Analysing the Changing Foreign and
Domestic Politics of the Former USSR

For the past few years, history seems to have been switched from "normal" speed
to "Fast forward." Vast transformations have been occurring in what once appeared
to be immutable aspects of Soviet foreign and domestic politics as well as in inter-
national relations generally. Nor have these transformations necessarily come to an
end. Others may yet be in store.

How should questions about the foreign and domestic politics of the former Soviet
Union be analysed during this period of rapid change? The question is an impor-
tant one since the methodology or approach scholars employ can in large measure
determine the answers to the questions they ask.

I will argue here that traditional Sovietology, or an analysis of domestic and
foreign policy issues from the perspective of Russian and Soviet history, is not the
most fruitful method for studying a situation in which rapid change is occurring. A
more productive approach, in my view, is what will be called here comparative
historical analysis—an approach which seeks to relate questions regarding the
foreign and domestic politics of the former USSR to similar situations which have
occurred elsewhere. No claim is being made that this method will yield definitive
answers. What it can do, though, is bring to light a range of answers or possibili-
ties that traditional Sovietology, by examining questions solely in terms of the
Russian/Soviet historical experience, does not.

In this paper, | will first examine traditional Sovietology and consider why it is
no longer as useful a methodology as it once was. | will then outline comparative
historical analysis and discuss why it might be a more appropriate methodology for
analysing the current situation. Finally, | will discuss two examples of the very
different results which different methodologies might yield when applied to the
same question.

Sovietology

The Soviet Union was a country whose domestic and foreign policies coidd not be
analysed using the social science and hisloriographical methodologies which could
be applied to more open societies. The highly limited access that Western scholars
had to the Soviet Union from the 1917 revolution until well into the Gorbachev era
prevented this. However, the importance of the Soviet Union and the threatening
nature of its policies, especially after World War Il, made studying this country
imperative.



What Sovietology set out to accomplish was an analysis of the domestic and
foreign policies of this enigmatic but extraordinarily important country on the basis
of what little evidence there was available. The most abundant sources of infor-
mation about the USSR were (1) statements appearing in the official Soviet media,
and (2) Soviet actions—detailed information about which more often came from
Western governments than from Moscow.

The analytical method employed by Sovietology was clear and simple: previous
Soviet statements and actions were the best (really, the only) guide to future Soviet
behavior. There was, of course, frequent debate among scholars and policy analysts
concerning how the Soviets might behave under various sets of circumstances. What
these debates often centered on was the determination of what set of previous
Soviet statements and actions were most relevant to understanding how the Soviets
would behave in an ongoing or anticipated situation.

Such a debate about the analysis of past Soviet behavior was evident during the
1991 Senate confirmation hearings of Robert Gates as director of the Central Intel-
ligence Agency. The sharply differing statements made by Melvin Goodman and
Graham Fuller were as much about how to undertake Sovietological analysis as they
were about the nominee. One of their disagreements centered around the Central
Intelligence Agency's analysis of Soviet relations with Iran in the mid-1980s. At the
lime, Fuller argued that the USSR might invade Iran. Part of his argument was
based on the precedent Moscow hail already set by invading Afghanistan, another
non-Warsaw Fact member state neighboring Iran. At the same lime, Goodman
argued that the Soviets were not likely to invade Iran since nothing in Soviet state-
ments or actions indicated thai they would.

At the hearings, Fuller acknowledged that his analysis had been mistaken. But
he offered an insightful criticism of the methodology employed by Goodman and
his colleagues in the CIA's Office of Soviet Analysis (SOVA) when he said, "No
SOV A analysis would have been likely to tell you, until ihe troops were lined up
and ready to go, that the USSR would ever send llic Red Army into Afghanistan,
because the Soviet Union had no history and no background of doing thai."'

F.aeh man was accusing the. other of practising a straight-line analysis (future
Soviet actions could be predicted on previous Soviet actions and statements) that
refused to account for other possibilities. In fact, both of them were engaging in
straight-line analysis, but were employing different data seis on which to base their
analysts. This debate is only one of many possible examples within Sovietology
concerning the possible future behavior of the USSR. Thus, even when the USSR
was generally regarded as an ideologically-inspired imperial slate, Sovietology could
not predict its behavior with any certainty.

Of course, Sovietology has not always sought to predict future Soviet behavior.
Sovietologists have often focused their efforts on describing and explaining past
Soviet behavior. According to Alexander Molyl, such Sovietology is characterized by
". . .ihe vigorous pursuit of data on the faulty rationale that, as only data can gener-
ate knowledge, more data must translate into more knowledge.""' These data were
often analysed without employing an explicitly articulated theory or concept. It is

1. "Kxecrpls from Senate | tearing on Nomination of CIA Chief,” The Snv York 'limes, Octolx?r 2, 1991,
p. AHi.

2. Alexander J. Motyl, Sovietology, Rationality, Nationalit: Coming to Crips with Nationalism in the USSR
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1990), |>. 3.



this type of Sovietology which Motyl dismissed as ". . .an awkward amalgam of data
collection, policy analysis, and journalism that is as divorced from scholarship as
sense impressions are from theory."*

Motyl's description may be somewhat unfair. For while an explicit theory for
understanding Moscow's behavior was usually absent in Sovietological analysis, an
implicit theory was necessarily present, as Motyl acknowledges. And for the period
of the Cold War, Sovietologists could reasonably analyse Soviet domestic and foreign
policies in light or what were a generally accepted and often unstated set of theories
about the general thrust of Soviet behavior.

There was little debate, Tor example, about the proposition that the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union sought to maintain itself in power domestically through
dictatorial means. Nor was there much debate about the proposition that the Soviet
Union sought to retain control of Eastern Europe and to expand its influence over
other countries. For most of the Soviet pcri<xl, Sovietology did not challenge these
and other seemingly immutable basic propositions about Soviet foreign and domes-
tic policy, but devoted itself to analysing and debating more detailed issues. Further-
more, even though the data at its disposal were of relatively low quality, Sovietology
could approach these more detailed issues about Soviet domestic and foreign
policies with some degree or confidence precisely because there was relatively little
debate about the general issues.

This intellectually comfortable situation no longer exists. The domestic and
foreign politics of the former Soviet Union can no longer be understood in light of
what once seemed to be the permanently valid theories about continuing commu-
nist parly rule and Soviet expansionism which underpinned Sovietology. Yet while
the old principles on which Soviet domestic and foreign policies were based have
disappeared, what they will be replaced by in the former Soviet Union is far from
certain, and may not be so for a considerable period of lime.

In addition, there has been a fundamental change in ihe quantity and quality of
research data available from, as well as Western access to, the former Soviet Union.
Instead of being the voice of the governing authorities, the media in the former Soviet
Union now represents a wide spectrum of viewpoints. Indeed, the spectrum of influ-
ential political movements is in many ways broader than thai which exists in most
Western countries. In addition, ii is now possible for Western scholars to visit the
former USSR much more easily than before and to talk freely with virtually anyone.

While this greater availability of data is welcome to Western scholars, il also
makes more difficult our task of understanding the former USSR. Before, the Soviet
press usually made extremely dull reading, but since all statements on policy issues
were official, the Western scholar could be reasonably confident ihal they repre-
sented official policy, or at least a leadership point of view. By contrast, ihe press
in the former Soviet Union is now far more interesting to read, but, just like the
Western press, it does not represent official policy. Especially at a time when the
government leaders of the various republics often issue statements contradicting
ones made by other leaders or even themselves, it is far more difficult to determine
government policy now than it was during the Soviet period.

Since the fundamental premises which Sovietology used to rely on have been
swept away, and since the nature of the research data now emanating from the

3. Ibid, p. I.



former USSR is qualitatively and quantitatively much richer than that which was
previously available, Sovietology simply cannot proceed in the same manner as it
has in the past. There is no longer a (irmly established political setting consisting
of a small number of relatively tike-minded decision-makers in the Kremlin. The
decision-making process in Russia and the other republics now involves far more
actors and is far more complicated. Understanding this more complex phenomenon
requires a more complex methodology.

What Is To Be Done?

Concluding that traditional Sovietology is no longer the most appropriate method-
ology for understanding the domestic and foreign policies of the former USSR is
one thing. ldentifying what is an appropriate methodology for understanding this
phenomenon is another. There arc a wide variety of social science and historio-
graphical methodologies to choose from. Of the existing methodologies, it may turn
out that different ones will be appropriate for understanding different questions.
New methodologies altogether, or variations on the existing ones, may have to be
developed. Thus, in addition to choosing what issues to study, scholars will have to
choose which methodology to study them with. Where the choice of methodology is
not obvious (and | would argue that during this lime of rapid and fundamental
change both in the former USSR and world politics generally, the choice of method-
ology is far from obvious), how should the scholar decide which methodology or
methodologies to apply to a particular problem? This is a crucial issue since, as was
stated earlier, the method used to address a question may in large part determine
the answer or conclusion which is reached.

What type of methodology would be useful for analysing the complexity of the
internal and external |>olitics of the former Soviet republics in an era when even
the basic nature of their political systems is evolving is uncertain. As also is what
such a methodology must explain.

An analogy' from mathematics may be useful in addressing these questions.
Algebra can be used to analyse straight lines. But not all lines are straight; some
are curved. To analyse curved lines, a more complex form of mathematics is
required: calculus. This analogy is particularly apt with respect to traditional
Sovietology and what might replace it. Although algebra cannot explain the more
complex problems which calculus addresses, calculus docs not reject algebra as a
false science. Similarly, just because traditional Sovietology does not explain the
present more complex situation, the methodology that can explain it need not—
indeed, should not—reject what has been previously learned through traditional
Sovietology, but should incorporate it when appropriate.

What sort of methodology does this? It is possible that several may do so, and this
is an issue that needs to be explored. It is also possible, of course, that certain method-
ologies, even sophisticated ones that can be successfully applied to the study of politics
in America or other Western states, may not transplant easily to studying the politics
of the former Soviet Union. Although this is a subject that deserves fuller treatment,
it does appear that many quantitatively-oriented social science methodologies might
not be useful for analysing the former Soviet Union, at least at present. Like tradi-
tional Sovietology, many of these quantitative mcthwlologies are applied to the study
of politics in countries where the basic foundations of the political system are well



established. Their analyses and predictions are made about detailed issues within a
firmly established political structure. Since the political structure of the former Soviet
republics as well as their relations with one another and with third countries have
not yet been firmly established and may not be so for some time, these quantitative
methodologies would suffer from some of the same problems that traditional Sovietol-
ogy does in attempting to analyse the current situation. For like traditional Sovietol-
ogy, many quantitative social science methodologies draw upon past experience to
predict future behavior—a form of straight-line analysis.

But this is an era when any form of straight-line analysis about the former USSR,
whether it is traditional Sovietology or quantitative social science, will probably not
be useful since there can be no assurance that past trends will be a useful guide to
the region's future. This may change in time if Russia and the other republics estab-
lish a track record of holding regular elections, so that quantitative analyses can be
made of voting patterns, among other issues. Repeated elections under relatively
stable conditions, though, need to occur before such analyses will have the neces-
sary data to draw confident conclusions—and this, of course, has not yet happened.

One form of quantitative social science which has sprung up and flourished in
many of the former Soviet republics during the past few years is public opinion
polling. This, however, is still an inexact science even in the West where it has been
practised for many years. Since its practitioners in Moscow and elsewhere do not
always seem to employ it in a scientifically rigorous fashion, their conclusions cannot
be accepted with full confidence." In addition, in rapidly changing circumstances,
public opinion can also change rapidly: what the public thinks today is not neces-
sarily a useful guide to what it will think next year, next mouth, or even next week.
Therefore, what the polls reveal about public opinion at present cannot necessarily
be accepted as possessing much validity for the future.

What is needed is a methodology which specifically provides a framework of
analysis for understanding grand historical transitions such as the one occurring
now in the former Soviet Union—a calculus which explains the curving lines of
politics and international relations. Does such a methodology exist?

Comparative Historical Analysis

Such an approach does exist, though it needs to be further developed. Flic funda-
mental premise of this approach, which can be called comparative historical analy-
sis, is that while each nation's history is distinctive, there are also similarities across
nations. This approach differs from Sovietology, which emphasizes the unique
nature of Russia and the (former) Soviet Union.

Nations sometimes go through similar experiences, such as war, revolution, civil
war, expansion, retrenchment, dictatorship, democratization, prosperity, depres-
sion, and so on. There is no inevitable law that says all nations will experience all
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these events, or that they will experience them in any particular order even if they
do. But since these events do occur in different nations at different times, knowl-
edge of how such events or trends unfolded in the past can inform an analysis of
similar events or trends in other countries. Indeed, where particularly traumatic
events are occurring in one country, an understanding of similar events in another
country could provide a better framework for understanding these events than the
past history of the country where they are currently occurring.

The task of the analyst using this methodology is to select an appropriate histor-
ical analogy' to explain current developments, to justify the choice of one or more
analogies as opposed to others, to compare the elements of the two (or more) situa-
tions in order to gain a sense of whether a similar or different outcome may occur
at present, and to discuss how the outcome may or may not vary if there are impor-
tant changes in the elements of the current situation. In other words, the task of
the analyst is to Unci one or more curved lines from the past which can help explain
the curving line of the present.

What makes this methodology a more useful tool than Sovietology is that compar-
ative historical analysis acknowledges that the Russian and Soviet historical experi-
ences may not serve as the best guide to understanding how the foreign and
domestic politics of the former Soviet Union are evolving. Another advantage of
comparative historical analysis is that it focuses the debate on the larger questions
about foreign and domestic politics and not on the details. This is especially impor-
tant when the larger questions are unsettled and may remain so for some time.
One analyst may interpret current events in Russian politics as being analogous to
events in Portugal in the mid-1970s when a poor country shed its empire and
successfully democratized, while another may interpret them as being analogous to
events in Germany in the 1920s and early 1930s when an attempted transition to
democracy in the midst of economic depression failed. In the debate between them,
each is forced to argue why current developments in Russia resembles the paradigm
each analyst chose, and why they do not resemble the paradigm the other one chose.
History never repeats itself exactly, but this form of analysis can help clarify
whether current developments may be moving in one direction or in another. More
importantly, comparative historical analysis may help elucidate what needs to be
done to prevent undesirable forms of political evolution, such as the demise of
democracy.

Comparative historical analysis is not an unknown methodology. A particularly
fine example of it is Graham Fuller's recent book on Iranian foreign policy." Fuller
set out to analyse the evolution of Iranian foreign policy interests in the post-
Khomeini era. To do this, he examined Iran's relations with each of its neighbors
and with other important countries in different eras. He then attempted to define
ati Iranian foreign policy "norm" toward other countries, noting how this norm
might vary depending on possible changes both in Iran and in other countries. Some
of these changes, including democratization, were ones that Iran and some of the
neighboring countries had not fully (or even partially in some cases) experienced,
but which could not be ruled out in the Middle Fast, given the expansion of democ-
racy in other regions of the world. Fuller did not conclude with just one prediction
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about the future thrust of Iranian foreign policy, but with a range of predictions
which might occur under certain circumstances.

Some scholars will dismiss this approach as being policy-orienlcd, future-oriented,
speculative, and, hence, unscholarly. It is true, of course, that statements about the
present and future course of politics cannot be analysed with the same degree of
certainty which hindsight allows us in examining the past. On the other hand,
valuable lessons can be learned from failed predictions. At the very least, failed
predictions invite—perhaps force—scholars to reformulate their conceptual frame-
work to account cither for why what they thought would happen did not happen,
or for why what they thought would not happen did.

Further, scholars can avoid making statements about the future, due either to
the conviction that it is impossible to do so or to the fear of being proven wrong,
but policy-makers cannot. Policy-makers need to operate on the basis of some idea
about the future course of politics in other nations in order to fashion their own
foreign policy, and to understand how the foreign policy they formulate will affect
the politics of other nations as well as international relations generally. If those who
know the most about the domestic and foreign politics of the former USSR are
unwilling to engage in figure-oriented analysis, then policy-makers will rely on those
who may be more willing but less knowing.

Finally, Sovietologists should not decry the attempt to make predictions through
comparative historical analysis since Sovietology also tried to make predictions. By
adopting the broader approach of comparative historical analysis, scholars will
acknowledge that the narrower basis upon which Sovietology made predictions (past
Soviet statements and actions being a guide to future Soviet behavior) is no longer
adequate.

Applying Comparative Historical Analysis

The following sections outline how comparative historical analysis might be used to
conceptualize two aspects of the current politics of the former USSR.

Nationalism versus Economic Rationalism

Comparative historical analysis may shed light on which of two competing expla-
nations about the strength of non-Russian nationalism is the more accurate.

During the Gorbachev era, many Western analysis argued that while non-Russian
nationalism was rising, the non-Russian republics would not secede from the USSR,
or remain outside of it for long, because independence was economically irrational.
For belter or worse, more than seven decades of Soviet central planning had closely
tied together the economies of all the union republics. Since independence would
rupture economic cooperation, economically rational people would not seek
independence or if they did would not want to keep it long due to ihe economic
disruption independence would cause.

"Even if the choice were freely offered," wrote Martha Brill Olcotl in 1990, "the
economic burdens of independence would lead few republics to choose this option.""
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This view was also reflected in US government policy-. In his August, 1991, speech
to the Ukrainian parliament in Kiev, US President George Bush stated: "The vast
majority of trade conducted by Soviet companies, imports and exports, involves, as
you know better than |, trade between republics. The Nine Plus One Agreement
holds forth the hope that republics will combine greater autonomy with greater
voluntary interaction—political, social, cultural, economic—rather than pursuing
the hopeless course of isolation."” At the time, President Bush evidently believed
that the future economic prosperity of the non-Russian republics was clearly linked
with the continued political integration of the USSR.

On the other hand, the argument that non-Russian nationalism would insist upon
independence appeared dubious. Most of the non-Russians within the Russian
Empire had been unable to sustain an independence movement in the past. This
was not only due to Russian opposition but also to the fact that many non-Russian
nationalities themselves were divided over the issue. The established pattern in
Russian and Soviet history was that non-Russian nationalism was usually not strong
enough to assert itself, and was usually not able to sustain it for long when it did.
Non-Russians who asserted that the present situation was different appeared to
many to be partisan advocates itistead of objective analysts.

The strength of the economic rationalist argument against independence and the
weakness of the nationalist argument in favor of it seemed clear to many Soviet
specialists as well as to the Gorbachev leadership. The merits of the two arguments,
however, appear quite different when compared to the experience of nationalism
in other parts of the world.

Russia is, in many ways, the last great European colonial empire. During the 2()Ih
century, all the other European colonial empires—British, French, Dutch, Belgian,
Spanish, and Portuguese—were virtually eliminated. These, of course, were all
overseas empires. But two other empires which had expanded over geographically
contiguous areas—the Austrian and the Ottoman—were also eliminated early on
in the century.

Some of these empires disappeared largely as a result of the imperial power being
defeated in a war with another great power. But nationalist forces demanding
independence also sprang up either when they sensed that the imperial power's grip
was weakening, or even before that was evident. With very few exceptions—usually
islands with very small populations—coloni/ed and occupied nations overwhelm-
ingly opted for independence as opposed to continued rule by the occupying power.
And with only one exception—Newfoundland—no newly independent country has
voluntarily accepted being ruled by the metropole once again."

What this shows is that the economic rationalist argument, that a country is
belter off remaining as a colony rather than becoming independent, has mainly
been accepted in countries with very small populations. The fear of economic
hardship did not deter the overwhelming majority of colonies from becoming
independent. Indeed, in many of these former colonies, especially those in Africa,
the population became, and remains, economically worse off than they were under
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colonial rule. Nevertheless, deteriorating economic conditions have not induced
these countries to offer to surrender their independence to the former colonial
power.

If in all but the very' smallest countries in the Third World economic rationalism
did not deter nationalists from seeking independence, why should anyone expect
that nationalists would demand anything less in the non-Russian republics of the
former USSR? Far from seeing continued rule by Moscow as beneficial economi-
cally, non-Russians regard the Soviet experience as having damaged their
economics. If the experience of nationalism in the Third World is a guide, the
strength of non-Russian nationalism is not likely to be a short-term phenomenon,
but is long-term and permanent despite the near certainty that the non-Russian
republics will all endure economic hardship for many years.

Finally, the experience of other nations also shows that the economic rationalist
argument against independence is inaccurate in another sense. The argument
assumes that independent nations cannot cooperate effectively in the economic
sphere. Yet despite many disagreements about economic matters, there is consid-
erable economic ccxjpcration among nations. Many regional economic groupings,
including ones in the developing world, have come into existence. The experience
of other nations, then, indicates that the former Soviet republics can cooperate
economically through the Commonwealth of Independent States if they want to.

Russia: Nation or Emi/tire?

Whether the non-Russians gain or retain independence, of course, is not a matter
for them alone to decide. Whether Russia is willing to permit them to become or
remain independent is and will be a crucial determinant in the ability of the non-
Russians to do so. What will the Russian attitude be?

As late as September, 1991, the eminent Soviet specialist Stephen F. Cohen
expressed extreme doubt that the USSR would break up into its constituent
republics. He noted that "Russia has always been the 'center' of the empire and
the union," and that one of the many factors operating to preserve the union was
"historical tradition." Cohen envisioned as particularly likely Moscow working to
preserve the Slavic core of the USSR: "It is hard to imagine, for example, the other
Slav republics, the Ukraine [sic] and Byelorussia, as states apart from Russia, or

thai Moscow would actually let them go.

Cohen's analysis is noteworthy for two reasons. First, Cohen is not known for
being a conservative who is inclined to see Moscow's behavior as threatening.
Instead, he is known for being a liberal who has described past Soviet behavior as
defensive. He has criticized American foreign policy for taking what he considered
to be a counter-productively harsh approach toward the USSR. Cohen's portrayal
of a Russia determined to preserve the union, then, would appear highly credible
since he is not someone given to always seeing Russian policy as expansionist or
imperial. But the second reason why Cohen's analysis is noteworthy, of course, is
that it was wrong. By the end of 1991, Russia had recognized not only the indepen-
dence of the three Baltic slates, which the West especially supported, bul also the
independence of all the other union republics of the former USSR. Furthermore,
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the Russian parliament appeared unwilling to use force to prevent secession from
Russia by the autonomous non-Russian republics within it."

The point here is not to criticize Cohen for having made a forecast which was
proven wrong so quickly after it was made. Indeed, his analysis as well as those of
many others who made a similar one is highly sensible from the context of Russian
history: the Russians have historically sought to control the borderlands around
Russia; they have not ceded this territory voluntarily in the past; they have only
done so under extreme duress (due to invasion or loss of control resulting from
internal upheaval); and they have exerted themselves to recapture lost territory at
the earliest opportunity. As a result of this legacy, it would seem only prudent to
expect that Russia would act to retain control of the borderlands now, or would act
to regain control over them in the near future.

Comparative historical analysis, however, allows one to question whether the
Russian historical legacy is the best guide to Russia's behavior toward non-Russians
of the former Soviet Union. Instead of regarding Russia as a completely unique
nation unlike any other, Russia can be seen as an example of a European nation
with a colonial empire. If all the other European powers gave up their colonial
empires in the 20th century, it should not be seen as surprising that Russia would
do so too.

There is, of course, no necessity for Russia to divest itself of its colonial empire
just because other European nations did so. However, it is instructive to note the
circumstances under which other European powers gained and lost their colonial
empires. Before the 20th century, these empires were acquired either by non-
democratic societies, or by democratic countries for which the acquisition process
was relatively inexpensive in terms of lives and money—imperialism was often
relatively popular when it was perceived to be relatively cheap.

Some European powers lost all or part of their empires as a result of defeat by
other great [x>wcrs (Spain in 1898; Germany and Turkey in 1918). In the 20th
century, however, the bulk of decolonization occurred as a result of democratic
societies becoming unwilling to pay the large cost in terms of blcxxl and treasure
to keep other nations as colonies when the latter asserted their desire for indepen-
dence. For the most part, the decolonization process proceeded relatively peacefully.
In those cases where the European government attempted to prevent decoloniza-
tion by force, domestic politics in the colonizing country eventually forced it to
withdraw. Indeed, it was the increasingly burdensome military effort to retain its
African colonics undertaken by a dictatorial regime in Portugal that contributed to
the popular uprising in that country which led both to democratization and decol-
onization.

The way in which Russia has now begun to resemble other European nations is
that it has embarked on the path of democratization. There may be many Russians,
like Gorbachev, who would have preferred to keep the USSR whole as a stale
dominated by the Russians. The government of Boris Yeltsin, however, recognized
that this could not be done unless the Russians were prepared to keep the union
together by force—a task which cotdd not be accomplished cheaply or easily. Since
it was impossible for Russia to hold the union together without force, and since in
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any case Russia was unwilling to do so, the only alternative for Russia was to recog-
nize the independence of the non-Russian republics.

While Moscow's acquiescence to the loss of its empire appears to be an aberra-
tion in terms of Russian history, it appears to be very much in keeping with the
established pattern of 2()th century European decolonization. Should there be an
end to Russian democratization, however, this may bring about a decreased toler-
ance for decolonization in Moscow.

Conclusion

These are just two examples of how comparative historical analysis and traditional
Sovietology might differ in their conclusions about current politics in the former
USSR. Although there are many other questions that comparative historical analy-
sis can be applied to, it must be emphasized that this method of analysis will not
necessarily yield definitive results. But then, traditional straight-line Sovietology
cannot do so either when the Soviet past is not necessarily a reliable guide to the
future. What comparative historical analysis can do more effectively than tradi-
tional Sovietology is to yield a wider range of possibilities about the direction which
the foreign and domestic politics of the former USSR might take.

The success, or lack ol it, ol analyses using this comparative historical method-
ology will nevertheless depend on the accuracy of the historical analogies which
analysis select to explain the present. Deciding U|K>n the historical analogies appro-
priate to analysing the present will not be easy: Russia resembles a disintegrating
colonial empire, a Third World country, and in certain respects a western democ-
racy. Arguments about which historical analogy is most appropriate for explaining
the present situation, however, are extremely important since they force scholars
to explicitly state and defend their theories and assumptions alx>ul the fundamen-
tal elements of the former USSRs domestic and foreign policies. An examination
of, for example, Moscow's domestic or foreign policy which avoids discussing the
analyst's views of the basic nature of Russia's political evolution will inadequately
account for how contingent on more fundamental trends a particular policy may be.

Finally, it must be recognized that just as with traditional Sovietology, there are
probably limits to how useful comparative historical analysis will be for under-
standing the former Soviet Union. If, for example, Russia and/or the other republics
develop into established, stable democracies, a methodology seeking to understand
societies in the midst of fundamental political change will no longer be appropri-
ate. Some of the sophisticated social science methodologies which are suitable for
understanding the Western democracies may then be more useful for understand-
ing the former USSR. At present, it seems unlikely that a stable pattern of politics
in this area will emerge in the near future.

Fundamental transformations are occurring in the domestic and foreign politics
of the former USSR. If Western scholars are to adequately understand these
phenomena, a fundamental transformation is also needed in the methodology they
employ in their analyses.



