
Analysing the Changing Foreign and 
Domestic Politics of the Former USSR 

For t h e pas t few y e a r s , h i s to ry s e e m s to have b e e n swi tched from " n o r m a l " s p e e d 

to "Fast fo rward . " Vas t t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s have b e e n o c c u r r i n g in wha t once a p p e a r e d 

to be i m m u t a b l e a s p e c t s of Soviet foreign a n d d o m e s t i c pol i t ics as well as in in t e r 

n a t i o n a l r e l a t i o n s gene ra l l y . N o r have t h e s e t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s necessar i ly c o m e t o a n 

e n d . O t h e r s m a y yet be i n s t o r e . 

How shou ld q u e s t i o n s abou t t he foreign a n d d o m e s t i c pol i t ics o f t he f o r m e r Soviet 

U n i o n be ana ly sed d u r i n g th i s pe r iod o f r ap id c h a n g e ? T h e q u e s t i o n i s an i m p o r 

t a n t o n e s ince t he m e t h o d o l o g y o r a p p r o a c h scho la r s employ can in l a rge m e a s u r e 

d e t e r m i n e t he a n s w e r s t o t he q u e s t i o n s t h e y ask . 

I will a r g u e h e r e t h a t t r a d i t i o n a l Sovie tology, or an analys is of d o m e s t i c a n d 

foreign policy issues from t h e p e r s p e c t i v e of R u s s i a n a n d Soviet h is tory , is not t he 

mos t fruitful m e t h o d for s t u d y i n g a s i t u a t i o n in which rap id c h a n g e is o c c u r r i n g . A 

m o r e p roduc t i ve a p p r o a c h , in my view, is w h a t will be ca l led h e r e c o m p a r a t i v e 

h i s to r i ca l a n a l y s i s — a n a p p r o a c h which seeks t o r e l a t e q u e s t i o n s r e g a r d i n g the 

foreign a n d d o m e s t i c pol i t ics o f t he fo rmer U S S R to s imi l a r s i t u a t i o n s which have 

o c c u r r e d e l s e w h e r e . No c l a im i s b e i n g m a d e t h a t th is m e t h o d will yield def in i t ive 

a n s w e r s . W h a t i t can do , t h o u g h , is b r i n g to l ight a r a n g e of a n s w e r s or possibil i

t ies t h a t t r a d i t i o n a l Sovietology, by e x a m i n i n g q u e s t i o n s solely in t e r m s of t h e 

Russ ian /Sov ie t h i s to r ica l e x p e r i e n c e , d o e s no t . 

In th is p a p e r , I will first e x a m i n e t r a d i t i o n a l Sovietology a n d cons ide r why it is 

no l onge r as useful a m e t h o d o l o g y as i t o n c e was . I will t h e n o u t l i n e c o m p a r a t i v e 

h i s to r ica l ana lys i s a n d d i scuss why i t m i g h t be a m o r e a p p r o p r i a t e m e t h o d o l o g y for 

a n a l y s i n g the c u r r e n t s i t u a t i o n . Final ly , I will d i scuss two e x a m p l e s of t he very 

d i f fe ren t r e su l t s which d i f fe ren t m e t h o d o l o g i e s migh t yield w h e n app l i ed to t he 

s a m e q u e s t i o n . 

Sovietology 

T h e Soviet U n i o n was a c o u n t r y whose d o m e s t i c a n d foreign policies coidd not be 

ana ly sed us ing t h e social sc ience a n d h i s l o r i o g r a p h i c a l m e t h o d o l o g i e s which could 

be app l i ed t o m o r e o p e n soc ie t i es . T h e h ighly l imi ted access tha t W e s t e r n scho la r s 

h a d to t h e Soviet U n i o n from the 1917 revo lu t ion un t i l well in to t h e G o r b a c h e v e r a 

p r e v e n t e d th i s . H o w e v e r , t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f t h e Soviet U n i o n a n d t h e t h r e a t e n i n g 

n a t u r e o f its pol ic ies , e spec ia l ly a f t e r W o r l d W a r II, m a d e s t u d y i n g th is c o u n t r y 

i m p e r a t i v e . 



W h a t Sovietology set ou t t o a c c o m p l i s h was an ana lys i s o f t h e d o m e s t i c a n d 

foreign pol icies o f th i s e n i g m a t i c bu t e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y i m p o r t a n t c o u n t r y on t h e bas is 

o f w h a t l i t t le ev idence t h e r e was ava i lab le . T h e mos t a b u n d a n t sources o f infor

m a t i o n a b o u t t h e U S S R were (1) s t a t e m e n t s a p p e a r i n g in t h e official Soviet m e d i a , 

a n d (2) Soviet a c t i o n s — d e t a i l e d i n f o r m a t i o n ab o u t wh ich m o r e of ten c a m e from 

W e s t e r n g o v e r n m e n t s t h a n from Moscow. 

T h e ana ly t i ca l m e t h o d e m p l o y e d b y Sovie tology was c l e a r a n d s i m p l e : p rev ious 

Soviet s t a t e m e n t s a n d ac t ions w e r e t h e bes t ( rea l ly , t he only) g u i d e to fu tu re Soviet 

behav io r . T h e r e was , o f cou r se , f r e q u e n t d e b a t e a m o n g scho l a r s a n d policy a n a l y s t s 

c o n c e r n i n g how t h e Soviets m i g h t b e h a v e u n d e r va r ious s e t s o f c i r c u m s t a n c e s . W h a t 

t h e s e d e b a t e s of ten c e n t e r e d on was t h e d e t e r m i n a t i o n o f w h a t set o f p rev ious 

Soviet s t a t e m e n t s a n d ac t ions w e r e mos t r e l e v a n t t o u n d e r s t a n d i n g how the Soviets 

would b e h a v e in an o n g o i n g o r a n t i c i p a t e d s i t u a t i o n . 

Such a d e b a t e abou t t h e analys is of pas t Soviet b e h a v i o r was ev ident d u r i n g the 

1991 S e n a t e c o n f i r m a t i o n h e a r i n g s o f R o b e r t G a t e s a s d i r e c t o r o f t he C e n t r a l I n t e l 

l igence Agency . T h e sha rp ly d i f fe r ing s t a t e m e n t s m a d e b y Melvin G o o d m a n a n d 

G r a h a m Ful le r w e r e a s m u c h abou t how to u n d e r t a k e Sovie tological ana lys i s a s they 

w e r e abou t t he n o m i n e e . O n e o f t h e i r d i s a g r e e m e n t s c e n t e r e d a r o u n d the C e n t r a l 

I n t e l l i gence Agency ' s ana lys is of Soviet r e l a t i o n s wi th I ran in t h e mid -1980s . At t he 

l i m e , Fu l l e r a r g u e d t h a t t he U S S R m i g h t invade I r a n . P a r t o f his a r g u m e n t was 

based on t h e p r e c e d e n t Moscow hail a l r e a d y set by i nvad ing A f g h a n i s t a n , a n o t h e r 

n o n - W a r s a w Fact m e m b e r s t a t e n e i g h b o r i n g I r a n . A t t he s a m e l i m e , G o o d m a n 

a r g u e d t h a t t he Soviets w e r e not l ikely to invade I r an s ince n o t h i n g in Soviet s t a t e 

m e n t s o r ac t ions i nd i ca t ed t h a i t hey would . 

A t t he h e a r i n g s , Fu l l e r a c k n o w l e d g e d t h a t his ana lys i s h a d b e e n m i s t a k e n . But 

he offered an insightful c r i t i c i sm of t he m e t h o d o l o g y e m p l o y e d by G o o d m a n a n d 

his co l l e agues in t he CIA ' s Office of Soviet Analys is ( S O V A ) w h e n he sa id , " N o 

S O V A ana lys i s would have b e e n likely to tell you, un t i l i he t roops w e r e l ined up 

a n d r eady to go , t ha t t he USSR would ever send llic Red A r m y in to A f g h a n i s t a n , 

b e c a u s e t h e Soviet U n i o n h a d no h i s to ry a n d no b a c k g r o u n d o f d o i n g t h a i . " ' 

F.aeh m a n was accus ing the. o t h e r of p r a c t i s i n g a s t r a i g h t - l i n e ana lys i s ( fu tu r e 

Soviet a c t i ons could be p r e d i c t e d on prev ious Soviet a c t i ons a n d s t a t e m e n t s ) t h a t 

refused to a c c o u n t for o t h e r poss ib i l i t ies . In fact , b o t h of t h e m w e r e e n g a g i n g in 

s t r a i g h t - l i n e ana lys is , bu t were e m p l o y i n g d i f fe ren t d a t a se i s on which to b a s e t h e i r 

ana lys t s . T h i s d e b a t e i s only o n e of m a n y poss ible e x a m p l e s wi th in Sovie tology 

c o n c e r n i n g the poss ible fu tu re behav io r o f t h e USSR. T h u s , even w h e n t h e U S S R 

was g e n e r a l l y r e g a r d e d as an ideologica l ly- insp i red i m p e r i a l s l a t e , Sovietology could 

not p red ic t i ts b e h a v i o r wi th any c e r t a i n t y . 

Of c o u r s e , Sovietology has not a lways s o u g h t to p red i c t fu tu re Soviet behav io r . 

Sovie to logis t s have of ten focused t h e i r efforts on d e s c r i b i n g a n d e x p l a i n i n g pas t 

Soviet behav io r . A c c o r d i n g to A l e x a n d e r Moly l , such Sovie to logy is c h a r a c t e r i z e d by 

" . . . ihe v igorous p u r s u i t o f d a t a on t he faul ty r a t i o n a l e t h a t , as only d a t a can g e n e r 

a t e k n o w l e d g e , m o r e d a t a m u s t t r a n s l a t e i n to m o r e knowledge . " - ' T h e s e d a t a w e r e 

of ten ana lysed w i thou t e m p l o y i n g an expl ic i t ly a r t i c u l a t e d t h e o r y or c o n c e p t . I t i s 

1. " K x e c r p l s f rom S e n a t e I t e a r i n g on N o m i n a t i o n of C I A Chie f ," The S'nv York 'limes, Octolx?r 2, 1 9 9 1 , 

p. A Hi. 

2. A l e x a n d e r J. M o t y l , Sovietology, Rationality, Nationality: Coming to Crips with Nationalism in the USSR 

( N e w York: C o l u m b i a U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s , 1990 ) , |>. 3 . 



th i s type of Sovie to logy which Moty l d i smi s sed as " . . .an a w k w a r d a m a l g a m of d a t a 

co l l ec t ion , policy ana lys i s , a n d j o u r n a l i s m t h a t i s as d ivorced from s c h o l a r s h i p as 

s ense i m p r e s s i o n s a r e from t h e o r y . " 3 

Moty l ' s d e s c r i p t i o n m a y be s o m e w h a t unfa i r . For whi le an explici t t h e o r y for 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g Moscow ' s behav io r was usual ly a b s e n t in Sovie to logical ana lys i s , an 

impl ic i t t h e o r y was necessa r i ly p r e s e n t , as Motyl a c k n o w l e d g e s . A n d for t he pe r iod 

o f t he C o l d W a r , Sovie to logis t s could r e a s o n a b l y ana lyse Soviet d o m e s t i c a n d foreign 

policies in l ight or w h a t w e r e a g e n e r a l l y a c c e p t e d a n d of ten u n s t a t e d set of t h e o r i e s 

abou t t he g e n e r a l t h r u s t o f Soviet behav io r . 

T h e r e was l i t t le d e b a t e , Tor e x a m p l e , abou t t he p ropos i t i on t h a t t h e C o m m u n i s t 

P a r t y o f t he Soviet U n i o n s o u g h t to m a i n t a i n i t se l f in power d o m e s t i c a l l y t h r o u g h 

d i c t a t o r i a l m e a n s . N o r was t h e r e m u c h d e b a t e ab o u t t he p ropos i t i on t h a t t h e Soviet 

U n i o n s o u g h t t o r e t a i n con t ro l o f E a s t e r n E u r o p e a n d to e x p a n d its in f luence over 

o t h e r c o u n t r i e s . For mos t o f t h e Soviet pcri<xl, Sovie tology d id not c h a l l e n g e t h e s e 

a n d o t h e r s e e m i n g l y i m m u t a b l e bas ic p ropos i t i ons ab o u t Soviet foreign a n d d o m e s 

t ic policy, bu t d e v o t e d i tself t o ana lys ing a n d d e b a t i n g m o r e d e t a i l e d i s sues . F u r t h e r 

m o r e , even t h o u g h t h e d a t a a t i ts d i sposa l were of re la t ive ly low qua l i ty , Sovie tology 

could a p p r o a c h t h e s e m o r e d e t a i l e d issues a b o u t Soviet d o m e s t i c a n d foreign 

policies wi th s o m e d e g r e e or conf idence prec ise ly b e c a u s e t h e r e was re la t ive ly l i t t le 

d e b a t e a b o u t t he g e n e r a l i ssues . 

T h i s i n t e l l ec tua l ly c o m f o r t a b l e s i t ua t i on n o longer ex is t s . T h e d o m e s t i c a n d 

foreign pol i t ics of t h e f o r m e r Soviet Un ion can no longer be u n d e r s t o o d in l ight of 

w h a t once s e e m e d t o b e t he p e r m a n e n t l y valid t h e o r i e s a b o u t c o n t i n u i n g c o m m u 

nist p a r l y ru l e a n d Soviet e x p a n s i o n i s m which u n d e r p i n n e d Sovietology. Yet whi le 

t h e old p r inc ip le s on which Soviet d o m e s t i c a n d foreign pol icies were based have 

d i s a p p e a r e d , wha t t h e y will be r ep laced by in t he fo rmer Soviet U n i o n is far from 

c e r t a i n , a n d m a y not be so for a c o n s i d e r a b l e pe r iod of l i m e . 

In add i t i on , t he re has been a f u n d a m e n t a l c h a n g e in i he q u a n t i t y a n d qua l i ty of 

r e sea r ch d a t a avai lable from, as well as W e s t e r n access to, t he fo rmer Soviet Un ion . 

Ins t ead of be ing the voice of t he govern ing a u t h o r i t i e s , the m e d i a in the fo rmer Soviet 

Un ion now r e p r e s e n t s a wide s p e c t r u m of v iewpoints . Indeed , the s p e c t r u m of influ

en t ia l polit ical m o v e m e n t s is in m a n y ways b r o a d e r t h a n t h a i which exists in most 

W e s t e r n coun t r i e s . In add i t ion , i i is now possible for W e s t e r n scholars to visit t he 

fo rmer USSR m u c h m o r e easily t h a n before and to talk freely wi th vir tual ly anyone . 

Whi l e th i s g r e a t e r ava i lab i l i ty of d a t a i s w e l c o m e to W e s t e r n scho la r s , i l a l so 

m a k e s m o r e difficult o u r task o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e f o r m e r USSR. Before , t he Soviet 

p r e s s usua l ly m a d e e x t r e m e l y dul l r e a d i n g , bu t s ince all s t a t e m e n t s on policy issues 

w e r e official, t he W e s t e r n s cho la r could be r e a s o n a b l y conf iden t i h a l t hey r e p r e 

s e n t e d official policy, or at least a l e a d e r s h i p po in t of view. By c o n t r a s t , i he p ress 

in t he f o r m e r Soviet U n i o n i s now far m o r e i n t e r e s t i n g to r e a d , b u t , j u s t like t he 

W e s t e r n p r e s s , i t d o e s not r e p r e s e n t official policy. Espec ia l ly at a t i m e w h e n the 

g o v e r n m e n t l e a d e r s o f t he va r ious repub l i cs o f ten issue s t a t e m e n t s c o n t r a d i c t i n g 

o n e s m a d e by o t h e r l e a d e r s or even t h e m s e l v e s , i t i s far m o r e difficult to d e t e r m i n e 

g o v e r n m e n t policy now t h a n i t was d u r i n g the Soviet pe r iod . 

S ince t he f u n d a m e n t a l p r e m i s e s which Sovie to logy used to rely on have b e e n 

swept away, a n d s ince t he n a t u r e o f t he r e s e a r c h d a t a now e m a n a t i n g from the 

3. Ibid., p. I. 



f o r m e r U S S R i s qua l i t a t i ve ly a n d q u a n t i t a t i v e l y m u c h r i c h e r t h a n t h a t wh ich was 

prev ious ly ava i l ab l e , Sovie tology s imp ly c a n n o t p r o c e e d in t h e s a m e m a n n e r a s i t 

has in t h e pas t . T h e r e i s no l o n g e r a ( i rmly e s t a b l i s h e d pol i t ical s e t t i n g cons i s t i ng 

of a sma l l n u m b e r of re la t ive ly t i k e - m i n d e d d e c i s i o n - m a k e r s in t he K r e m l i n . T h e 

d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g p rocess in Russ i a a n d the o t h e r r epub l i cs now involves far m o r e 

ac to r s a n d i s far m o r e c o m p l i c a t e d . U n d e r s t a n d i n g th is m o r e c o m p l e x p h e n o m e n o n 

r e q u i r e s a m o r e c o m p l e x m e t h o d o l o g y . 

What Is To Be Done? 

C o n c l u d i n g t h a t t r a d i t i o n a l Sovie to logy i s no l onge r t h e mos t a p p r o p r i a t e m e t h o d 

ology for u n d e r s t a n d i n g the d o m e s t i c a n d foreign policies of t h e f o r m e r U S S R is 

o n e t h i n g . Iden t i fy ing w h a t i s an a p p r o p r i a t e m e t h o d o l o g y for u n d e r s t a n d i n g th is 

p h e n o m e n o n i s a n o t h e r . T h e r e a r c a wide va r i e ty of social sc ience a n d h i s to r io -

g r a p h i c a l m e t h o d o l o g i e s t o choose f rom. Of t h e ex i s t i ng m e t h o d o l o g i e s , i t m a y t u r n 

ou t t h a t d i f fe ren t o n e s will be a p p r o p r i a t e for u n d e r s t a n d i n g d i f fe ren t q u e s t i o n s . 

New m e t h o d o l o g i e s a l t o g e t h e r , o r v a r i a t i o n s on t h e ex i s t i ng o n e s , m a y have to be 

d e v e l o p e d . T h u s , in add i t i on to c h o o s i n g w h a t i ssues to s tudy , s cho la r s will have to 

choose which m e t h o d o l o g y to s t u d y t h e m w i t h . W h e r e t he choice o f m e t h o d o l o g y i s 

not obvious ( and I would a r g u e t h a t d u r i n g th i s l i m e of r ap id a n d f u n d a m e n t a l 

c h a n g e b o t h in t h e fo rmer U S S R a n d wor ld pol i t ics gene ra l ly , t h e choice o f m e t h o d 

ology is far from obvious ) , how shou ld t h e s cho la r dec ide which m e t h o d o l o g y or 

m e t h o d o l o g i e s to app ly to a p a r t i c u l a r p r o b l e m ? T h i s is a c ruc ia l issue s ince , as was 

s t a t e d ea r l i e r , t he m e t h o d used to a d d r e s s a q u e s t i o n m a y in l a rge pa r t d e t e r m i n e 

t he a n s w e r or conc lus ion which i s r e a c h e d . 

W h a t type of m e t h o d o l o g y would be useful for ana ly s ing t h e c o m p l e x i t y of t h e 

i n t e r n a l a n d e x t e r n a l |>olitics o f t h e f o r m e r Soviet republ ics in an e r a w h e n even 

the bas ic n a t u r e of t h e i r pol i t ical s y s t e m s is evolving is u n c e r t a i n . As a lso is w h a t 

such a m e t h o d o l o g y m u s t exp la in . 

An analogy' from m a t h e m a t i c s m a y be useful in a d d r e s s i n g t h e s e q u e s t i o n s . 

A l g e b r a can be used to ana lyse s t r a i g h t l ines . But not all l ines a r e s t r a i g h t ; s o m e 

a r e cu rved . To ana lyse cu rved l ines , a m o r e c o m p l e x form of m a t h e m a t i c s i s 

r e q u i r e d : ca l cu lus . T h i s ana logy i s p a r t i c u l a r l y ap t wi th r e spec t to t r a d i t i o n a l 

Sovie tology a n d w h a t m i g h t r ep l ace it. A l t h o u g h a l g e b r a c a n n o t exp la in t h e m o r e 

c o m p l e x p r o b l e m s which ca l cu lus a d d r e s s e s , ca lcu lus docs not reject a l g e b r a as a 

false sc ience . S imi la r ly , j u s t b e c a u s e t r a d i t i o n a l Sovietology does not exp la in t he 

p r e s e n t m o r e c o m p l e x s i t u a t i o n , t h e m e t h o d o l o g y t h a t c a n exp l a in i t n e e d n o t — 

indeed , shou ld n o t — r e j e c t w h a t has b e e n previous ly l e a r n e d t h r o u g h t r a d i t i o n a l 

Sovie tology, bu t shou ld i n c o r p o r a t e i t w h e n a p p r o p r i a t e . 

W h a t sort of me thodo logy does this? I t is possible tha t several m a y do so, and th is 

is an issue tha t needs to be exp lored . I t is a lso possible , of course , t h a t ce r t a in m e t h o d 

ologies, even soph i s t i ca ted ones t h a t can be successfully appl ied to t h e s tudy of politics 

in A m e r i c a or o t h e r W e s t e r n s t a t e s , m a y not t r a n s p l a n t easily to s tudy ing the politics 

of t h e fo rmer Soviet Un ion . A l t h o u g h this is a subject t ha t dese rves fuller t r e a t m e n t , 

i t does a p p e a r t h a t m a n y quan t i t a t i ve ly -o r i en t ed social science me thodo log i e s migh t 

not be useful for ana lys ing the fo rmer Soviet U n i o n , at least at p r e s e n t . Like t rad i 

t ional Sovietology, m a n y of t he se q u a n t i t a t i v e mc thwlo log ie s a r e appl ied to the s tudy 

of politics in c o u n t r i e s w h e r e t he basic founda t ions of the polit ical sys tem a re well 



es tab l i shed . T h e i r ana lyses a n d p red ic t ions a r e m a d e abou t de t a i l ed issues wi th in a 

f i rmly es tab l i shed political s t r u c t u r e . Since t he poli t ical s t r u c t u r e of t he fo rmer Soviet 

republ ics a s well a s t h e i r r e la t ions wi th o n e a n o t h e r a n d wi th th i rd c o u n t r i e s have 

not yet been f i rmly es tab l i shed a n d may not be so for s o m e t i m e , t he se q u a n t i t a t i v e 

me thodo log ies would suffer from some of t he s a m e p r o b l e m s tha t t r ad i t i ona l Sovietol

ogy does in a t t e m p t i n g to analyse t he c u r r e n t s i t ua t ion . For like t r ad i t i ona l Sovietol

ogy, m a n y q u a n t i t a t i v e social science me thodo log i e s d r a w upon pas t expe r i ence to 

p red ic t fu ture b e h a v i o r — a form of s t r a igh t - l i ne analysis . 

But th is i s an e r a w h e n any form of s t r a i g h t - l i n e ana lys i s a b o u t t h e f o r m e r U S S R , 

w h e t h e r i t i s t r a d i t i o n a l Sovietology or q u a n t i t a t i v e social sc ience , will p r o b a b l y not 

be useful s ince t h e r e can be no a s s u r a n c e t h a t pas t t r e n d s will be a useful g u i d e to 

t he r eg ion ' s fu tu re . T h i s m a y c h a n g e in t i m e i f Rus s i a a n d the o t h e r r epub l i c s e s t a b 

lish a t r ack r eco rd of ho ld ing r e g u l a r e l ec t ions , so t h a t q u a n t i t a t i v e ana ly se s can be 

m a d e o f vo t ing p a t t e r n s , a m o n g o t h e r i s sues . R e p e a t e d e l ec t ions u n d e r re la t ive ly 

s t ab l e cond i t i ons , t h o u g h , n e e d to occur be fo re such ana lyses will have t he neces 

sary d a t a to d r a w conf iden t c o n c l u s i o n s — a n d th i s , o f c o u r s e , has not yet h a p p e n e d . 

O n e form of q u a n t i t a t i v e social sc ience which has s p r u n g up a n d f lour i shed in 

m a n y of t he fo rmer Soviet r epub l i c s d u r i n g t h e pas t few yea r s i s pub l ic op in ion 

pol l ing. T h i s , however , i s still an inexac t sc ience even in t he W e s t w h e r e i t h a s b e e n 

p r a c t i s e d for m a n y yea r s . S ince its p r a c t i t i o n e r s in Moscow a n d e l s e w h e r e do not 

a lways s e e m to e m p l o y i t in a scient if ical ly r igo rous fashion, t he i r conc lus ions c a n n o t 

be a c c e p t e d wi th full conf idence . ' In a d d i t i o n , in rap id ly c h a n g i n g c i r c u m s t a n c e s , 

publ ic op in ion can a lso c h a n g e rap id ly : w h a t t he publ ic t h inks t o d a y i s not neces 

sar i ly a useful g u i d e to w h a t i t will t h ink nex t yea r , nex t m o u t h , or even nex t week . 

T h e r e f o r e , w h a t t h e polls revea l abou t publ ic op in ion a t p r e s e n t c a n n o t necessa r i ly 

be a c c e p t e d as possess ing m u c h val idi ty for t he fu tu re . 

W h a t is n e e d e d is a m e t h o d o l o g y which specifically provides a f r amework of 

ana lys i s for u n d e r s t a n d i n g g r a n d h is tor ica l t r a n s i t i o n s such as t he o n e o c c u r r i n g 

now in t he fo rmer Soviet U n i o n — a ca lcu lus which e x p l a i n s t he c u r v i n g l ines of 

pol i t ics a n d i n t e r n a t i o n a l r e l a t i ons . Does such a m e t h o d o l o g y exis t? 

Comparative Historical Analysis 

Such an a p p r o a c h does exis t , t h o u g h i t n e e d s to be f u r t h e r d e v e l o p e d . Flic funda

m e n t a l p r e m i s e o f th is a p p r o a c h , which can be ca l led c o m p a r a t i v e h i s to r ica l ana ly 

sis, i s t h a t whi le each n a t i o n ' s h i s to ry i s d i s t i nc t ive , t h e r e a r e a lso s im i l a r i t i e s across 

n a t i o n s . T h i s a p p r o a c h differs from Sovie to logy, wh ich e m p h a s i z e s t h e u n i q u e 

n a t u r e o f Russ ia a n d the ( fo rmer ) Soviet U n i o n . 

N a t i o n s s o m e t i m e s go t h r o u g h s i m i l a r e x p e r i e n c e s , such a s war , r evo lu t ion , civil 

war , e x p a n s i o n , r e t r e n c h m e n t , d i c t a t o r s h i p , d e m o c r a t i z a t i o n , p ro spe r i t y , d e p r e s 

sion, a n d so on . T h e r e is no inev i t ab le law t h a t says all n a t i o n s will e x p e r i e n c e all 

4 . In o r d e r to o b t a i n an a c c u r a t e portrayal o f p u b l i c o p i n i o n , u pol l s h o u l d g i v e t h e p e r s o n b e i n g 

s u r v e y e d the e n t i r e s p e c t r u m o f poss ib le r e s p o n s e s , a n d t h e rc s |X) t i s c s a v a i l a b l e s h o u l d b e m u t u a l l y e x c l u 

s ive . H o w e v e r , in a 1990 poll c o n d u c t e d by the A l l - U n i o n C e n t e r for the S t u d y of Pub l i c O p i n i o n about 

Sovie t c i t i z e n s ' p r e f e r e n c e s for a fu ture soc ia l s y s t e m , c o m m u n i s m w a s not olVered as a c h o i c e . T h e t h r e e 

c h o i c e s o f fered b e s i d e s " u n c e r t a i n " w e r e " d e m o c r a t i c s o c i a l i s m , S w e d i s h ' s o c i a l i s m , " a n d "capi ta l 

i s m . " S w e d i s h s o c i a l i s m , o f c o u r s e , i s d e m o c r a t i c s o c i a l i s m . Lev G u d k o v , " R u s s i a n s O u t s i d e R u s s i a , " 

Moscow News, N o . 4 1 , O c t o b e r 2 1 - 2 H , 1990, p. 7 . I t is u n c l e a r w h a t s t e p s , i f any , p o l l s t e r s in t h e f o r m e r 

U S S R l a k e to e n s u r e that the ir survey s a m p l e i s r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f the larger soc i e ty . 



t h e s e e v e n t s , o r t h a t t h e y will e x p e r i e n c e t h e m in a n y p a r t i c u l a r o r d e r even i f t h e y 

do . But s ince t h e s e even t s do occu r in d i f fe ren t n a t i o n s a t d i f fe ren t t i m e s , knowl

edge of how such e v e n t s o r t r e n d s unfo lded in t h e pas t c a n in form an analys is o f 

s imi l a r e v e n t s o r t r e n d s i n o t h e r c o u n t r i e s . I n d e e d , w h e r e p a r t i c u l a r l y t r a u m a t i c 

e v e n t s a r e o c c u r r i n g in one c o u n t r y , an u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f s i m i l a r even t s i n a n o t h e r 

c o u n t r y cou ld provide a b e t t e r f r amework for u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e s e ev en t s t h a n t h e 

pas t h i s to ry o f t he c o u n t r y w h e r e they a r e c u r r e n t l y o c c u r r i n g . 

T h e t a sk o f t h e ana lys t u s i n g th i s m e t h o d o l o g y i s to select an a p p r o p r i a t e h i s tor 

ical analogy' to e x p l a i n c u r r e n t d e v e l o p m e n t s , to jus t i fy t he choice of o n e or m o r e 

ana log i e s a s opposed to o t h e r s , t o c o m p a r e t h e e l e m e n t s o f t h e two (or m o r e ) s i t u a 

t ions in o r d e r to g a i n a sense of w h e t h e r a s imi l a r or d i f ferent o u t c o m e m a y o c c u r 

a t p r e s e n t , a n d to d i scuss how t h e o u t c o m e m a y o r m a y not vary i f t h e r e a r e i m p o r 

t a n t c h a n g e s in t h e e l e m e n t s o f t h e c u r r e n t s i t u a t i o n . In o t h e r words , t h e task o f 

t he ana lys t i s to Unci o n e or m o r e cu rved l ines from t h e past wh ich can h e l p exp l a in 

t he c u r v i n g l ine o f t h e p r e s e n t . 

W h a t m a k e s th is m e t h o d o l o g y a m o r e useful tool t h a n Sovietology i s t h a t c o m p a r 

at ive h i s to r ica l ana lys i s a c k n o w l e d g e s t h a t t h e R u s s i a n a n d Soviet h i s to r ica l expe r i 

e n c e s m a y not se rve as t he best g u i d e to u n d e r s t a n d i n g how the foreign a n d 

d o m e s t i c poli t ics o f t he f o r m e r Soviet U n i o n a r e evolving. A n o t h e r a d v a n t a g e o f 

c o m p a r a t i v e h i s to r ica l ana lys i s i s t h a t i t focuses t h e d e b a t e on t h e l a r g e r q u e s t i o n s 

abou t foreign a n d d o m e s t i c pol i t ics a n d not on t he de t a i l s . T h i s i s especia l ly i m p o r 

t an t w h e n the l a r g e r q u e s t i o n s a r e u n s e t t l e d a n d m a y r e m a i n s o for s o m e t i m e . 

O n e ana lys t may i n t e r p r e t c u r r e n t e v e n t s in Russ ian poli t ics a s be ing a n a l o g o u s to 

even t s in P o r t u g a l in t he mid -1970s w h e n a poor c o u n t r y s h e d its e m p i r e a n d 

successfully d e m o c r a t i z e d , whi le a n o t h e r m a y i n t e r p r e t t h e m a s be ing a n a l o g o u s t o 

even t s in G e r m a n y in t he 1920s a n d ea r ly 1930s w h e n an a t t e m p t e d t r a n s i t i o n to 

d e m o c r a c y in t he mids t o f e c o n o m i c d e p r e s s i o n failed. In t he d e b a t e b e t w e e n t h e m , 

each i s forced to a r g u e why c u r r e n t d e v e l o p m e n t s in Russ ia r e s e m b l e s t h e p a r a d i g m 

each ana lys t chose , a n d why they do not r e s e m b l e t h e p a r a d i g m the o t h e r o n e c h o s e . 

H i s to ry neve r r e p e a t s i tself exac t ly , bu t this form of ana lys i s can h e l p clarify 

w h e t h e r c u r r e n t d e v e l o p m e n t s m a y be m o v i n g in o n e d i r ec t i on o r in a n o t h e r . M o r e 

i m p o r t a n t l y , c o m p a r a t i v e h i s to r ica l ana lys i s m a y h e l p e l u c i d a t e wha t n e e d s t o be 

d o n e to p r even t u n d e s i r a b l e fo rms of pol i t ical evo lu t ion , such as t h e d e m i s e of 

d e m o c r a c y . 

C o m p a r a t i v e h is tor ica l ana lys i s is not an u n k n o w n m e t h o d o l o g y . A p a r t i c u l a r l y 

fine e x a m p l e of i t i s G r a h a m Fu l l e r ' s r e c e n t book on I r a n i a n foreign policy. ' Fu l l e r 

set ou t to ana lyse t h e evo lu t ion of I r a n i a n foreign policy i n t e r e s t s in t he pos t -

K h o m e i n i e r a . To do th i s , he e x a m i n e d I r a n ' s r e l a t i ons wi th each o f i ts n e i g h b o r s 

a n d wi th o t h e r i m p o r t a n t c o u n t r i e s i n d i f fe ren t e r a s . He t h e n a t t e m p t e d t o de f ine 

ati I r a n i a n foreign policy " n o r m " toward o t h e r c o u n t r i e s , n o t i n g how this n o r m 

m i g h t vary d e p e n d i n g on possible c h a n g e s b o t h in I r an a n d in o t h e r c o u n t r i e s . S o m e 

o f t h e s e c h a n g e s , i n c l u d i n g d e m o c r a t i z a t i o n , were o n e s t h a t I r a n a n d s o m e o f t h e 

n e i g h b o r i n g c o u n t r i e s h a d not fully (or even pa r t i a l ly in s o m e cases) e x p e r i e n c e d , 

bu t which could not be ru l ed ou t in t he M i d d l e F a s t , given t h e e x p a n s i o n of d e m o c 

racy in o t h e r r eg ions of t h e wor ld . F u l l e r d id not c o n c l u d e wi th just o n e p r e d i c t i o n 

5. G r a h a m 1*.. Fu l l er , The "Center of the Un'r.erxe": The Cenjmlitia of Iran (Moulder, C O : W c s t v i c w P r e s s , 

I 9 ' J I ) . 



abou t t h e fu tu re t h r u s t of I r a n i a n fore ign policy, bu t w i th a r a n g e of p r e d i c t i o n s 

wh ich m i g h t occur u n d e r c e r t a i n c i r c u m s t a n c e s . 

S o m e scho la r s will d i s m i s s th i s a p p r o a c h a s b e i n g po l icy-or ien lcd , f u t u r e - o r i e n t e d , 

specu la t i ve , a n d , h e n c e , unscho la r ly . I t i s t r u e , o f c o u r s e , t h a t s t a t e m e n t s a b o u t t h e 

p r e s e n t a n d fu tu re cou r se o f poli t ics c a n n o t be ana lysed wi th t he s a m e d e g r e e o f 

c e r t a i n t y which h i n d s i g h t al lows u s i n e x a m i n i n g t h e pas t . O n t h e o t h e r h a n d , 

va luab le lessons can be l e a r n e d from failed p r e d i c t i o n s . At t h e very l eas t , failed 

p r e d i c t i o n s i n v i t e — p e r h a p s fo rce—scho la r s t o r e f o r m u l a t e t he i r c o n c e p t u a l f r a m e 

work to a c c o u n t c i t h e r for w h y wha t t h e y t h o u g h t would h a p p e n did not h a p p e n , 

o r for why w h a t they t h o u g h t would not h a p p e n d id . 

F u r t h e r , scho la r s c a n avoid m a k i n g s t a t e m e n t s ab o u t t h e fu tu re , d u e e i t h e r t o 

t h e convic t ion t h a t i t i s imposs ib le to do so or to t h e fear of b e i n g p roven w r o n g , 

but po l i cy -makers c a n n o t . Po l i cy -maker s n e e d to o p e r a t e on t he bas is o f s o m e idea 

a b o u t t h e fu ture cou r se o f pol i t ics in o t h e r n a t i o n s in o r d e r to fashion t h e i r own 

foreign policy, a n d to u n d e r s t a n d how t h e foreign policy they f o r m u l a t e will affect 

t he pol i t ics o f o t h e r n a t i o n s as well as i n t e r n a t i o n a l r e l a t i ons gene ra l l y . I f t hose w h o 

know t h e most a b o u t t h e d o m e s t i c a n d foreign pol i t ics o f t he fo rmer U S S R a r e 

unwi l l ing to e n g a g e in f igu re -o r i en ted ana lys i s , t h e n po l i cy -makers will rely on those 

w h o m a y be m o r e wi l l ing bu t less knowing . 

Final ly , Sovie to logis t s shou ld not d e c r y t h e a t t e m p t t o m a k e p r e d i c t i o n s t h r o u g h 

c o m p a r a t i v e h i s to r ica l ana lys i s s ince Sovie to logy a lso t r i ed to m a k e p red i c t i ons . By 

a d o p t i n g the b r o a d e r a p p r o a c h o f c o m p a r a t i v e h is tor ica l ana lys i s , s cho la r s will 

a c k n o w l e d g e t h a t t h e n a r r o w e r basis upon which Sovietology m a d e p red i c t i ons (pas t 

Soviet s t a t e m e n t s a n d ac t i ons b e i n g a g u i d e to fu tu re Soviet behav io r ) is no longer 

a d e q u a t e . 

Applying Comparative Historical Analysis 

T h e following sec t ions o u t l i n e how c o m p a r a t i v e h is tor ica l ana lys i s m i g h t be used to 

c o n c e p t u a l i z e two a s p e c t s o f t he c u r r e n t pol i t ics o f t he fo rmer USSR. 

Nationalism versus Economic Rationalism 

C o m p a r a t i v e h is tor ica l ana lys is may s h e d l ight on which of two c o m p e t i n g exp la 

n a t i o n s abou t t he s t r e n g t h o f n o n - R u s s i a n n a t i o n a l i s m i s t he m o r e a c c u r a t e . 

D u r i n g the G o r b a c h e v e r a , m a n y W e s t e r n a n a l y s i s a r g u e d t h a t whi le n o n - R u s s i a n 

n a t i o n a l i s m was r i s ing , t h e n o n - R u s s i a n r epub l i c s would not s e c e d e from t h e USSR, 

or r e m a i n o u t s i d e of i t for long, b e c a u s e i n d e p e n d e n c e was economica l ly i r r a t i o n a l . 

For b e l t e r o r worse , m o r e t h a n seven d e c a d e s o f Soviet c e n t r a l p l a n n i n g had closely 

t ied t o g e t h e r t h e e c o n o m i e s o f all t h e u n i o n r epub l i c s . S ince i n d e p e n d e n c e would 

r u p t u r e e c o n o m i c c o o p e r a t i o n , e conomica l l y r a t i o n a l people would not seek 

i n d e p e n d e n c e or i f t h e y did would not w a n t to k e e p i t long d u e to i he e c o n o m i c 

d i s r u p t i o n i n d e p e n d e n c e would c a u s e . 

" E v e n i f t he choice w e r e freely o f fe red , " w r o t e M a r t h a Brill O l c o t l in 1990, " t h e 

e c o n o m i c b u r d e n s of i n d e p e n d e n c e would lead few repub l i c s to choose th is opt ion." ' ' 

6 . M a r t h a Brill O l c o t l , "A N e w , I m p r o v e d U S S R : E n c o u r a g i n g R e g i o n a l F r e e d o m s C a n M a k e a 
S t r o n g e r U n i o n , " The Washington Post ( O u t l o o k ) , M a y 2 0 , 1990 . 



T h i s view was a lso re f lec ted in US g o v e r n m e n t policy-. In his A u g u s t , 1991, s p e e c h 

t o t he U k r a i n i a n p a r l i a m e n t i n Kiev, U S P r e s i d e n t G e o r g e Bush s t a t e d : " T h e vast 

ma jo r i ty o f t r a d e c o n d u c t e d by Soviet c o m p a n i e s , i m p o r t s a n d e x p o r t s , involves , a s 

you know b e t t e r t h a n I , t r a d e b e t w e e n repub l i c s . T h e N i n e P lus O n e A g r e e m e n t 

holds for th t h e h o p e t h a t r epub l i c s will c o m b i n e g r e a t e r a u t o n o m y wi th g r e a t e r 

v o l u n t a r y i n t e r a c t i o n — p o l i t i c a l , social , c u l t u r a l , e c o n o m i c — r a t h e r t h a n p u r s u i n g 

t h e hope less c o u r s e o f i so l a t i on . " 7 A t t h e t i m e , P r e s i d e n t Bush ev iden t ly be l ieved 

t h a t t h e fu tu r e e c o n o m i c p r o s p e r i t y o f t h e n o n - R u s s i a n r epub l i c s was c lea r ly l inked 

wi th t h e c o n t i n u e d pol i t ical i n t e g r a t i o n o f t he U S S R . 

O n the o t h e r h a n d , t h e a r g u m e n t t h a t n o n - R u s s i a n n a t i o n a l i s m would insist u p o n 

i n d e p e n d e n c e a p p e a r e d d u b i o u s . Mos t o f t h e n o n - R u s s i a n s w i th in t h e R u s s i a n 

E m p i r e h a d b e e n u n a b l e t o s u s t a i n a n i n d e p e n d e n c e m o v e m e n t i n t h e pas t . T h i s 

was not only d u e to R u s s i a n oppos i t i on bu t a l so to t h e fact t h a t m a n y n o n - R u s s i a n 

n a t i o n a l i t i e s t h e m s e l v e s w e r e d iv ided over t he i s sue . T h e e s t a b l i s h e d p a t t e r n i n 

R u s s i a n a n d Soviet h i s to ry was t h a t n o n - R u s s i a n n a t i o n a l i s m was usua l ly not s t r o n g 

e n o u g h to a s s e r t itself, a n d was usua l ly not ab le to s u s t a i n i t for long w h e n i t d id . 

N o n - R u s s i a n s w h o a s s e r t e d t h a t t h e p r e s e n t s i t u a t i o n was d i f fe ren t a p p e a r e d t o 

m a n y to be p a r t i s a n a d v o c a t e s i t i s tead o f object ive ana lys t s . 

T h e s t r e n g t h o f t he e c o n o m i c r a t i ona l i s t a r g u m e n t aga ins t i n d e p e n d e n c e a n d t h e 

w e a k n e s s of t he n a t i o n a l i s t a r g u m e n t in favor of i t s e e m e d c l e a r to m a n y Soviet 

spec ia l i s t s a s well a s to t h e G o r b a c h e v l e a d e r s h i p . The m e r i t s o f t h e two a r g u m e n t s , 

however , a p p e a r q u i t e d i f fe ren t w h e n c o m p a r e d t o t h e e x p e r i e n c e o f n a t i o n a l i s m 

in o t h e r p a r t s o f t h e wor ld . 

Rus s i a is, in m a n y ways , t he last g r e a t E u r o p e a n colonial e m p i r e . D u r i n g the 2()lh 

c e n t u r y , all t he o t h e r E u r o p e a n co lon ia l e m p i r e s — B r i t i s h , F r e n c h , D u t c h , Be lg ian , 

S p a n i s h , a n d P o r t u g u e s e — w e r e v i r tua l ly e l i m i n a t e d . T h e s e , o f c o u r s e , w e r e all 

o v e r s e a s e m p i r e s . But two o t h e r e m p i r e s which had e x p a n d e d over g e o g r a p h i c a l l y 

c o n t i g u o u s a r e a s — t h e A u s t r i a n a n d t h e O t t o m a n — w e r e a lso e l i m i n a t e d ear ly o n 

in t he c e n t u r y . 

S o m e of t h e s e e m p i r e s d i s a p p e a r e d largely as a r e su l t o f t he i m p e r i a l power b e i n g 

d e f e a t e d in a w a r wi th a n o t h e r g r e a t power . But na t i ona l i s t forces d e m a n d i n g 

i n d e p e n d e n c e also s p r a n g u p e i t h e r w h e n they s e n s e d t h a t t h e i m p e r i a l power ' s g r i p 

was w e a k e n i n g , o r even before t h a t was ev iden t . W i t h very few e x c e p t i o n s — u s u a l l y 

i s l ands wi th very sma l l p o p u l a t i o n s — c o l o n i / e d a n d occup ied n a t i o n s o v e r w h e l m 

ingly o p t e d for i n d e p e n d e n c e as o p p o s e d to c o n t i n u e d ru le by t h e occupy ing power . 

And wi th on ly o n e e x c e p t i o n — N e w f o u n d l a n d — n o newly i n d e p e n d e n t c o u n t r y has 

vo lun ta r i ly a c c e p t e d b e i n g ru l ed by t h e m e t r o p o l e o n c e again ." 

W h a t t h i s shows is t h a t t h e e c o n o m i c r a t iona l i s t a r g u m e n t , t h a t a c o u n t r y i s 

b e l t e r off r e m a i n i n g as a colony r a t h e r t h a n b e c o m i n g i n d e p e n d e n t , has m a i n l y 

b e e n a c c e p t e d in c o u n t r i e s wi th very smal l p o p u l a t i o n s . T h e fear o f e c o n o m i c 

h a r d s h i p d id not d e t e r t h e o v e r w h e l m i n g major i ty o f co lon ies from b e c o m i n g 

i n d e p e n d e n t . I n d e e d , in m a n y of t h e s e f o r m e r co lon ies , espec ia l ly t hose in Africa, 

t h e p o p u l a t i o n b e c a m e , a n d r e m a i n s , economica l ly worse off t h a n t h e y w e r e u n d e r 

7. " E x c e r p t s from B u s h ' s U k r a i n e S p e e c h : W o r k i n g T o r the Gtxx l of B o t h of U s , ' " The New York Times, 

A u g u s t 2 , 1 9 9 1 . 

8. Br ian H u n t e r , cd . , The Statesman's Year-Hook, I0'J1-1'J'J2 ( N e w York: S t . M a r t i n ' s P r e s s , 1 9 9 1 ) , p. 3 1 2 ; 

a n d J o h n F. B u r n s , "Joseph R. Stnal lwtxx l D i e s at 9 0 ; Led N e w f o u n d l a n d i n t o C a n a d a , " The New York 

Times, D e c e m b e r 19, 1 9 9 1 . 



co lon ia l r u l e . N e v e r t h e l e s s , d e t e r i o r a t i n g e c o n o m i c cond i t i ons have not i n d u c e d 

t h e s e c o u n t r i e s t o offer t o s u r r e n d e r t h e i r i n d e p e n d e n c e t o t h e f o r m e r colonia l 

powe r. 

I f in all bu t t he very' sma l l e s t c o u n t r i e s in t h e T h i r d Wor ld e c o n o m i c r a t i o n a l i s m 

did not d e t e r n a t i o n a l i s t s from s e e k i n g i n d e p e n d e n c e , why shou ld a n y o n e expec t 

t h a t n a t i o n a l i s t s wou ld d e m a n d a n y t h i n g less i n t h e n o n - R u s s i a n r epub l i c s o f t h e 

f o r m e r USSR? F a r from s e e i n g c o n t i n u e d ru le by Moscow as benef ic ia l e c o n o m i 

cally, n o n - R u s s i a n s r e g a r d t he Soviet e x p e r i e n c e a s hav ing d a m a g e d t he i r 

e c o n o m i c s . I f t h e e x p e r i e n c e of n a t i o n a l i s m in t h e T h i r d W o r l d is a g u i d e , t he 

s t r e n g t h of n o n - R u s s i a n n a t i o n a l i s m is not l ikely to be a s h o r t - t e r m p h e n o m e n o n , 

bu t i s l o n g - t e r m a n d p e r m a n e n t d e s p i t e t h e n e a r c e r t a i n t y t h a t t h e n o n - R u s s i a n 

r e p u b l i c s will all e n d u r e e c o n o m i c h a r d s h i p for m a n y yea r s . 

F inal ly , t h e e x p e r i e n c e o f o t h e r n a t i o n s a lso shows t h a t t h e e c o n o m i c r a t i ona l i s t 

a r g u m e n t a g a i n s t i n d e p e n d e n c e i s i n a c c u r a t e i n a n o t h e r s e n s e . T h e a r g u m e n t 

a s s u m e s t h a t i n d e p e n d e n t n a t i o n s c a n n o t c o o p e r a t e effectively i n t h e e c o n o m i c 

s p h e r e . Yet d e s p i t e m a n y d i s a g r e e m e n t s a b o u t e c o n o m i c m a t t e r s , t h e r e i s consid

e r a b l e e c o n o m i c ccxjpcrat ion a m o n g n a t i o n s . M a n y reg iona l e c o n o m i c g r o u p i n g s , 

i n c l u d i n g o n e s i n t h e d e v e l o p i n g wor ld , have c o m e in to e x i s t e n c e . T h e e x p e r i e n c e 

o f o t h e r n a t i o n s , t h e n , i nd ica te s t h a t t h e fo rmer Soviet r epub l i c s can c o o p e r a t e 

economica l ly t h r o u g h t h e C o m m o n w e a l t h o f I n d e p e n d e n t S t a t e s i f t hey w a n t to . 

Russia: Nation or Em/tire? 

W h e t h e r t h e n o n - R u s s i a n s ga in or r e t a i n i n d e p e n d e n c e , o f c o u r s e , i s not a m a t t e r 

for t h e m a lone to d e c i d e . W h e t h e r Russ i a i s wil l ing to p e r m i t t h e m to b e c o m e or 

r e m a i n i n d e p e n d e n t is a n d will be a c ruc ia l d e t e r m i n a n t in t he abi l i ty of t he non-

R u s s i a n s to do so. W h a t will t he Russ ian a t t i t u d e be? 

As la te a s S e p t e m b e r , 1991, t he e m i n e n t Soviet special is t S t e p h e n F . C o h e n 

e x p r e s s e d e x t r e m e d o u b t t h a t t he U S S R would b r e a k u p in to its c o n s t i t u e n t 

r epub l i c s . H e no t ed t h a t " R u s s i a has a lways b e e n the ' c e n t e r ' o f t he e m p i r e a n d 

the u n i o n , " a n d t h a t o n e o f t he m a n y factors o p e r a t i n g to p r e s e r v e t he un ion was 

" h i s t o r i c a l t r a d i t i o n . " C o h e n env i s ioned as pa r t i cu l a r l y likely Moscow w o r k i n g to 

p r e s e r v e t he Slavic co re of t he USSR: " I t i s h a r d to i m a g i n e , for e x a m p l e , t he o t h e r 

Slav r epub l i c s , t he U k r a i n e [sic] a n d Byeloruss ia , a s s t a t e s a p a r t f rom Russ ia , o r 

t h a i Moscow would ac tua l ly let t h e m go. '" ' 

C o h e n ' s ana lys i s is n o t e w o r t h y for two r e a s o n s . Fi rs t , C o h e n is not known for 

b e i n g a conse rva t i ve w h o is inc l ined to see Moscow's behav io r as t h r e a t e n i n g . 

I n s t e a d , he is known for b e i n g a l ibera l w h o has de sc r ibed pas t Soviet behav io r as 

de fens ive . He has c r i t i c ized A m e r i c a n foreign policy for t a k i n g w h a t he c o n s i d e r e d 

to be a c o u n t e r - p r o d u c t i v e l y h a r s h a p p r o a c h toward the USSR. C o h e n ' s po r t r aya l 

o f a Russ i a d e t e r m i n e d to p r e s e r v e t he un ion , t h e n , would a p p e a r h ighly c red ib le 

s ince he i s not s o m e o n e given to a lways s e e i n g Russ i an policy as e x p a n s i o n i s t or 

i m p e r i a l . Bu t t he s econd r e a s o n why C o h e n ' s ana lys is i s n o t e w o r t h y , of c o u r s e , i s 

t h a t i t was w r o n g . By t h e end of 1991, Russ ia h a d r ecogn ized not only t h e i n d e p e n 

d e n c e o f t h e t h r e e Bal t ic s l a t e s , which t h e W e s t especia l ly s u p p o r t e d , bu l a lso t he 

i n d e p e n d e n c e o f all t he o t h e r un ion r epub l i c s o f t he f o r m e r USSR. F u r t h e r m o r e , 

9. S t c | i h c n 1". C o h e n , " C o l d D a w n in M o s c o w , " The Xew York Times, S e p t e m b e r +, 1991 . 



t he R u s s i a n p a r l i a m e n t a p p e a r e d unwi l l ing to use force to p r e v e n t secess ion from 

Russ i a by t h e a u t o n o m o u s n o n - R u s s i a n r epub l i c s w i th in it. '" 

T h e poin t h e r e i s not to cr i t ic ize C o h e n for hav ing m a d e a forecast wh ich was 

proven w r o n g so qu ick ly a f te r i t was m a d e . I n d e e d , his ana lys i s as well as those of 

m a n y o t h e r s w h o m a d e a s imi l a r o n e i s h ighly sens ib le from the c o n t e x t of R u s s i a n 

h is tory : t h e R u s s i a n s have h is tor ica l ly s o u g h t t o c o n t r o l t h e b o r d e r l a n d s a r o u n d 

Russ i a ; t h e y have not c e d e d th i s t e r r i t o r y vo lun ta r i ly in t h e p a s t ; t h e y have only 

d o n e so u n d e r e x t r e m e d u r e s s (due to invas ion o r loss o f c o n t r o l r e s u l t i n g from 

i n t e r n a l u p h e a v a l ) ; a n d they have e x e r t e d t h e m s e l v e s t o r e c a p t u r e lost t e r r i t o r y a t 

t h e ea r l i e s t o p p o r t u n i t y . As a resu l t of th i s legacy, i t would s e e m only p r u d e n t to 

expec t t h a t Russ ia would act to r e t a i n c o n t r o l o f t h e b o r d e r l a n d s now, o r would act 

t o r ega in con t ro l over t h e m in t h e n e a r f u t u r e . 

C o m p a r a t i v e h i s to r ica l ana lys i s , however , a l lows o n e t o q u e s t i o n w h e t h e r t h e 

R u s s i a n h i s to r ica l legacy i s t h e bes t g u i d e to Russ i a ' s behav io r t oward n o n - R u s s i a n s 

of t he f o r m e r Soviet U n i o n . I n s t e a d of r e g a r d i n g Russ i a as a c o m p l e t e l y u n i q u e 

n a t i o n un l ike any o t h e r , Russ ia c a n be s e e n as an e x a m p l e o f a E u r o p e a n n a t i o n 

wi th a colonia l e m p i r e . I f all t h e o t h e r E u r o p e a n powers gave up t h e i r colonia l 

e m p i r e s in t he 20 th c e n t u r y , i t shou ld not be s e e n as s u r p r i s i n g t h a t Russ ia would 

do so too. 

T h e r e is, of c o u r s e , no necess i ty for Russ i a to divest i tself of its colonial e m p i r e 

j u s t b e c a u s e o t h e r E u r o p e a n n a t i o n s did so. Howeve r , i t i s in s t ruc t ive to no t e t he 

c i r c u m s t a n c e s u n d e r which o t h e r E u r o p e a n powers g a i n e d a n d lost t he i r colonial 

e m p i r e s . Before t he 2 0 t h c e n t u r y , t h e s e e m p i r e s w e r e a c q u i r e d e i t h e r by non-

d e m o c r a t i c soc ie t ies , o r by d e m o c r a t i c c o u n t r i e s for which the acqu i s i t i on p rocess 

was re la t ive ly i nexpens ive in t e r m s of lives a n d m o n e y — i m p e r i a l i s m was of ten 

re la t ive ly p o p u l a r w h e n i t was perce ived to be re la t ive ly c h e a p . 

S o m e E u r o p e a n power s lost all or pa r t of t h e i r e m p i r e s as a resu l t of de fea t by 

o t h e r g r e a t |x>wcrs (Spa in in 1898; G e r m a n y a n d T u r k e y in 1918). In t he 2 0 t h 

c e n t u r y , however , t h e bulk of deco lon i za t i on o c c u r r e d as a resu l t of d e m o c r a t i c 

soc ie t ies b e c o m i n g unwi l l ing to pay t h e l a rge cost in t e r m s of blcxxl a n d t r e a s u r e 

to k e e p o t h e r n a t i o n s a s co lonies w h e n t h e l a t t e r a s s e r t e d t h e i r de s i r e for i n d e p e n 

d e n c e . For t h e most p a r t , t he deco lon i za t i on p rocess p r o c e e d e d re la t ive ly peaceful ly . 

I n those cases w h e r e t he E u r o p e a n g o v e r n m e n t a t t e m p t e d t o p r e v e n t deco lon iza 

t ion by force, d o m e s t i c pol i t ics in t he co lon iz ing c o u n t r y even tua l l y forced i t to 

w i t h d r a w . Indeed , i t was t he inc reas ing ly b u r d e n s o m e m i l i t a r y effort to r e t a i n its 

Afr ican co lon ics u n d e r t a k e n by a d i c t a t o r i a l r e g i m e in P o r t u g a l t h a t c o n t r i b u t e d to 

t he p o p u l a r u p r i s i n g in t h a t c o u n t r y which led b o t h to d e m o c r a t i z a t i o n a n d deco l 

o n i z a t i o n . 

T h e way in which Russ i a has now b e g u n to r e s e m b l e o t h e r E u r o p e a n n a t i o n s i s 

t h a t i t h a s e m b a r k e d on the p a t h o f d e m o c r a t i z a t i o n . T h e r e m a y be m a n y R u s s i a n s , 

like G o r b a c h e v , w h o would have p r e f e r r e d to k e e p the USSR whole as a s t a l e 

d o m i n a t e d by the R u s s i a n s . T h e g o v e r n m e n t o f Boris Ye l t s in , however , r ecogn ized 

t h a t th is cou ld not be d o n e un less t h e R u s s i a n s w e r e p r e p a r e d to k e e p the u n i o n 

t o g e t h e r by fo rce—a task which cotdd not be a c c o m p l i s h e d c h e a p l y or easily. S ince 

i t was imposs ib le for Russ i a to hold t he un ion t o g e t h e r w i thou t force, a n d s ince in 

10. T h e R u s s i a n p a r l i a m e n t o v e r r u l e d Boris Y e l t s i n ' s d e c l a r a t i o n o f a s t a l e o f e m e r g e n c y in the 

C h e c h e n - I n g u s h A u t o n o m o u s Republ i c w h i c h had d e c l a r e d its i n d e p e n d e n c e . E l e a n o r R a n d o l p h , " Y e l t s i n 
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any case Russ i a was unwi l l ing to do so , t h e only a l t e r n a t i v e for Russ i a w a s to recog

nize t h e i n d e p e n d e n c e o f t h e n o n - R u s s i a n r epub l i c s . 

W h i l e Moscow ' s a c q u i e s c e n c e to t h e loss o f i ts e m p i r e a p p e a r s to be an a b e r r a 

t ion in t e r m s of R u s s i a n h is tory , i t a p p e a r s to be very m u c h in k e e p i n g wi th t he 

e s t a b l i s h e d p a t t e r n o f 2()th c e n t u r y E u r o p e a n d e c o l o n i z a t i o n . Shou ld t h e r e be an 

e n d to R u s s i a n d e m o c r a t i z a t i o n , however , th i s m a y b r i n g ab o u t a d e c r e a s e d to ler

a n c e for d e c o l o n i z a t i o n in Moscow. 

Conclusion 

T h e s e a r e j u s t two e x a m p l e s o f how c o m p a r a t i v e h i s to r ica l ana lys is a n d t r a d i t i o n a l 

Sovie to logy m i g h t differ in t h e i r conc lus ions a b o u t c u r r e n t pol i t ics in t he fo rmer 

U S S R . A l t h o u g h t h e r e a r e m a n y o t h e r q u e s t i o n s t h a t c o m p a r a t i v e h i s to r i ca l ana ly

sis c a n be a p p l i e d to , i t m u s t be e m p h a s i z e d t h a t th is m e t h o d of ana lys i s will not 

necessa r i ly yield def in i t ive r e su l t s . Bu t t h e n , t r a d i t i o n a l s t r a i g h t - l i n e Sovietology 

c a n n o t do so e i t h e r w h e n t h e Soviet pas t i s not necessa r i ly a re l i ab le g u i d e to t he 

f u t u r e . W h a t c o m p a r a t i v e h is tor ica l ana lys i s c a n d o m o r e effectively t h a n t r ad i 

t iona l Sovie to logy is to yield a wide r r a n g e of poss ib i l i t ies ab o u t t h e d i r e c t i o n which 

the foreign a n d d o m e s t i c pol i t ics o f t h e fo rmer U S S R m i g h t t a k e . 

T h e success , or lack o l it, o l ana lyses u s ing th i s c o m p a r a t i v e h i s to r ica l m e t h o d 

ology will n e v e r t h e l e s s d e p e n d on t h e accuracy of t he h i s to r ica l a n a l o g i e s which 

a n a l y s i s select to exp la in t he p r e s e n t . D e c i d i n g U|K>n t h e h i s to r ica l a n a l o g i e s a p p r o 

p r i a t e to a n a l y s i n g the p r e s e n t will not be easy: Russ ia r e s e m b l e s a d i s i n t e g r a t i n g 

colonia l e m p i r e , a T h i r d Wor ld c o u n t r y , a n d in c e r t a i n r e s p e c t s a w e s t e r n d e m o c 

racy. A r g u m e n t s abou t wh ich h is tor ica l ana logy i s most a p p r o p r i a t e for e x p l a i n i n g 

t h e p r e s e n t s i t u a t i o n , however , a r e e x t r e m e l y i m p o r t a n t s ince they force scho la r s 

t o expl ic i t ly s t a t e a n d d e f e n d t he i r t h e o r i e s a n d a s s u m p t i o n s alx>ul t h e f u n d a m e n 

tal e l e m e n t s o f t he f o r m e r USSRs d o m e s t i c a n d foreign policies . An e x a m i n a t i o n 

of, for e x a m p l e , Moscow's d o m e s t i c or foreign policy which avoids d i scuss ing the 

a n a l y s t ' s views of t he bas ic n a t u r e of Russ ia ' s pol i t ical evo lu t ion will i n a d e q u a t e l y 

a c c o u n t for how c o n t i n g e n t on m o r e f u n d a m e n t a l t r e n d s a p a r t i c u l a r policy m a y be . 

Final ly, i t m u s t be r ecogn ized t h a t j u s t as wi th t r a d i t i o n a l Sovietology, t h e r e a r e 

p r o b a b l y l imi t s to how useful c o m p a r a t i v e h i s to r ica l ana lys i s will be for u n d e r 

s t a n d i n g t h e f o r m e r Soviet Un ion . If, for e x a m p l e , Russ ia a n d / o r t he o t h e r republ ics 

d e v e l o p in to e s t a b l i s h e d , s t ab l e d e m o c r a c i e s , a m e t h o d o l o g y s e e k i n g to u n d e r s t a n d 

soc ie t i es in t h e mids t of f u n d a m e n t a l pol i t ical c h a n g e will no l o n g e r be a p p r o p r i 

a t e . S o m e of t h e soph i s t i c a t ed social sc ience m e t h o d o l o g i e s which a r e su i t ab l e for 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e W e s t e r n d e m o c r a c i e s m a y t h e n b e m o r e useful for u n d e r s t a n d 

ing t h e f o r m e r USSR. At p r e s e n t , i t s e e m s un l ike ly t h a t a s t a b l e p a t t e r n of poli t ics 

in th i s a r e a will e m e r g e in t he n e a r fu tu re . 

F u n d a m e n t a l t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s a r e o c c u r r i n g in t h e d o m e s t i c a n d foreign poli t ics 

o f t h e f o r m e r USSR. I f W e s t e r n scho la r s a r e t o a d e q u a t e l y u n d e r s t a n d t h e s e 

p h e n o m e n a , a f u n d a m e n t a l t r a n s f o r m a t i o n is a lso n e e d e d in t he m e t h o d o l o g y they 

e m p l o y in t h e i r ana lyse s . 


