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Abstract
An intense debate has energed among scholars over how to best expiain

Ihc 1991 collapse of the Soviet Union. one school ofthoughl, closeiy linked
to fbrmer officials and suppofiers of the Reagan and Bush administrations,
emphasizes extemal pressure, in particular the Anerican defense build up of
the 1980s, for ploducing the refbrms of the Gorbachev era. An altcrnativc.
"internai" intcrpretation dismisses the signficancc of Western policy and fo
cuses upon the structural weaknesses of the Soviet systen and the extent lo
which it had been aliowed to "run down'during the Blezhnev era.

The puryose of the following paper is to present a broader explanation
for the collapsc of the Soviet system, one wllich incorporates but also goes

beyond the essentially mono-causal explanations above. The central hypoth-
esis is that the Soviet collapse can gqly be explained by a ealqbi!4lja! of
intemal decay. external pressure, and ch:nging Soviet elitc pcrceptions ot the

necessity for rolbrm. The decisive faclor in this scenarlo was let , then, either
internal stagnation or hard-line Westen policies in themselves, but the deci-
sion made by key Soviet leadels, in pafiicular Mikhail Gorbachev, to iniliate
stlxctural reloms in the face of those advcrsc circumstances. Once initiated,
however, those .eforms in tum propelled the USSR down a path which led
inexorably to the collapsc ol its basic structules and of tho idcology upon

which it was bascd.

Introduction
The recent publication of Mikhail Gorbachev s mcmoirs has rekindled

discussion olhis role in the events producing the collapsc ofthe Soviel Union.
More precisely, it has .enewed the scholarly debate over whether Gorbachev's
"Pcrcstrojka" was thc work of a visionarf stalesman or simply a bumbling.
inevitable response to system decline. Now thatboth Gorbachev and thc USSR
have each lbund their way into the "dustbin of history," ihe answer has be-
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comc clealer: it $as both. Gorbache\"s rccognition of the disastrous condi-
tion of Soviet socicty ancl his willingness to proceed with rclbrm in the face of
cerlain opposition renain among his most enduring conuibutiolls (another

being hls unwillingness to later use fol ce to stcm the revolutionary tide that he

had unleasheci). Clearl-v it is impossible to explain lhe collapsc of the Berlin
wall ancl the end of the Cold War without placing Corbachev at lhe center ol
the story.

At lhe samc time- in1d perhaps morc ilnpo antly, the malaise afllicting
the Soviet imperium when Gorbachev assumcd power sllggests that at least

some hind ol retbr-rn elfort wiLs inevitable. This is because, as a rosult of the

outpouring of infor-mation on Soviet conditjons made possible by "glasnost"

and post-1991 revelaliolls. we now know that the problems tacing Gorbachev

weLe far more serious than thought at thc timein theWest. The disnal perfor

mancc of Weslem "sovietology" in dePicting the Soviet projeot as gencrally

successlul and based upott only modest degrees of coelciol] will never, of
course. be expunged.r Sufficc it to say lhat evcryone now has abettef (thoLlgh

inevilably still imprecise) grasp of the extcnt of the gulag. Ihc Stalin purges,

and the genocide of "dekulakizalion" upon which the Soviet systen was buih.
jLlst as everyone now also interprets "real existing socialism" in tems ofempty

store shelves. 1a11ing lile expcctancy, and environmenlirl catastrophe'

The I-egacy of Stalinism
Thus, at the healt ofany effolt to examine Gorbachev's role in thc Soviet

collapsc, lies the fact that he inheliled a system that was, in its esscntials al

least, much the same as Stalin had made it. Therc had undoubtedly, and out of
neccssity, been some changes the level of tcrror had been reduced. vaguc

fbrms ofcollective leadership had replaced the "cuh of person ality, ' the ideo

logical precepts had gro!{n stale for most - but in temN olbasic characteris

tics (the one-party Leninist state. the pelvasive power of the secrei police'

public adherence to an all-encompassing Marxist Leninist jdcology) the USSR

continued to lunction (ol malfunction) lust as Stalin had designed it.
This was panicularly the casefor the "command-adninistrative" econonic

rnodel, an approach based upon bureaucratic edict (rather than market forces).

the nationalization ofilllmeans ot'production (as oppossed to privale propcrty)'

and a lbcus upon heavy induslry and n lilar'y accumulation (at the expense ol
agriculturc and light industry). This Sralinist or'State Socialist" model was
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intended by its prcgenitor to producc an accclcratcd ratc of nrodcmrzalion; to
build the slncws of a rnodcrn induslrial infrashucture ln a singlc gcncretlon.

For dccadcs Western analysts, rodded by tlctlcious Sovict cconomic
rcports, gavc this "rcvolution lrom ahove" rnore credlt than deservcd lbr pro-
ducing high ratcs of economjc growlh. and less crcdit than dcscrvcd tbr the
hidcous human costs that wcnt u ith it. Wc also now know that the imprcssive
Soviet gro\\,th rates of the 1930s and fbr the two decades aftef World War II
wefe largely deceptions. What litt1e growth lhat was achieved slowed by thc
1960s and ground to a halt a.lrogether dlrring the Brezhlev era. It is clear flom
the presenl vantage poinl that almost any other developmental stfalegy woulcl
hale made more sense. in economic as well as moral terms. than that adoptecl
with the fir st Five-Yea. Plan in 1928. Certainly any other stnteg,v would have
lclt thc currcnt Russian lcadershlp with fcwer obstacles as thev struggie to
rise above the rubble of Sovietism.

The Brick Wall of Post-Industrialism
But knowledge of the the limitations of"State Socialism" and other foms

of central planning had long been available to scholars interested in knowing
the truth about the Soviet experinent. For a broader understanding of the
Soviet dilemnia, and of Gorbachev's efforts to solve it, one has to go still
further to takc into account what Westem analysts call "Post Industrialism"
and what Soviet writcrs mysteriously reterred to as tho "Scientiflc Tcchno-
logical Revolution" (STR). j

The transition from industrial to post industrial society, a transition char
acterized by lap-top computers, fax maclines, and cellular phones in tenns of
technology and by the shift ftom labor-intensive blue-collar to white-collar
professionaljobs in terms ofemployment pattems, had begun to radically trans-
form westem economies as early as the 1960s. not coincidentally the point at
which the Sovjct cconomy began to atrophy. Implicit in this economic and
social revolution was a more specific shift fiom cxlglliyg to illglgilg modes
oi production; that is, from attempts to increase production through thc con
stant addition to new inputs of labor and raw matcrials to production methods
based upon the morc cfficient use ot_g!99{y_9!gg!4g rcsourccs and thc inte
gration ofinnovativc technologies.l Called by whatever name, tlis rcvolution
inevitably featured the progressive replacenent ofYoungstown, Ohio as a model
for economic development with No h Carolina s Research Triangle or
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Calitbrnia's Silicon Vallcy. lt also inlroduced a wholc new ritllge ol conllcx
technologies - information processing systems, robotics, lasel's- and fibcr op

tics largely derivcd fiom the still unfolding \r'onders of the transistor.

-r\s Seweryn Bialcr. Anders Aslund and othefs accuraiely notcd, it was

this tfansition fiom ihc industrial lo post-industrial society, lroln extensive to

intensive production processes. which communist societies proved incapable

of making. Preciscly because of lhe incfliciencies and lack of innovation
intrinsic to a centrally planned economy and the restdcted jnfbrmation flow
characrefistic of a closed, totalitarian state, lhe USSR was !!Iu!l!!{ly inca-
pable of emulating the unfolding revolulion taking placc in the West. The

frantic Sovlct attenpt lojumpstart a dying economy by impolling (and steal

ing) Weste.n technology during the "delente" decade ol the 1970s indicates

that thc Brezhnev leadersh4) at least recognizcd the sytnptoms, if not the I'un

damental cause, of thc dilenlma. Yet the "shortcut" of importing Weslem

technology and harnessing it to Soviet pr-oduction proccsses as a solution to

the USSR's economic travalls, and as an altemativc to the risky slratcgl/ of
admittiig the struclural deflclcncies ol "real existing socii ism,' onlv made

the disease u'o$e by postponing lile necossary treatment.

By the time Gorbachev came to power, lhen, the USSR had come to

resemble trgiant. crudely sketchcd version ofAllentown. Pennsylvanla or Ga-ry,

lndiana, but in this case onc rvhich nevet worked as well as its wcstern coun-

terpafis and was now also beginning to rust away as well. Inoncofhistoly's
cruelest jokes, Slalin's hcirs had finally arrived after arduous sacrifice at the

plonlised land of i]ldustr ia1 modemity. had matched in at lcast some Iespects

the industrial lorms and sinews of thc capitalist West, only lo lind that the

clusive target had mutated beyond reach and thftt they were now "stuck" in
place with no ability to go forward. whal made matters immeasureably wone
was the realizalion that it was the system itself rvhich had both produced the

present conundrum and rvouid subsequently act as the lnajor source of resis-

tance to any solullon.
Gorbachev's inheritance thus included not only the dead-end ola Stalinist

developmental model. but also aporverful institutional soLuce ofinertiain the

fbrm of what Milovan Djilas called "the New Class' - the millions ol en-

trcnched palty apparatchiks who drew sllstenance from the prevailing

sociopolitical order and were adamantly oppossed to its reform Any would-

be modemizer thus faced a task which was even nlore daunting than that pre_
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scnted by mosl "third world contexts. In thc Soviet case there was nol only
the challenge of finding the col'rect deve]ollnental recipe for a succcsstll tran

sition lo modemjty (what Gor bachev callcd a lnore nomial nation" and which
was defined by thc post indushial \\resl). but also the need to undo the dam

age .lone by a 70 year detour lron lhe path of natural developmcnl; a dctour
which had taken Russia so fal offcoursc that a simple shift into rcvcrse would
prove too littlc too late.

The Military Implications of Decline
Nonethless, despite ali olthe warnings of failing socioeoononic heahh, it

is ljkely rhat what Llltimatcly clinched the argtmcnt in favor of at least some

kind of "reform from above" (ie. boLrght Gorbachev a few years of cushion for
tinkedng at the margins of the syslem) was not the dranatic dctcrioralion of
Soviet living standards oL rates of cconornic growth pel se. After all, Soviet

lcadcrs were hardly suffering themselves and were scldomknown to lose sleep

over the depivations experienced by themasses ovcrwhom they ruled. Rather,

it was only the dawning realization that continued social and economic dccline
threatened to crode the USSR's stxtus as a global superpower that finally pro

duced a willingness to considcr ideas like ''Perestroika" and "Glasnost."

It was that imperial status, best captured in Andrei Giomyko's famous

remark in the 1970s that "there is no question ofany importance which can be

decided without ihe Soviet Union or in opposition to it," that was the one

undenjable accomplishmeni that thc party elite could point to as compensa-

tion 1br their abject failLue on othcr fionts. Unfortunatcly, that supetpower

status was also, in Zbigniew Brzezinski's succinct phrase, clearly "one-di-
mensional" in nature; that is, it depended almost entirely upon the power of
the Red Army and thc Soviel Strategic Rocket Forces foL its sustenancc-5

As such, cvidence indicates that by the mid-1980s even hardline
apparatchiks and mcmbers of the Soviet militaly elite were growiog concerned

over the military implications of the Scientific Technological Revolution- In

other words, there was increasing doubt that the USSR, with its dc industr-ial

izing economy and wezLk technological base, could remain competitive with
an adversary now apparently determincd to "spend it into bankruptcy" and

busily integrating the "emerging technologies" ofthe STR into military hard

ware and doctrine. Just as the evenlual application ofthe industrial revolution
ro warfare had transformed the batllelield ofthc 20th century, Soviet analvsts
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like -vlaushal Ogarkov rvorried thal lhe integralion of thc new technologies

inlo the nilitary rcalm cou1c1 quickly make Moscow's huge tank and ICBM
arsenals as obsolctc ts the long bow.5 The lncrcdiblc ratio of Israeli to Syfian
aircrift losses (0 70) over the Bakaa Vailey during the 1982 Israeli invtlsior]
of Lebanon and thc latcr success of "Stinger" missilcs against Soviel airclalt
in Alghanistan suggcsted that the uaditional Sovict rl:liance upon quantlly lo
compensate fbr superior Westem quality was now insufticient.

'We also know that Gorbachev himscll made use of such fears when lnl
tially selling his refolm program to the Soviet military. His message within
this conlcxt was straighlforwardi the Red Army would have to make do rvith
iess in thc short telm in order to tacilitate the success ofeconomic restructur

ing. On the other hal1d, thosc initial sacrifices would be madc up ior down the

road by the kiDd of advanced weaponry that only a high technology. posl-
industriai economy could provicle. As Francis Fukuyama concisely pui it.
"Soviet lcaders. including lnany ln ihe military, understood that the corrupt
ecoDomic system inheliled flom Brezhnev would be unablc to keep up in an

SDl-dorninaled $orld, and wcrc willing 1o accepl short run retrenchlnent for
thc sake oflong-run survival."r Econonic reslructuring (ie. Perestroika) was

thus prcsented to thc military elite as a nccessary step to enable ihc USSR to

modemizc and, by so doiig, rctain the mililar'y competltiveness upon rvhich

1!S SUpCrpOWer SlalLrs Iesteal-

Wcster-n analysts who casually dismiss Ihc impact of lhe U.S. delcnsc

build up of lhe early i980s upon lhe subscquent Soviet rcfomr program are

thcrelbre in danger of missing a key part of the overall piciure. At the same

time (the first Reagan tcrm) that Moscow responded to the U.S. challenge by

increasing its dctcnse expenditurcs and adopdng a morc intransigent posture

in arirs control negotiiitiolls - rcsponses usually citcd by critics to denon
stfale the incf]cctiveness ofReagan's hardline policics a thoroogh reconsid

eration ofihc Brezhnev approach to the al-ms race was taking place within Ihc

Soviet political and military hierarchy.s And a! the centcr of this reassessment

was a growing pessirnism regarding the ability of the struggling Soviet sys

tem to meet the latest \['estem military cha]lengc: a challenge which rcsted

upon a broadcr tcchnological revolution now bejng translated into the mili
tarv realm by incrcased Westem del'cnse expenditurcs.

It was precisely fiom this vantage point of imminent weapons obsoles-

ccnce, with all that it implied for the Soviet Union's cherished superpower
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slatus, lhat thc Kremlin viewcd Western milltary prograns such as thc Stralc

gic Defensc Initiative (SDl)- The American response to lhe massivc Soviet

arms build up of the late 1960s and 1970s coul.l nol have comc aI a worse

time tbr thc Soviet Union. suft_ering as it was fl orn a conbination of imperial

overstretch" and econontic tcchnological dccline.q Nlost importantly, thc

American challenge could not have been n)ct through lhe usual Sovict strata

gern ol simply increasing the aiready massive shitre of tesourccs devoted to

milltary acculnulation. Because the thlcat was a direct byproduct of the Sci

entific-Technologicai Revolulion, andcould only have bccn countered by draw-

ing upon a sffeam of advanced technology which So\'lct society pointedly

could nol producc, it thfew inlo sharp relieithe rotting fbundations upon which
dre USSR's status as a global superpower rcsted.

While it is true. as sonc have argued in an c1lbrt to minimize thc impact

ol Westem military prcssures on the USSR, thar the Soviet system had with-
stood both challcnges from abroad and serious intemal crises on occasiol'I

befole, what was uniolg about thc challenges of the 1980s is that they (exler-

nal pressure and inlemal decay) were presented gll]]utallqougy and that all
options other than the rcform cou$e were norv precluded. Indecd, the onl]'
viable response lo this kind of Weslem challenge at this partlcular historical
moment was the iniliation of some kind ol domestic refonn; reform which
worlld soon becorne uncontrollable and obliterate both the Soviel leadcrship

and the system they paesided over.

Gorbachev's Grand Failule
Whatever other objectives might have emerged at a latcr stage- iL is now

clear that Gorbachev's inilial goal was to nlodemjzc thc Soviet system IdiL
eg!, in the process, significantly altering its Marxist Leninist substance- To

bc sure, Gorbachev wanted amore open and humane society, one which could
rcalize his notion of "communism with a human face" in practice. But his

primary objective. and one io which all other considerations were subordinatc

and purely taclical, was to rescue the system he had inherited, to make it work
better, to make it more dynamic and productivc. And it was in an eflbrt to

achieve this goal of system preservation that Gorbachev eventually put fbrth
his hazy reforn program r'lth its ubiquitous buzzwofds like "Perestroika,"
"Glasnost," and the "New Thinking."
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Whal impresses mosl ftonl the vanlagc point ofthc latc I990s. however.
is the incredible discrepency bet\r"ccn Gorbachcv s intcntions and the conse
quences of his policies. And in explaining this dramatic gap between goals

and fesults. beiween the hope ofrcncrval and the reality ofcollapse- it is espe

cially importanl !o remembe. thal the cvcnls of Fall 1991 rcprcscnted b!1! an

anti-colonial revolution that destroyed an archaic emplre 4!d an anli commu
nist levolution dlat shattered an cqually archaic ideological system. while
anti-Russian and anli communist sentiments ultimately became mutually re-
inforcing in thc scnse that each worked inexorabiy loward the sane conclu-
sion (thc brcakup ol the union), it \!as lhe unintended ilnpacl of Gorbache\"s
policies that brought each to the fore by lhe beginning of the 1990s.

Within this context. the peeling away of the l4 non-Russjan rcpublics in
the Fall ot 1991 was ilsell an inevilable conscqucncc of thc collapse of the

outer, East European rim of the Russixn cmpire two yeals ear'lier'; a break so

\'ividly synlbolizcd by thc piece by piece denolilion of lhe Berlin Wall. Al-
rcady snoldering demands for greater autonony within the various lcpubllcs
could not haYe been but eracerbaled by the spectacle of Poles. Gcrmans, and

Czechs being set free. In olher words, Eastcm Europe and the non Russian
republics oI the tISSR fomred lhc inner and outer rings of an archaic multina-
tioial empire. onc forged not through oveneas colonialism of thc British and

French vericty. but rather through a relentless process of expansion radiating
ftom thc Russian center into colltiguous geographical regions. Easter-n Europe
had slmply represented the latest (post I945) addition to this imperial bolrrty
and it was this outer d1n or "periphery" of the empire rvhich crunbled first.

Like the earlier collapse of Soviet contr-ol over Easlem Euope. though.
the shalte ng of thc union itsell was also direclly attributable to Gorbachev's
own actions. nrorc accurately to the incompatibility betwecn the logic of re-

folm and the logic necessary to preserve a multinational imperium. Although
they adopled what wcre in many respecis contndictory wa1's of dealing with
the problen (one opting fbr uneasy accomodation, the other waging relentless

war), both Lenin and Stalin nonetheless rccogllized thc seriousness of ethnic

nalionalisn within their realms. 'fheir successors, Gorbachev in parlicular.

conspicuously failed to do so. Indeed. as late as 1986 thc Gorbachev-inspired
CPSU proglamnie boldy asserted that "the nationalities qucstlon inherited fron]
the past has been successfully solved in the Soviet Union:" an incrcdible slate-

nent of naivete but one which \r'as also later echoed with equal force in
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Gorbachev's own book Pereslroika. I' Civen such a huge blindspot, it was not
surprising that the fury ofunleashed nationalism cauSht Gorbachev unprepared

and thal. even lo this day. he still demonstratcs so little understanding oi it.
Nalionalisir and ethnic unrest had. of course, been present throughout

both the Khrushchev and Blezhnev er4s. with only their outward manifesta
tions effectivel), suppressed. The problcm with Gorbachev was that each ele

ment of his reforn program workcd to bring such sentinenls irlto the open

and to progrcssivcly scvcr thc key links between the republics and the cenler
Pcrcsiroika transfelrecl control over lesoulces and economic decisior-mak-

ing away from Moscow to the republics; Glasnost allowed for the revival of
ethnic identities and for criticism of past abuses; and democratization went
even further by allowing the republics to r.lse local clections to replace Musco
vites with pro-independence parties and leaders.

Ironically. the "New Thinking" in Soviet foreign policy may have made
the most important contribution ofall to the breakup by effectively insulaling
the indepenclence novements fto1n harsh regime reprisals. By havlng staked
so much of his refom effort on good relations with, and economic aid fiom,
the West, Gorbachev ulrimately gavc up thc most imponant source of level
agc uscd by his predecessors to keep the empire together - mililary force. As
the sharp Westem response to the limited military crackdown in thc Baltics in
January l99l demonstrated, a retum to Cold war and a cessation of economic
aid were likely consequcnces ofany Kremlin effort to forcibly prevenl repub
ljc indcpcndcnce. Clearly, by 1991, the time for such action had long since
passed. what with the sheer magnitude of unrest in the republics, lhe fr'actur-
ing of opinion within the CPSU irsetf, and the passive precedent established
in the Fali of 1989.

In essence, the process of decentralization inhcrent in Gorbachev's re

forms worked to dissolve the glue which had kept the Russian empire to
gether long past the time when comparable colonial structures had been laid
to resi. Each mechanism of impe al control - the singie party state repre

sented by the CPSU, thc c(]ntrally planncd economy, the ideological ortho
doxy of Maaxism Leninism, and the cocrcivc powers ol the Red Army and

KGB - was inevitably wcakened by the unlolding logic of reform. All aiong
Gorbachev faced a dilefirma that required a choice refonn at the expense of
empirc or empire at the expense of refom - yet he disastrously rcluscd to
choose.
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The Nlote in Gorbachev's Eye
Nlikhail Gorbachev's inability !o undersiand the inconlpatibility bct\rcen

his refornl idcas end the preser\"ition of thc USSR as a lnultinatiooal cmpire
points. ofcoursc, Io a larger Ilaw \rhich doomed his efforts all along hls o\!n
ideological and conceptual limitatiorls. Ptccisely because his goal was to re
invigorate the Soviet ordel \!ilhout damaging the basic priDciples upon which
it wds btlsed, Gorbachev consistently clung to the myth of"lhe soclalist choice'
long after it should have been obvious that it was precisely that 'choice' (ie.

Malxism Leninism) lhat was lhe fundanental problem. ln other words, his
''boundcd" refbms were incapable of solving the Sovlct crisis because the

ilnplicit notion ol "reform communism" was itself oxymoronic.
Apart tioll] llie issuc ol nadonalily poljcy, ln no arca were those contra

dictions more obvious. and danaging, than with fespecl to Corbachcv's el
forts to refoml thc comnand-adminlstrative economy. Pcrcstroika, ambigLl-

ously envisioned as a limiled intusion ofcapitalism and markel nechanisms.
ended up destablizing the ccntrally planned economic order but never went

farenoughtopul the elemcnts ofan ahemativc market system aconvenible
currcncy. areal p cing systen and private prope(y - in its place. TheSo\iel
cconorny was thcrefore suddenly shaken lo its foundations :ind then left
stranded bct$een two stools, pfoducing not greater efficiencv and highcr quality
products, but, instead, simply cilaos and greater cleprivalion.

llltimately, for Gorbachev. the nccessary step of rcintroducinll pivate
propcrty could not bc tirken becaLrsc to have done so would have been tojetti
son the sin-sle most importiult axiom upon which the Marxistproject dependcd

the collective ownership of thc means of production. Such as step would

have necessitated not only a rciection ofBrezhnev and Slalin, but ofthe legiti-
nizing icons ol Marx and Lenin as well. while bureaucratic resistance Lln-

doubtedly also played a rolc, the disaster that u'as Percstroika in practice came

from Gorbachev and his own ideological blinders.
This samc loyalty to thc "choice madc in 1917" afflicted other elenents

of Gorbachcv's plogram. Because real change, the kind that would have re-
jected Marxist Leninisl assumptions, was ruled oul fton the stan, Gorbachev

rvas always limited to purely instlumental tinkeriig within the Leninist frame

work. His insistance upon market lnechanisms but only wlthin the context of
continued central planniig was, fbr example, mirrored in his vlew of denoc-

racy only with continuing CPSU guiclance: in freedorn of speech and press
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only as long as they did not tarnish lhe reputatlons of Marx and Lenin; and rn

greater republic autonomy only withiD the confines oI n still Moscow-doni-
nated union. For Gorbachcv, market mcchanisms. "bourgeois" democlacy.

and gleater individual frccdom were ncrcly instrunental values: means to-

warcl the end of a reinvigorated Soviet svstcm, not ends in themselves as in
the liberal West.rr Just as it is unlikely that Gorbachev would have ever em-

bdked do\r'n lhe reform palh wele he to havc received an advance preview of
the conscquences, il is aiso probable Ihat. if his liniited tinkering in 1985 or

1986 \r'ould have produced any signs of rcr'iving the Soviet syslem. wc would

nevcr have seen. undcr his leadership anyway, a Solidarity govemmcnt ln

Poland. the fepeal ot' Article VI of the Soviel Constltution, or even partly

competilive elections to a new Supreme Soviet.

Conclusion
In many respects, then, it was Mikhail Gofuachev, not Nikita Khrushchcv

or Mikhail Suslov. who was the "last Leninistl" the last "true believcr'" As

befitting a man whose enlire adult lite was committed to the Sovict Commu

nist Pinty and its wolts. Gorbachev was ullimately incapablc of turning his

back on lt or upon the idcology it represented. Al no point was lhis nade
more clear lhan in his post-coLlp press conference in Moscou when he was.

amidst the jubjlation following the coup's collapse. given a glimmer of an

oppoltLtnity to refurbish his damaged reputation for the democratjc era about

to commencc. Rathel than issue a moral condemnation of thc forces (ie the

"powe. ministries" of the CPSU) that had trlcd to overthrow him, Gorbachev,

to the contrary, emphatically resrated his comnitmen[ to comrnunlsm and to

his vision oI the Party as the or y reliable velicle for rcform.
The moment was revealing in that it highlighted a little appreciated real

ity in Soviet politics that by his last year in power Gorbachev was no longer

even a refonner but, instead, a reactionary desperatoly trying to hold back the

flood that he himselfhad unleashed. Indeed,by theSpring of 1991, Corbachev

had allowed himself to be thoroughly outflanked by more radical rctbrmers
with more genuine (ie. non-instrumental) co]llnlitmcnts to liberal democracy;

a circumstance which helps to explain why Boris Yeltsin, wa s and a1l. was

fe elecled Plesident of Russia in 1996, and Gorbachev (who received less

than I percent of the vote in that election) now writes his memoirs for an

infatuated Weslem Press.
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'fhe collirpse ofGorbachev's rickety plogram of rclbrm has now. ofcoursc,
leti RLlssia to strugglc through the plocess of "cxiting tiom colnmunisnl;" a

task of translbfnlation which, even eight ycars along, femains in its fil st phasc.

It is also nore thnn likely thal the curent wave of pessinisn regarding the

Russian future, as wilh the undue oplimism of 1992. will in lhe long run rcp

fesent but one trough in a long series of osclllations between progress and

relapse. Just as communism could alTivc through "t$ o steps forward and one

step back," so Ioo can denocracy. within this epoch slruggle, Mlkhail
Gorbachev will probably be seen as something of a !lagic t.ansitional figule-
one whose rctbrms worked to inadvertently undernine thc old order but. by

definition and conception, could go no further. The last ruler of a repressive

regimc that hacl lost the will to use force to naintain itsclt'in po$er, Gorbachev

in his own way both rcsponded to and ultimatcly resisted the logic of the

global clernoclatic and market revolutions: he was both pelceptivc cnough to

sense lhe incongruity oI Soviel statc socialism in lhe eolerging post indLrst al

age, bLlt also too ideologically constrained lo aci ellicllvely on thalt knowl-
edge.

Thus, when final judgements are rendcrcd, Gorbachev may ironically
come to shar'e a placc remarkably close to that ofthe conspirators who tried to
ovefiho$ him ln the l99l "\'odka putsch." In their own ways, both he and

the August cabal tried to savc a systeil that was beyond salvation and- in
altempting to do so. un$ittingly hastened its demise. The only difference
betwecn them appears to be that Gorbachcv might have genuincly believed in
lvhat hc $as trying to save.

12 Midsouth Political Science Review



Expluining Gorbachev dntt the Saviet Collupse

NOTES
l Perhaps the nost scathing indictmenl of the various branchcs of

Sovielology fol failing to grasp the essence of the Soviet system has come
fiom Marlin Mali, "From Uncler the Rubble, Whatl" ProDlerrs of Colnmu-
nlsar (January-April, 1992), pp. 89-106.

2. The one scholilr who had all alonfl accuralel]' estimated the death toll
from dekulakization and the great purges was. oI course, Robefi Conquest. It
is a telling comment upon the sirls of Sovietology (and of Western intellectu
als in gencral) rhat Conquest was ofien villilled during the ColdWar for "anti
Soviet" views; attacks whlch seem downright bizarre in the present coitext.

3. Among Wcstcm analvscs ofthe lmpacl ofthe "Sclentific-Technologi-
cal Revolulion" on Soviet politics are the various works ot' Erik P Floffmann
and Robin F Laird, including The Scientific Techtlological Renlution and
Soriet Foreign Pollrr (Elmsford NY: Perganon Press, 1982); and Techna-
cnltic Socilllism: The Soviet Union in the Advuncecl Indu"^tridl trd (Dr-lrhirm

NC: Duke University Press, i985).
4. This distinction between "intensive" and "cxtcnsivc" tbrms of eco-

nomic growth in the Soviet context was nicely captured early on by Seweryn
Bialer. "Gorbachev's Progran of Change: Sources, Significance- Prospects,"
Politicdl Science Qudlr?r4 t03 (1988), pp.404 407.

5. The notion of the USSR as a purely "one dimenslonal superpowei'
was first articulaled by Brzezinski in "The Soviet Union: HerAims, Problems.
and Challenges to the West," Adelphi Papers, 189 (Spring 1984). pp. 3 12.

6. Early Soviet assessments of rhe impact of the STR on military capa
bilitics can be tbund in N.A. Lomov (ed.), Scientirtc Technical Progress and
tlrc Revolution in Mi[il.rry.A,/i'i?1ru (Wasbington D.C.: U.S. Govemment Print-
ing Office, 1974). The viervs of Ogarkov arc exprcssed in, among other writ-
ings on the subjecl, "Military Sclencc and thc Delinse ot'thc Socialist Father-
Iancl," Komrnunist J (197U), pp. 112 119; and Alwrrls Reudy b Dclend tlrc
Fatherland (Moscow: Vocnizdat, 1982). For a broader assessment of
Ogiukov's views and influence in this area scc Dalc R. Herspaing, "Nicolay
Ogarkov in1d the Scientific Technological Rcvolution in Sovict Military Af-
fairs," Cotnparative Strdte$ 6 (1987). pp.29 59.

7. Cited in Fukuyama's The EnJ oJ the History arul tlt L.tst Man (New
York: Free Press, 1992),pp.15-'76. See also: Jeremy Azlael,The Soviet Ciyil-
ian Leatler.thip corl the Military Fligh Comnand, 1976 -1986 (Santa Mor ca,
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CA: The Rand Corpontion, 1987). pp. 15 21.

E. A typically skeptical, and, in the view oI this aulhor, spcctacularly

misguidcd, assessnent ofthe impact ofthe Reagiu build-up on Soviet behav-

ior is G. John lkenberay a1ld Daniel Deuclney, "Who Won thc Cold W:!r?"

Foreign PoLicy 87 (Sulnmer 1992), pp. 123-138.

9. It has now, of course, become comDon to nole that Paul Kennedy's

notion of "imperial overstretch." conceived in the late-1980s with the All1eri-
can predicamenl in mind, actually iar more accurately characterized lhe posi-

tjon of the USSR. This depiction of the Soviei Union as a mililary behomcth

with arotting internal fbundation pervaded Scweryn Bialer's llre Stryiet Para-
tlox: External Expantion, Internal Decline (New York: Knopf, 1986).

lO. Progranme of the Communist Partt of the Soviet Union: New Ecli

tio, (1986). Novosti, pp.47-48.
I I - Although he tactfully moderated some of his views on the subject

when coufiing Western audiences, Gorbachev's long-standing hostilily to
"bourgeois democracy" was still clea. This hostility was particularly visible
during his ultimately losing battle to prcserve Article VI ofthe Soviet Consti-
tution. At sevefal points during that debate he contcmptuously dismissed

multiparty democracy as "rubbish." See his commenls in P/avda, 1l January

1989 , and n The GLtardian, l'1 Febtuary 1989 .
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