unremonstratively, year 
after year. These assumptions were so strongly held that even after Gorbachev 
unveiled glasnost in the mid-1980s, many American Sovietologists remained 
skeptical of the Soviet leader's commitment to change and doubted whether his 
innovations would actually work. 

There was also a slavish belief among many American scholars— 
exacerbated by a long history of government funding of academic Sovietological 
research—that the best way to study the Soviet Union was in light of U.S. policy 
and national security requirements. Thus, many Soviet experts considered it 
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18 What Happened to the Soviet Union? 

foolishly naive to think that a rival with the military capability to destroy North 
America was not hostile, or that such a hostile rival could temper its bad behav
ior. 

This study challenges traditional assumptions about the Soviet Union and 
American Sovietology by suggesting that throughout the 1970s and 1980s, there 
existed a "critical mass" of new data that did not fit well into scholars' old con
ceptual boxes. Even at the height of Moscow's involvement in East Asia and 
Africa in the mid-1970s, and while Ronald Reagan was raising renewed con
cerns about the "evil empire" and the Soviet threat in the early 1980s, there were 
telltale signs of significant change on the Soviet horizon. Thus, the possibility 
of Soviet change was foreseeable; clear, measurable, and significant evidence 
of such change was available to American scholars, in unclassified form, during 
the 1974 through 1988 period. Soviet experts should not have been caught off 
guard by the Gorbachev initiatives. 

This study will address two sets of questions. First, to what extent did U.S. 
Sovietologists fail to anticipate the social, economic, and political transforma
tions that would profoundly change the Soviet Union during the 1970s and 
1980s? How well or how poorly did American scholars deal with the evidence 
of reform during the Brezhnev era, and how enthusiastically did they greet the 
unfolding Gorbachev initiatives? Which Sovietologists were most receptive to 
new evidence? Conversely, who remained imprisoned by old ideas? 

Related to this first set of questions is a second: Why were most American 
Soviet experts slow to note the economic and political dry rot in the Soviet sys
tem? What accounted for the failure of many Sovietologists to anticipate even 
the possibility of Soviet reform—and what does this failure suggest about how 
U.S. Sovietology processed new data and developed new attitudes during the 
Cold War? This second set of questions is particularly important in light of our 
fundamental premise that clear and unassailable evidence existed, intelligible to 
American Soviet experts, that the USSR could change. If the evidence was so 
strong, why didn't scholars see it? If they noted it, why did they reject the pos
sibility of Soviet change? 

Our examination of American Sovietological scholarship will proceed in two 
phases. The first part of this inquiry will consist of a close analysis of Sovie
tological literature—the books, essays, and articles written by American Soviet 
experts from 1974 to 1988. These writings will be examined in Chapters 2 
through 6 to determine how their respective authors responded to the emerging 
evidence of Soviet change. 

In particular, Chapter 2 will examine the writings of three influential Sovie
tologists—George F. Kennan, Zbigniew Brzezinski, and Jerry F. Hough—and 
will trace the evolution of their thinking about the Soviet Union through the 
1980s. These three scholars are, arguably, the intellectual patresfamilias of the 
realist, political cultural-historicist, and pluralist schools of American Sovietol
ogy, and our analysis of their scholarly work will serve as a "baseline" against 
which the writings of other Sovietologists may be compared. 
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Introduction 19 

Chapters 3 through 6 will feature periodic studies of American Sovietologi
cal literature of the 1970s and 1980s. Chapters 3-5 will evaluate the Sovie
tological writings of a single four-year period. Chapter 3 will examine the 
scholarly work of 1974 through 1977; Chapter 4 will consider the Sovietologi
cal literature of 1978 through 1981; Chapter 5 will review the scholarly work of 
1982 through 1985; finally, Chapter 6 will examine the writings of a three-year 
period from 1986 through 1988. 

Our examination will show that many respected scholars failed to anticipate 
the possibility of Soviet change from 1974 through 1988, and that remarkably, a 
large number of U.S. Sovietologists, political scientists, and Cold War scholars 
of the mid-1980s misjudged both the pace and the outcome of the Gorbachev 
initiatives. 

The second phase of our study is, of necessity, somewhat more speculative. 
Interspersed throughout Chapters 2 through 6 is an ongoing discussion of the 
complex but important questions raised above, of why U.S. Sovietologists failed 
to anticipate the possibility of Soviet change, and relatedly, why scholars were 
surprised by the Gorbachev initiatives. As we will see, a variety of intellectual 
and cultural forces were at work, both in academia and in government policy-
making circles, which influenced scholars toward a fundamentally negative view 
of the USSR and its potential for change. Some of these forces are quite ancient 
in origin, dating back to Platonic and Augustinian political thought. Others, 
including Americans' consciousness of their nation's history as exceptional, and 
of its present and future course as guided by a manifest destiny, are rooted in the 
social, political, and economic ideas of eighteenth-and nineteenth-century Amer
ica but also go back to the writings and speeches of Puritan leader John Win-
throp. Still other cultural and intellectual forces, including various outbreaks of 
American anticommunism and the formation and maintenance of a vast Cold 
War consensus, are more recent phenomena. We will examine these important 
influences carefully; in addition, we will look at how the institutional beliefs, 
values, prejudices, and geopolitical priorities of various U.S. government agen
cies, departments, and organizations (as well as the generous financial subsidies 
these agencies provided for university research!) co-opted or politicized aca
demic Sovietology during the 1970s and 1980s. 

Finally, we should note that the starting and ending dates that bracket this 
study were not chosen arbitrarily. The year 1974 marked the completion of 
Brezhnev's first decade in power and was the approximate start of the second 
half of his term, when economic, military, and political constraints began to be 
felt more keenly by the Kremlin leadership, and Moscow's evaluation of the 
worldwide "correlation of forces"—heretofore quite optimistic—became darker 
and more conflicted. For the United States, 1974 marked, approximately, the 
end of the Vietnam War, the birth of the neoconservative movement, and the 
termination of detente. 

The reason for concluding this inquiry with 1988 is perhaps more obvious: 
this was a year of dramatic political and economic transformations in the Soviet 
Union. In June and July 1988, delegates to the Nineteenth Party Conference 
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20 What Happened to the Soviet Union? 

approved what the New York Times termed "a major overhaul of the Soviet po
litical system," which "mandated a partial transfer of power from the party to 
popularly elected legislatures and an end to party interference in the day-to-day 
management of Soviet life."42 Then, in a December 1988 speech before the 
United Nations General Assembly, Gorbachev announced a unilateral 20 percent 
cut in Soviet military forces and a withdrawal of troops from Hungary, Czecho
slovakia, and East Germany.43 Finally, 1988 marked the eve of the 1989 revolu
tions in Eastern Europe. Thus, by 1988 it was evident—or it should have been 
evident—that Soviet change was eminently possible. 

But then again, this should have been evident in 1974. Considering the sheer 
number of Sovietological writings that appeared during these years, and the time 
and money spent by public and private institutions studying the Soviet Union, 
the failures documented in this study constituted a serious deficiency. 
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