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“A crisp, unromantic overview of the rocky Russian journey to join the world markets. . . . A tight, modern, and relevant study of the ‘Russia that has returned.’”


—Kirkus Reviews


“The comprehensiveness and clarity of The Return make it a valuable resource for anyone trying to make sense of the puzzle that is Russia.”


—The Dallas Morning News


“A rich assemblage of concrete, fascinating detail.”


—Foreign Affairs







There’s no question that Russia is a global powerhouse that sits at the epicenter of the major issues the West will confront in the coming years—from Islamic terrorism and nuclear proliferation to energy security and global warming. In this broad-ranging interpretative history of postcommunist Russia, one of the world’s leading experts on the country, Daniel Treisman, reveals a rapidly changing nation that is both more perplexing—and more promising—than current headlines would suggest.

Drawing on two decades of research, interviews, and close observation, The Return provides the first comprehensive history of Russia after the fall of Soviet communism. From Gorbachev to Yeltsin, Putin, and Medvedev, it traces the twists and turns of the country’s evolution, uncovering the causes behind its plunge into depression in the 1990s and resurgence since 2000. Rather than a nation frozen in ancient authoritarian traditions, as Russia is often portrayed, Treisman shows a society modernizing rapidly. Knocked off balance once again by the global financial crisis, the Kremlin’s current bosses must now struggle to reignite the growth on which the stability of their regime depends.
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Praise for 
THE RETURN


“The comprehensiveness and clarity of The Return make it a valuable resource for anyone trying to make sense of the puzzle that is Russia.”


—The Dallas Morning News


“Treisman explores the path of postcommunist Russia in this engrossing study.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Possessing both deft storytelling abilities and deep scholarly knowledge, Treisman provides a truly masterful exposition of the tumultuous past two decades in Russian history, politics, and society. Anyone interested in Russia and its leaders should read this book.”


—James Goldgeier, George Washington University


“Daniel Treisman treats us to an elegant and learned history that demystifies Russia’s transformation from a communist state to a normal country. This is the best and most readable account of Russia’s rebirth.”


    —Anders Åslund, Senior Fellow, Peterson Institute for International Economics


“This excellent book provides both an elegant and comprehensive account of Russia’s turbulent history over the last quarter century and penetrating and sometimes surprising analyses of the main political and economic issues that that history raises.”


—Michael Mandelbaum, author of The Frugal Superpower: America’s Global Leadership in a Cash-Strapped Era


“Daniel Treisman has written a book about Russia today that is calm, sane, judicious, very well informed, and written in the kind of prose that makes you want to read on. It is a welcome and necessary antidote to much fashionable Western writing that portrays Russia as a kleptocracy ruled by a secret policeman intent on victory in a new Cold War.... Russia has certainly returned. Whether we like it or not we are likely, if we want to achieve our own objectives, to find ourselves having to treat the Russians with the respect they believe they deserve and can increasingly command.”


—Rodric Braithwaite, former UK ambassador to the Soviet Union and Russia and author of Across the Moscow River: The World Turned Upside Down and Moscow 1941: A City and Its People at War
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PREFACE


Russia has returned. Not to the West, of which it was never truly a part. But to the world. Twenty years after the iron curtain was drawn back, Russians vacation in Turkey and on the Côte d’Azur, place international calls on Finnish cell phones, and debate the hairstyles of Hollywood celebrities on internet forums. Their leaders no longer dream of infiltrating Marxist revolutionaries into the capitalist democracies. They are too busy planning G20 summits or conducting war games with China. Russian businessmen, now regulars at Davos, own American steel mills, African gold mines, French chateaus, and British sports teams. In London, Rome, and New York, it is no longer rare to overhear conversation in the language of Pushkin.


This is not the first time Russia has come out of isolation. In the twelfth century, the princes of Kievan Rus were integrated into the West through trade and marriage with the royal families of Europe. Then the Mongols penetrated the forests. Conquered and colonized, Russians lost touch with the outside world for more than two centuries. Reintegration was slow. It took the Europeanizing demon of Peter the Great to shave the beards off his country’s upper classes, dress them in German clothes, and turn them into cosmopolitans again. If Peter’s revolution was Russia’s first return to the world, the journey back after communism has been its second.


This book is about that journey. It has been a complicated one, part obstacle course, part voyage of discovery. The transition started with an economic crisis that lasted a decade. In politics, two steps forward toward democracy were often followed by one, two, or three steps back. Early hopes for a partnership with the United States and Europe gave way in time to mutual recrimination. But Russia is here to stay. With one elbow on Germany, the other on China, as the philosopher Chaadaev put it, the country is itself of global proportions. Its leaders have no plans to retreat into a third period of isolation. Most of the international problems that concern the West will be hard to solve without Russia’s cooperation—from climate change and Islamic terrorism to nuclear proliferation and energy security. It is important to understand the Russia that has returned.


I first visited the country in 1988 and have gone back almost every year since then, first as a doctoral student, later as a professor. To make sense of Russia’s recent history, I draw on the memoirs of those who shaped it, the analyses of other scholars, statistical data and public opinion surveys, as well as my own observation, interviews, and research. Of course, much is still not known and much is debated. I have tried to indicate when questions have no generally accepted answer and to justify the interpretive paths I have taken.


Along the way, I have done my best to avoid two familiar styles of writing about the country. Common among both Western and Russian authors, these seem to me to obscure more than they reveal. The first approach is to focus on the country’s dark side, to present Russia as a land of deformity. This genre has a long history. From sixteenth century European travelogues, one learns that Russian peasants at that time were drunks, idolaters, and sodomites. Seventeenth century travelers report that the country’s northern forests were a breeding ground for witches. Then come the famous denunciations of the Marquis de Custine, along with the jeremiads of Chaadaev—a homegrown convert to the idiom—who, just as Pushkin was publishing Eugene Onegin, chastised Russia for failing to contribute anything to human civilization. Russia, he charged, was a “blank page in the intellectual order,” which existed only to “teach the world some great lesson.” Much journalism and historical writing shares this preoccupation with the country’s dismal side.


The second approach is to turn mystical when Russia is mentioned, to exult in paradoxes and wallow in the exotic. Russia, it is said, is unique and unknowable. It hides its secrets from social scientists and statisticians. Russia, writes the novelist Tatyana Tolstaya, “possesses certain peculiarities that verge on the fantastic, and its inner geometry is decidedly non-Euclidean.” Its roads are Möbius strips; its parallel lines cross many times. Such talk usually progresses to speculation about the Russian soul, itself conceived as a jumble of contradictions. Russians, wrote the philosopher Nikolay Berdyaev, are Dionysian yet ascetic, violent yet gentle, ritualistic yet hungry for truth: “In the Russian soul there is a sort of immensity, a vagueness, a predilection for the infinite, such as is suggested by the great plain of Russia.” In short, an easy place to get lost.


As a literary trope, such word spinning—a kind of orientalism practiced by the orientals—is harmless enough. As a business proposition, it has a certain logic. Today’s Russians surely have a right to market their onion domes and spiritual intensity, just as a century ago Diaghilev, with his Ballets Russes, sold the “mysterium of Russia” to pre–World War I Parisian audiences. But as a pathway to understanding, neither the mystification nor the vilification of Russia gets us very far. A generation of work by social scientists from both Russia and the West has shown that the country’s economics and politics are perfectly susceptible to careful observation, measurement, and reasoned interpretation. The apparently chaotic surfaces of political and economic life often turn out to conceal quite intelligible patterns that are in many ways similar to those found elsewhere. Most of the sinister features that upset the critics are, sadly, typical of countries at similar levels of economic development. Russia is unique, but in the way that Belgium, Argentina, and Malaysia are unique—no more, no less.




THE RETURN




CHAPTER 1


The Captain


Mikhail Gorbachev steered the Soviet ship of state for six years and nine months. An idealistic socialist, he set out to revitalize the communist order he had inherited, to inject open discussion, creativity, and common sense into an ossified Leninist party. He ended forty years of nuclear confrontation with the West and introduced the beginnings of democracy and economic freedom. Yet, to his dismay and despite his energetic maneuvering, the course he charted led into a hurricane. By the time he left office, the economy was in ruins, the ruling communist parties in his country and its European satellites had been swept from office, and the Soviet multinational state had fractured into fifteen pieces.


Why did Gorbachev’s attempts to revive the Soviet political and economic order end in its overthrow? To some observers, the fall of Soviet communism seemed—in retrospect, at least—inevitable. The inefficiency of centralized control and state ownership could not help but erode economic performance, while a political system based on repression could not last forever. “Communism,” wrote the historian Martin Malia, “cannot be reformed or given a human face; it can only be dismantled and replaced.” To others, the system’s demise seemed a “highly contingent process... frequently spurred on by chance occurrences and twists of fate.” In this view, the Soviet order could have survived but fell apart because of Gorbachev’s mistakes or failures of leadership. To orthodox communists, he was incompetent or treacherous; to liberals, he was indecisive and inflexible. Gorbachev, in his writings, mostly blames the destructive ambitions of the radical democrats who came to oppose him toward the end.


Twenty years later, one can begin to distinguish what might have been from what could never have occurred. The weight of evidence suggests that although a major crisis had become unavoidable by 1989, this was not the case in 1985 when Gorbachev assumed the leadership. The system could have persisted for several decades. Its collapse cannot be blamed simply on the actions of Boris Yeltsin or other advocates of radical change. In criticizing Gorbachev and urging faster reform, they were not merely indulging personal ambition: they were articulating what the Russian public said it wanted at that time. Similarly, Gorbachev’s mistakes towards the end—although almost as striking as his achievements—explain only how the end came, not why it did. Had he acted with greater political skill in 1990–91, or even with more determined force, this would not have saved the Soviet system. By that point, it was too late. The seeds of the crisis that swept Gorbachev from power were sown in his first three years in office, when his improvisational attempts at economic reform created budgetary and financial imbalances that would, a few years later, destroy the consumer market and purge the last remnants of popular support for Soviet rule.


The Southerner


Mikhail Gorbachev was born into a peasant family in Russia’s agricultural South in 1931, the first of two children. His father repaired tractors on a recently formed collective farm. Gorbachev was ten when the Nazis invaded. A year later, as the fighting approached, he recalls watching the “fiery arrows” of Katyusha rockets explode across the night sky. German motorcyclists burst into his village, followed by infantry, which stayed through the winter months, uprooting orchards, commandeering food, and terrorizing the population. Just eleven, Gorbachev witnessed prisoners of war being executed in the street. He remembers, as a teenager, after the war, driving combine harvesters twenty hours a day in the grime and sweat of southern summers, sleeping under haystacks with his father and the other farmhands. He emerged from this with a Red Banner of Labor medal, enormous self-confidence, and an ear for diagnosing trouble in the internal organs of farm machinery.


The medal helped propel him to the Law Faculty of Moscow State University, where he studied among children of the communist elite. Despite the tense climate of the late Stalin years, Gorbachev’s professors introduced students not just to Soviet criminal procedure but also to logic, Roman law, Latin, German, and the history of ideas. With a young wife in tow, Gorbachev returned to his home region of Stavropol after graduating, where he worked his way up through the party ranks, first in the Communist Youth League (the Komsomol) and then the party itself. At thirty-nine, he became first secretary of this outpost of 2 million people and 10 million sheep. Some eight years later, in 1978, he was promoted to Moscow to serve as party secretary in charge of agriculture.


The Soviet state machine was a pyramid with three faces. The Communist Party held ultimate power. At its peak in Moscow were two governing bodies. The Politburo, a committee of fifteen or so political heavyweights, set policy. (A few “candidate members” could join in discussions, but not vote.) Politburo meetings were chaired by the general secretary, who was chosen by the other members and served for life or until his colleagues contrived to oust him, as happened to Nikita Khrushchev in 1964. Each Thursday morning, to the wail of police sirens, a stream of ZIL limousines would pour down Kuybyshev Street from the party’s head office on Staraya Ploshchad (“Old Square”) to the Kremlin, home of the Soviet government. After chatting in the wood-paneled “walnut room,” the Politburo members would take their assigned places along an enormous conference table covered in green cloth. The second body, the Secretariat, consisted of ten or twelve party secretaries, who headed the administrative departments that implemented the Politburo’s decisions and managed party membership and property. The Secretariat met on Tuesday afternoons on the fifth floor of the grey stone building on Staraya Ploshchad.


A hierarchy of command connected these communist bosses to every corner of the country. A Central Committee, with three hundred full members in 1986, ratified the Politburo’s decisions at its plenary sessions held every few months. It was elected by a Party Congress of several thousand that met every five years or so. All fourteen Union republics except Russia had their own central committees, and below these were party committees at the regional, town, and village levels. At the base of the pyramid, primary party organizations existed in all enterprises, collective farms, schools, army units, police stations, and other bodies. Although members were indirectly elected, from the grass roots to the Politburo, the leadership provided lists that usually named just one candidate per slot.


The Communist Party was the pyramid’s first face. The other two were the hierarchies of legislative and executive bodies. Both of these were tightly controlled by the party. Legislative councils or “soviets,” based at all levels from the rural settlement to the Union, passed laws and ordinances. Members were elected, again from party-approved lists without alternatives. At the top of the executive branch, councils of ministers (of the Union and of the fifteen republics) administered public services and branches of the planned economy. The ministries, and the regional associations they directed, coordinated the activity of the country’s 46,000 industrial companies, 50,000 state and collective farms, and several hundred thousand smaller enterprises and organizations.


A political career meant rising through the party, perhaps holding executive or legislative posts along the way, perhaps heading an industrial enterprise. This required fitting into the spider’s web of factional ties that linked party and economic managers at different levels. These ties came in many forms—from bonds of mutual trust between idealistic fellow communists to the murkiest pacts between partners in corruption.


Operating within this system was a complicated, high-stakes poker game, in which one always had to guess what cards the other players held and how each would play. A wrong guess and one might land in jail, a psychiatric ward, or, in the best case, a dead-end job in some provincial outpost. Suppose, for instance, a journalist is assigned to investigate claims that the captain of a whaling ship has been selling souvenirs carved from ivory for profit during layovers at foreign ports. He finds the allegations are true. What to do? File the story, expose the corrupt captain, and advance the interests of the journalist’s editor and his official backers, who presumably provided the lead? Or cover up for the captain in case his protectors turn out to be even more highly placed? In the latter case, if the reporter writes the truth he may be dragged into court and punished for making “slanderous” accusations. In this incident, which actually occurred in the 1970s, even Brezhnev, the general secretary, turned out to have received gifts from the captain. After a tense meeting, the Soviet leader regretfully decided to sacrifice the nautical entrepreneur. “Just don’t whistle!” he reportedly barked at the journalist’s protectors.


Profiteering was a crime within the Soviet centrally administered economy. All property, except for some personal possessions and houses in the countryside, belonged to the state. Enterprises took orders from the central planners, who were based in an imposing building near the Kremlin. Five-year plans set strategic goals; these were then broken down annually, with production targets, prices, and supplies calculated on enormous input-output tables. Although the plans listed up to 750,000 items, this still represented only 2–3 percent of the 24 million goods produced in the early 1980s. The planners told enterprises what to make, what materials they would receive, and where to ship their output. Managers and workers won bonuses if they met their targets. Money flowed among the enterprises’ bank accounts, mostly just for accounting convenience. When companies needed cash to pay workers, the state banks simply transfered the funds.


In principle, this system was hypercentralized. The Politburo was once asked to rule on the size of servings fed to police horses and dogs. Gorbachev later joked that under Brezhnev “you had to ask the permission of the Council of Ministers to install a toilet.” In practice, to get things done managers improvised, lobbied the ministers in Moscow for special breaks, and sent agents around the country to strike illegal bargains for supplies. The planners themselves gave up on optimizing and just raised targets a little each year. Of course, this meant managers took pains to avoid overfulfilling their plans so future targets would remain low. In the late 1960s, the prime minister Aleksey Kosygin tried to give enterprises a little more autonomy, but his reforms, opposed by the planners, never got off the ground.


Two other elements were key to the system’s operation. The first was fear. Although prison camps and political executions were scaled back after Stalin’s death, dissent was suppressed by force and intimidation. State terror was somewhat decentralized under Brezhnev, who permitted regional leaders considerable discretion in return for loyalty. One Uzbek party boss operated a private prison and underground torture chamber. Security agents worked hard to keep citizens on edge, tapping phones, and recruiting informers. Under Stalin, Politburo member Anastas Mikoyan had said that: “Every citizen of the USSR is a collaborator of the NKVD,” the acronym then used for the secret police. Under Brezhnev, the secret services remained large and mostly unsupervised.


The second key ingredient was a preoccupation with controlling information. No independent media were allowed, and all photocopiers had to be registered with the police. Under Stalin even owning a typewriter had required police permission. Most statistical reports were marked “secret,” “top secret,” or “for official use only.” Quite often, efforts to deceive the population ended up blinding the policymakers. Not even top leaders received briefings on military expenditures. As a Politburo member in the early 1980s, Gorbachev asked to see the state budget, but he writes that: “[General Secretary] Andropov simply laughed that off: ‘Nothing doing! You’re asking too much.’” In the 1960s, party leaders ordered the Ministry of Communications to jam foreign radio broadcasts, a technically challenging and costly task in a country covering eleven time zones. But the party bosses insisted, so the ministry found a solution. According to Aleksandr Yakovlev, then a Central Committee secretary, it built two powerful jamming stations in central Moscow—one across the street from the Central Committee office, the other on Kutuzovsky Prospekt, where most party leaders lived. Presumably, officials who heard static when they tried to tune to the Voice of America did not know that a few dozen miles outside major cities the broadcasts came through loud and clear. The main victims were the party leaders themselves. By 1980, half the Soviet population had access to shortwave radios. The other main sources of information were the spinners of rumors, who, as Boris Yeltsin put it, became “the main telegraph agency of the Soviet Union.”


By the late 1970s when Gorbachev arrived in Moscow, the absurdities and waste this system generated were obvious to all who cared to look. Many, of course, did not. An army of time-servers in the party’s higher and middle ranks wanted only to expand their privileges. But a number of mostly younger, better educated officials were becoming disillusioned with the empty speech making, decrepit health, and blatant cynicism of Brezhnev and his cronies. These covert free thinkers were by no means all democrats or believers in capitalism; in fact, they ranged from adamant Leninists to Western-style liberals. But most had two things in common: impatience with the stagnant atmosphere of Brezhnev’s last years and respect for—and sometimes the support of—the most enigmatic Politburo member, Yury Andropov.


A hard-line ideologue, Andropov had helped suppress popular uprisings in Hungary in 1956 and Prague in 1968. As KGB chief, he trained foreign terrorists, and committed dissidents to psychiatric hospitals, where they were diagnosed with “sluggish schizophrenia” and shot up with drugs. He authorized the murder by ricin pellet of the Bulgarian exile Georgy Markov. At the same time, he stood out for an “indifference to luxury” amid the crassness of Brezhnev’s circle. He read the literary journals and could write passable verse in the style of Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin. Genuinely concerned about the country’s problems, he encouraged his advisors to speak frankly, and sought practical solutions, although he did not find many. According to one aide, he was looking for a way out of Afghanistan as early as 1980. Many of the communist reformers of the Gorbachev era grew up in his shadow.


Gorbachev was his greatest discovery. The two had become close while vacationing in the Stavropol resort of Kislovodsk. Gorbachev’s Memoirs contains an intriguing photograph of the two future party leaders playing dominoes outdoors. The secret police chief looks relaxed, in short sleeves and a white fedora. His protégé, in what looks like a nautical cap, is leaning back to laugh, while two other companions focus on the game. With Andropov, Gorbachev allowed himself to express doubts about the party leaders quite openly, complaining about their advanced age on one occasion, and reminding Andropov, himself no spring chicken, of the saying “There are no trees without saplings.” “Congratulations, sapling,” Andropov joked when, in 1978, Gorbachev arrived in Moscow to join the Secretariat.


Although assigned to agriculture, Gorbachev was soon “poking his nose into political affairs,” as one fellow secretary put it. What distinguished him at this time was a kind of ingenuous gutsiness. The morning after his appointment, Gorbachev stopped by the general secretary’s office unannounced because he felt it impossible to get down to work without having first “shared his ideas” with Brezhnev. To Gorbachev’s surprise, Brezhnev did not appear particularly interested in his ideas. He stared into space and seemed to be thinking only about Gorbachev’s predecessor, who had died of a heart attack after an evening of heavy drinking. “It’s a pity about Kulakov,” was all Brezhnev said. “He was a good man.” Gorbachev soon found much to dislike about the tawdry mores of the Brezhnev court. He writes of Brezhnev that: “Whenever abuses and mismanagement were mentioned to him, tears would well up in his eyes and he would ask, bewilderment in his voice: ‘Is it really that bad?’”


A couple of months earlier, Gorbachev had met Brezhnev on a railway platform in the southern resort of Mineralnye Vody, where the general secretary was stopping en route to Azerbaijan. Andropov and Gorbachev were there to pay their respects. Andropov had told his young colleague to keep the conversation flowing, so Gorbachev held forth about the spring lambing season, the record grain harvest, his work on a long-planned irrigation canal. In his memoirs, Gorbachev gives this incident a nostalgic, almost lyrical flavor, recalling the warm night, the mountains, the dark sky studded by enormous stars. Then Brezhnev, heaving himself back into the carriage, asked Andropov for an update on his speech. “Good, good, Leonid Ilich,” Andropov reassured him. Only later did Gorbachev realize it was not a draft address to a party meeting that Brezhnev had in mind but whether his pronunciation, slurred by the aftereffects of a stroke and his addiction to tranquilizers, was intelligible.


Four years after Gorbachev arrived in Moscow, Brezhnev died, the first in a chain of dominoes. Andropov, who succeeded him, set out to tighten labor discipline, sending police to hair salons, saunas, and beer halls to round up those skipping work. He jailed mafia bosses, and purged some of the most corrupt bureaucrats. But Andropov was dying of kidney disease, and Konstantin Chernenko, the Brezhnev acolyte who followed, was himself stricken with emphysema. With Chernenko clearly on his last legs, the struggle for succession pitted Gorbachev against older Brehznev intimates such as the Moscow party leader, Viktor Grishin. Andrey Gromyko, the dour traditionalist who had served as foreign minister since Khrushchev’s time, played a pivotal role. Through his son, Gromyko opened a channel of secret negotiations with Gorbachev’s associate Aleksandr Yakovlev. In return for promising to let him move sometime later to head the Supreme Soviet, Gromyko offered to nominate Gorbachev—which he did, leaping to his feet at the Politburo meeting after Chernenko’s death on March 10, 1985, before anyone had time to propose someone else. Afraid of ending up in the minority and being blamed for splitting the party, allies of other possible candidates all lined up behind Gorbachev.


Changing the World


As of 1985, a zone of barbed wire and minefields bisected Europe, dividing the Western industrialized democracies of NATO from the communist Warsaw Pact. Deterred from direct attacks by fear of mutual nuclear annihilation, the two sides competed by expanding their alliances and fighting proxy wars in the third world. In the 1970s, détente had eased tensions for a while, but the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and the 1981 crackdown on striking Polish miners had set off a “new cold war.” President Reagan increased military spending, labeled the Soviet Union an “evil empire,” and began deploying Pershing II and Cruise missiles in Western Europe to counter the threat of Soviet SS-20s (see Chapter 9).


Gorbachev came to office determined to change this. During his first three years, traditional Soviet positions and Marxist rhetoric were progressively displaced by a different approach to international affairs that Gorbachev called the “new thinking.” Impressed by the horror that a nuclear war would unleash, Gorbachev decided that the fabric of international politics must change. In the future, states would treat each other with mutual respect and resolve conflicts through peaceful negotiations. As he told the United Nations General Assembly in 1988: “the use or threat of force no longer can or must be an instrument of foreign policy.” Security could only be mutual, not at others’ expense, and peace required creating trust between the leaders and peoples of the world. Each state had the right to choose its own course without interference. Ideologies should no longer drive international behavior. Rather than pursuing the interests of class or nation, Soviet foreign policy would seek to further the “universal interests of humanity.” With Rajiv Gandhi in Delhi in November 1986, Gorbachev insisted that: “human life must be acknowledged as the supreme value” and “non-violence must become the basis of human co-existence.”


The “new thinking” was not just about changing Soviet policy. Gorbachev hoped for a global revolution, and pursued it with what one aide called a “messianic enthusiasm.” In 1987, he took time away from governing to write a book titled Perestroika: New Thinking for Our Country and the World, which was published in almost 100 countries and sold five million copies worldwide. The message of nuclear disarmament and universal respect was understandably popular, and the excitement in the faces of ordinary people Gorbachev met in his travels abroad indulged him in the belief that he had started an international reconceptualization of politics between states.


On the face of it, all this appears disconcertingly naïve. Could Gorbachev really have believed his homilies would persuade world statesmen to abandon the use of force? Among Soviet professionals, the “new thinking” aroused skepticism, if not alarm, and in the West it was initially viewed as a propaganda ploy. As Gorbachev’s head of foreign intelligence, General Leonid Shebarshin, saw it: “Any reasonable person hearing a government talking about values common to the whole of humanity must conclude that this government either intends to cheat the whole of humanity or else consists of bloody fools.” Nor was the “new thinking” particularly original. Many others had looked into the nuclear abyss and concluded, as Gorbachev did, that “violence... must be renounced.” What made this different was that Gorbachev was the leader of the superpower with the most nuclear warheads, and that he was willing to make concessions—big ones—to get the ball rolling.


He started by announcing a unilateral moratorium on nuclear testing. Then, after ten months in office, Gorbachev declared the goal of a nuclear-free world by the year 2000. At a summit with Reagan in Reykjavik, Iceland, in October 1986, he agreed to a bilateral reduction in strategic forces of 50 percent over five years and the complete elimination of ballistic missiles within ten, although he also insisted that Reagan restrict research on space defenses, something the latter was unwilling to do. In December 1987 in Washington, Gorbachev signed the Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF) which committed both the United States and the Soviet Union to destroying all their ground-launched, intermediate-range nuclear and conventional missiles. Then, at the United Nations in New York in December 1988, Gorbachev announced a unilateral reduction of Soviet military forces by 500,000 troops and 10,000 tanks.


Besides disarming, Gorbachev ended the policy of external expansion that had characterized Soviet policy since Stalin. He signaled to the East European satellites that he would not use force to keep them in the alliance. “They’re sick of us,” he told his aide Anatoly Chernyaev, “and we’re sick of them. Let’s live in a new way, that’s fine.” This led to the crumbling of the Eastern Bloc, and, in November 1989, the dismantling of the Berlin Wall. The prospect of a reunited Germany posed a particular challenge, given the historical resonance for the Soviet people, who had lost more than 20 million citizens in the fight against Nazism. But Gorbachev realized it was inevitable and accepted it, while nevertheless trying unsuccessfully to persuade Chancellor Kohl to keep the reunited Germany outside NATO. In 1988, he began withdrawing Soviet troops from Afghanistan, where they had been bogged down fighting Muslim guerrillas.


Was Gorbachev as starry-eyed as his speeches suggest? Other interpretations are possible. Some have seen in the “new thinking” a clever strategy to win over world public opinion while making the best of the Soviet Union’s weakness in the development of new weapons. Gorbachev may have felt the need to break out of the stagnant routine into which arms control negotiations had fallen—the painstaking search for reciprocal concessions, frequently disrupted by diplomatic flaps, while the American technological lead grew ever wider. The appeal to grand goals and transformative politics was actually well targeted to catch the expansive if sometimes trite imagination of President Reagan, who also saw world affairs in moral terms and dreamed of making nuclear weapons “impotent and obsolete.” And engaging Reagan personally was the only way to make progress with an administration in Washington that was unusually stacked with hawks. At the same time, international prestige could be leveraged to advance domestic reform. Reducing military spending and the sense of external threat was important to weaken hardliners at home and buy space for economic experiments. At times, utopian gestures can serve the goals of realpolitik.


Such calculations may have played a role at times. Gorbachev was not naïve in an unworldly way. He resented rebuffs from Washington, and, alone with his aides, cursed his adversaries using the rich vocabulary of an agricultural mechanic. But in public he continued to focus on common interests and exploit his skill in forging personal relationships. Even if he did not always embody such ideals in practice, his belief that international relations could be attuned to universal human interests appears sincere. Similar new age rhetoric infuses his post-retirement writings. And he failed to extract enforceable commitments from the West in return for his own concessions, even when such possibilities existed.


The naïve sincerity was most evident in February 1991 as Gorbachev worked the phones trying to persuade President Bush that he could convince Saddam Hussein to leave Kuwait, rendering a U.S.-led ground invasion unnecessary. This was a moment of truth for Gorbachev’s vision of a world in which diplomacy replaced force. As his aide Chernyaev looked on with a mixture of admiration and embarrassment, Gorbachev talked to Bush, Major, Andreotti, Mubarak, Assad, Mitterand, Kohl, Kaifu, Rafsanjani, and other world leaders. In fact, the order to invade had already been given.


In retrospect, what is most remarkable is how effectively Gorbachev neutered opposition from the military and the foreign policy establishment, for whom his unilateral concessions looked like capitulation. Some compared him to Chamberlain at Munich, and saw his globalism as a fig leaf to conceal surrender. Although the Soviet Union was no longer the overt target of U.S. and NATO hostility, it seemed to be giving up more than it got in return. Under the INF treaty, the Soviets agreed to destroy more than thirteen times as many medium-range missiles as the United States did, and five times as many short-range ones. Even Gorbachev’s sympathizers had doubts.


The results of Gorbachev’s foreign policy did not match his declared aims. Despite his entreaties, world leaders did not give up the use of force. Nuclear weapons were reduced, but not abolished, and they continued to proliferate to new countries. Statesmen did not abandon realpolitik to pursue universal interests. In fact, the weakening of the Soviet military initiated an era of U.S. unilateralism, in which the one remaining superpower was increasingly determined to use its muscle worldwide. Russians could only watch as a Washington-led military alliance spread eastward across Europe, an alliance that, privately if not publicly, treated Russia as the main potential enemy. Gorbachev had ended the division of Europe, but at the cost of pushing Russia to the margins. By agreeing to give up more than his adversary, he had changed the world. The question for the leaders who succeeded him in Russia was whether the changes justified Gorbachev’s concessions.


The Home Front


In between efforts to denuclearize the globe, Gorbachev set out to repair the Soviet economy. In its first sixty years, the Soviet Union had recorded some impressive economic achievements. Within two generations, a country of peasants had become one of the most literate in the world: by the late 1950s, 98.5 percent of Russians aged ten to forty-nine could read. Soviet mathematicians had pioneered modern probability theory and topology. Soviet workers had built the world’s largest steel plant and aluminum smelter. The country’s scientists had launched the first artificial satellite, put the first man in space, and engineered the world’s largest arsenal of nuclear warheads.


By the early 1980s, however, this sprint to modernity had slowed to a crawl. Objective observers of the Soviet economy found it had two defects. It produced the wrong things. And it produced them badly.


Consumers had always been the lowest priority. In 1990, the Soviet Union produced almost twice as many lathes as the United States and four times as many bulldozers, but only one-fiftieth as many pairs of women’s underwear. By then, hunger was not widespread, but most Soviet children “grew up without ever seeing a steak, a piece of unprocessed cheese, an orange, or a banana.” In 1989, one-quarter of Russians had homes with no indoor toilet, and a third had no hot running water. Fewer than one family in three had access to a telephone. Russia had more doctors per capita than almost any other country, but two out of five graduates from Soviet medical schools did not know how to read an electrocardiogram, and for lack of scalpels some surgeons were known to perform appendectomies using safety razors. In 1991, the country had one-third as many personal computers per capita as the Czech Republic, one-tenth as many as South Korea, and one fiftieth as many as the United States.


With no market competition to discipline enterprises, no “creative destruction” to sort the wheat from the chaff, industrial productivity had become a joke. It took Soviet factories 60 percent more steel to manufacture 75 to 80 percent as much machinery as the United States. Even Soviet cows gave less than half as much milk as their American counterparts. Two-thirds of Russian industrial equipment was obsolete in 1991, by one estimate. In the United States, the average service life of physical capital was about seventeen years; in the Soviet Union it was forty-seven. The quality of goods was so low that many could be sold only under duress. In 1986, Russian collective and state farms had to be ordered to buy 12,000 combine harvesters they did not want. In Armenia in the late 1980s, “mountains of defective shoes were simply destroyed.”


Vast numbers of Soviet enterprises were dangerous polluters, far too large to be efficient, or located in remote spots with forbidding climates. Based on economics alone, it would have made sense to empty much of Siberia. According to the former head of the national electric company, it would have been cheaper to relocate the entire populations of most Siberian and Far Eastern cities than to restructure their energy and electricity systems. In short, a large share of enterprises were producing goods that few consumers would freely choose to buy, and were doing so inefficiently, in inappropriate locations, using energy-wasting and ecologically harmful technologies. It would save the country money if these unsalvageable enterprises were closed, the materials they used exported, and the profits used to import consumer goods.


In economics, Gorbachev’s first steps were modest. To “accelerate social and economic development,” he set about squeezing waste out of the system, firing corrupt and ineffective officials, disciplining workers, and intensifying propaganda. In his first two years, Gorbachev replaced 60 percent of regional and local party secretaries. At the same time, “acceleration” meant increasing industrial investment to hasten technological progress. Officials announced that investment in civilian machine building would increase 80 percent by 1990. Plants were run around the clock.


One cause of low productivity was drinking on the job, so Gorbachev quite logically took aim at alcohol abuse. Production of vodka, wine, and beer was slashed, and sales were restricted to certain hours of the day. Between 1980 and 1987, the volume of vodka sold fell by almost 60 percent. The policy did not win him many friends. It prompted an epidemic of home brewing, cost the government large sums in foregone tax revenues—alcohol had made up 20 percent of retail sales—and is still widely considered a major blunder. One vineyard owner committed suicide after his rare vines, grafted in the nineteenth century to make wine for the Imperial court, were ripped out of the ground. However, as I discuss in Chapter 10, the campaign probably saved more than 1.2 million lives, at least temporarily. The death rate dropped sharply, and rose even more sharply when the alcohol restrictions were repealed a few years later.


A second campaign, launched in May 1986, targeted “unearned incomes” and “speculation.” It was billed as a struggle against organized crime. In fact, the “shadow economy” of the late Soviet Union had provided a safety valve, offsetting the failures of the planners. An estimated 20 million people—about 12 percent of the working age population—provided underground services that ranged from shoe repairs and video sales to house construction and abortions. The victims of Gorbachev’s campaign often turned out to be grandmothers who grew cucumbers and sold them outside metro stations, or farmers whose private plots were alleviating consumer shortages. In the Volgograd region, prosecutors enlisted thugs to smash hundreds of greenhouses where tomatoes were growing. Prices at farmers’ markets soared.


To improve the apalling quality of consumer goods, 70,000 state inspectors were dispatched to the country’s industrial plants. Among Moscow enterprises, during the experiment’s first month only one-fifth of output was found to be “acceptable.” Not one automatic lathe produced at the Red Proletarian machine tool plant made the grade. The standards were gradually softened, but still 15 percent of output was being rejected in early 1988. The results were bottlenecks along supply chains, falling production, missed plan targets, canceled bonuses for workers, and bitterness on the factory floor. This campaign also became “polluted by bribery,” to quote Gorbachev’s aide Vadim Medvedev. It was quietly abandoned.


At the same time, in a policy known as glasnost—literally “giving voice”—Gorbachev began loosening restrictions on the press and public association. The aim was to mobilize the party’s propaganda machine behind reform. Gorbachev hoped to win over the intelligentsia, channel the idealism of the young, and expose corrupt and inept apparatchiks. “We have no opposition party,” he told a gathering of writers in June 1986. “How then can we control ourselves? Only through criticism and self-criticism.” However, the policy did not mean license for advocates of “bourgeois ideology.” Glasnost notwithstanding, the editor of one leading magazine was told to fire a young reporter who had made the mistake of citing polls that said 60 percent of Siberians supported Gorbachev’s reforms. Gorbachev had just said the reforms had the backing of all Soviet citizens.


Over time, however, the policy grew beyond initial expectations into something close to freedom of speech, press, and association. Newspapers and magazines began covering ecological disasters, organized crime, Stalin’s terror, and social problems such as poverty, homelessness, and prostitution. Informal clubs, civic groups, professional associations, and embryonic political parties appeared. The dissident physicist Andrey Sakharov was allowed to return to Moscow from exile in the city of Gorky and to speak out about the mistreatment of other dissidents. By 1989, the liberal media had progressed from explorations of social problems and Soviet history to analysis of current politics and biting personal attacks on the country’s leaders. Conservative media, meanwhile, were preaching Russian nationalism and defending Stalin.


In a new phase of economic reform christened perestroika, or “restructuring,” efforts to force the pace of growth were combined with minor steps to redesign the administrative system. Some measures sought to decentralize decision making to those with local information. Others purported to strengthen incentives for workers and managers to behave efficiently. The goal, said the liberal economist Yevgeny Yasin, was “to implement the Chinese model in Russia” or to introduce “socialism with a human face” as in Hungary or Yugoslavia.


Already in 1986, several dozen organizations had been allowed to export and import directly, bypassing the Ministry of Foreign Trade. From January 1988, the “Law on State Enterprises” permitted companies to decide for themselves what to produce, after filling state orders, and to keep part of the profits thus earned for investment or workers’ bonuses. Managers, from the directors down to the foremen, were to be elected by the workers rather than appointed by the ministries. Enterprises were supposed to become financially independent, but prices remained controlled. In May 1988, it became legal to set up small, essentially private cooperatives to sell consumer goods and services at market prices.


By early 1988, Gorbachev had concluded that these reforms would not work unless combined with major political changes to democratize the country. In March 1989, the first competitive elections were held in a 2,250-person Congress of People’s Deputies, which during its first two-week session elected a two-house permanent parliament, the Supreme Soviet, from among its members. Gorbachev, while retaining his position as general secretary of the party, was chosen by the Congress to serve as the new parliament’s chairman. Although independent candidates could run, these elections were still dominated by the party apparatus. One-third of the seats were reserved for “public organizations,” almost all party controlled, including one hundred seats for the Communist Party itself. Among new deputies, 88 percent were party members, and 72 percent had been members of the previous Supreme Soviet. Still, the Congress included several hundred supporters of radical political and economic reform, including Sakharov, independence seekers from the Baltic Republics, and the former Moscow city party boss, Boris Yeltsin.


Yeltsin, whose contribution to Russian politics is the subject of Chapter 2, had been plucked from the Urals region of Sverdlovsk, and seconded to clean up the Moscow party organization. A blunt-spoken former construction foreman, he had turned out to have acute antennae for changes in public sentiment and an impatience with hypocrisy. At first, Gorbachev’s most liberal associates saw in Yeltsin an energetic ally. “It turns out there’s even someone to the left of us,” Gorbachev’s aide Medvedev scribbled enthusiastically to Aleksandr Yakovlev during one Politburo meeting. But Yeltsin became disaffected when he concluded that conservatives in Staraya Ploshchad were sabotaging him in his battles with the Moscow bureaucracy. He also sensed that ordinary people were losing faith in perestroika, with its endless speeches and slogans, ill-planned campaigns, and disappointing economic results.


When Yeltsin, breaking party protocol, voiced his criticisms at a Central Committee plenary session in October 1987, Gorbachev pounced with poorly concealed fury. His face, according to one witness, turned “purple with rage.” What followed was an unintended validation of Yeltsin’s charge that the General Secretary was surrounded by sycophants. Rising to Gorbachev’s defense, twenty-six speakers queued at the microphone to hurl insults at Yeltsin—so many, in fact, that a coffee break had to be called in the middle: “Political immaturity,” “a weakling,” “delusions of grandeur,” “political nihilism,” “disproportionate ambitions,” “slander,” “vanity,” “personal caprice,” “primitivism,” “defeatism.” Then, as Yeltsin tried to respond, Gorbachev let his own bile pour out, interrupting to lecture him about his “political illiteracy.”


 


It’s not enough for you that only Moscow revolves around you. The Central Committee has to occupy itself with you as well?... What egotism, what self-importance it must take to place your own ambitions above the interests of the party and our business.


 


Several weeks later, after Yeltsin had apparently tried to commit suicide, Gorbachev had him dragged from a hospital bed to repeat the flagellation in front of the Moscow City Party Committee—another four hours of denunciations by former colleagues and assistants—before throwing him the bone of an appointment as deputy minister for construction. At that meeting, Yeltsin recalls that Gorbachev told him: “I will not let you back into politics!”


The intensity of Gorbachev’s anger was striking. It was as though for a second he glimpsed deep into the future and saw the chain of mistakes Yeltsin would goad him into making, the humiliations that lay ahead. George Shultz, the U.S. secretary of state, who visited Gorbachev the next day, found him despondent, like a prize fighter who had just been knocked down. To his Politburo colleagues, Gorbachev explained that Yeltsin suffered from the “‘infantile’ disease of leftism.” There was, perhaps, legitimate reason to fear that Yeltsin’s flat-footed intervention would energize the opponents of reform. Aleksandr Yakovlev, the master of “two steps forward, one step back,” had been congratulating himself on having slipped some choice new phrases into Gorbachev’s speech when he saw Yeltsin’s bull stride into the china shop. Even he found cutting words for the Sverdlovsk ingenue. In any case, Gorbachev’s overreaction was a tactical mistake. As word of Yeltsin’s flaying by the old guard filtered out, his popularity surged. In 1989, he was elected to the Congress of People’s Deputies and the USSR Supreme Soviet, where he forged an alliance with the democratic intelligentsia. In 1990, Yeltsin was elected to the Supreme Soviet of the Russian Republic in elections even more competitive than those in 1989, and was narrowly chosen as its chairman, making him the chief executive of Russia.


From this position, Yeltsin championed radical opposition to Gorbachev. He accused the Soviet leader of wavering and equivocating, permitting hardliners to obstruct his reforms. Gorbachev, attacked from both right and left, began to weave between the two, tilting the tiller first left, then right. In March, he had the USSR Supreme Soviet elect him to a new position, president of the Soviet Union. A turning point came in the summer of 1990 when, with both Yeltsin’s and Gorbachev’s support, a team of economists under Grigory Yavlinsky and Stanislav Shatalin drew up an ambitious plan to create a market economy in “500 Days.” During the first three months, the authorities would privatize small firms and break up monopolies. Then prices would be gradually deregulated. By the end of the five hundred days, most enterprises would have been either sold or leased, and most prices would be free. Yeltsin and the Russian parliament embraced the plan. At first Gorbachev was enthusiastic, calling Shatalin with questions “five times a day,” and telling Yeltsin that he would support the plan “to the end.” But he changed his mind and instead endorsed a program devised by his prime minister, Nikolay Ryzhkov, to rescue the collapsing planned economy.


Having rejected radical market reform, Gorbachev turned for support to conservatives within the party and state. Orthodox communists were horrified by the party’s weakening position and by the demands for independence advanced by various republics. Gorbachev appointed Boris Pugo, a hard-line former secret police chief from Latvia, as interior minister, and grew more attentive to the alarmist prognoses of his KGB chief, Vladimir Kryuchkov. Proud as ever of his tacking to the wind, Gorbachev denied he had given up on reform. Was he moving to the right, a journalist asked around this time. No, said Gorbachev, with a pained expression: “I’m going around in circles.”


With that, he began a characteristic dance. He flirted with the idea of forceful solutions, as best we know never quite ordering one but directing the security services to prepare options, dropping hints, thinking out loud. In December 1990, Kryuchkov told two aides to plan for a state of emergency—on Gorbachev’s instructions, so he said. Then in January 1991, the armed forces struck, apparently trying to overthrow the elected republic governments of Lithuania and Latvia and replace them with KGB-created “Committees of National Salvation.” A blueprint for such an intervention, prepared by the reactionary general Valentin Varennikov, had been discussed at a Politburo meeting as early as March 1990. On January 8, Soviet troops started occupying buildings in Vilnius, the Lithuanian capital. Two days later, as soldiers stormed the telephone exchange and railway station, Gorbachev issued an ultimatum to the Lithuanian parliament threatening to impose direct rule from Moscow if it did not stop trying to restore the “bourgeois system.” Then on January 13, troops attacked the city’s television and radio stations, killing at least fourteen unarmed civilians and injuring more than one hundred.


Gorbachev denies having ordered the crackdown, and no document has been found with his signature on it. But he knew about the ongoing operations and did not call them off. On January 8, when he met the Lithuanian prime minister, Kazimiera Prunskiene, he told her to restore order back home, adding: “Otherwise I will be obliged to do the job myself.” Gorbachev conducted no investigation, and no one was punished. He did not condemn the military action until nine days later, and he actually blamed the Lithuanians for provoking the bloodshed. By this point Yeltsin had flown to Tallin to express solidarity with the Balts, and militia commandos had spread the violence to Latvia, attacking a government building in the capital, Riga.


In late January, Gorbachev authorized the army to patrol cities in Russia and other republics to combat crime. Troops fanned out across Moscow and other towns armed with pistols and bayonets. When Gorbachev’s close aide Anatoly Chernyaev complained to him about this, Gorbachev told him: “Mind your own business!... It’s a normal practice. And in general, you fuss too much, you’re always panicking together with your intellectuals.” The leaders of most republics rejected the armed patrols, so they had to be canceled.


At times, Gorbachev’s mood, manipulated by his KGB informants, came close to paranoia. One Saturday morning, his liberal aide Aleksandr Yakovlev was in the woods picking mushrooms with his grandchildren. An urgent call came through on the car phone from Gorbachev, who wanted to know what he was doing outside Moscow conspiring with the interior minister and the head of the General Staff. In March 1991, Yeltsin led supporters of radical reform in a march through central Moscow, defying the thousands of troops deployed to intimidate them. Yakovlev says Gorbachev phoned him in a panic with news that the democrats had hooks and ropes to scale the walls and storm the Kremlin. No, the mayor of Moscow laughed when, at Gorbachev’s request, Yakovlev called to inquire—as with everything else, there was a shortage of ropes in the city.


But while Gorbachev seemed to believe almost any disinformation about supporters of reform, he waved off repeated warnings that his hard-line allies were planning to overthrow him. Already in December 1990, Eduard Shevardnadze had resigned as foreign minister, predicting the imposition of dictatorship. In June 1991, advocates of military rule tried to stage a constitutional coup. Prime minister Valentin Pavlov asked the Supreme Soviet to transfer powers to him—“I can’t run to the President for decisions on every question,” he explained—and Kryuchkov and defense minister Dmitry Yazov demanded a state of emergency. The parliament, controlled at this point by anti-Gorbachev communists, might have acquiesced had Gorbachev not appeared unexpectedly to scotch the plan and joke to reporters that: “The coup is over.”


Of course, it was not. By July, alarming signs were appearing daily. Aleksandr Yakovlev had been getting reports that the top military generals were meeting suspiciously often. He resigned that month, warning that a coup was imminent. Others sent word of odd movements of military divisions outside Moscow. Even the American ambassador, Jack Matlock, was asked to relay to Gorbachev a message from Moscow mayor Popov that a takeover was planned. Yevgeny Primakov, another advisor, with close KGB ties, called to tell Gorbachev he should not trust the security services so much. To such warnings, Gorbachev replied with anything from suppressed irony to open derision. “You exaggerate!” he told Yakovlev. “What a chicken!” he said of Primakov, recounting the latter’s phone call to his aide Chernyaev. “I told him: ‘Zhenya, calm down. You of all people shouldn’t yield to panic.’”


In the spring of 1991, Gorbachev had persuaded the leaders of nine of the republics to negotiate a new Union treaty that would redefine the USSR as a confederation of sovereign states. This was to be signed on August 20. Gorbachev told Yeltsin—and presumably the KGB agents bugging his offices—that he planned to fire Kryuchkov and Yazov and call elections for the position of president of this new confederal Union. These arrangements made, Gorbachev departed for a two-week vacation in Foros on the Black Sea.


The coup that followed, in which Gorbachev’s hard-line ministers—Kryuchkov, Yazov, Pugo, and others—confined him to his villa and announced the rule of a State Committee for the State of Emergency, has been picked over by scholars. I will return to the details below. Yeltsin, surrounded by supporters, coordinated resistance from the Russian parliament, or “White House.” Within three days, the rebellion had crumbled, and Gorbachev flew back to Moscow. Although the communist leadership had discredited itself completely, Gorbachev held an embarrassing press conference in which he rose to the party’s defense. Leaders of the republics, suddenly aware of the fragility of their new freedoms, were racing to secede. But Gorbachev still hoped to negotiate a new Union treaty. As he told the Egyptian president, Hosni Mubarak, he thought the nationalist grandstanding in the republic legislatures was just a “temporary phenomenon.”


At first Gorbachev had the support of Yeltsin, who appeared happy to preserve the Union so long as it was no more than a very loose confederation and Russia could take over most Soviet property. But as the months went by, all but two of the remaining republics declared independence. Ukraine demanded to keep parts of the armed forces based on its territory. Then in December, the Ukrainians held a referendum on the country’s future; 84 percent of registered voters participated and 90 percent of them voted for independence. A week later, Yeltsin met with the presidents of Ukraine and Belarus in a hunting lodge near Minsk and the three signed the Belovezha Agreement, dissolving the Soviet Union and creating a new Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS).


To Gorbachev, this was a treacherous conspiracy. But he had little leverage to resist. In mid-November, according to the Soviet defense minister, Marshal Yevgeny Shaposhnikov, Gorbachev called him to his Kremlin office, offered him coffee, lamented the Union’s disintegration, and then apparently invited him to stage another coup: “You, the military, take power into your hands, install a government that suits you, stabilize the situation and then step aside.” Shaposhnikov pointed out that he would end up in prison with the August putschists, who had tried something similar. “What do you think, Zhenya,” he says Gorbachev replied. “I am not proposing anything to you. I’m just laying out possibilities, thinking out loud.” On December 10, Gorbachev met with five hundred army officers to discuss the state of the country. But by the next day he had resolved against any attempt to mobilize the military and spoke out in an interview against those who would “play the army card” and would “use tanks to achieve political goals.”


Having decided force was not an option, Gorbachev agreed to leave office. On December 23, Yeltsin met him in the Kremlin to discuss logistics, with Aleksandr Yakovlev as a witness. The two talked for several hours, and then Gorbachev said he did not feel well and retreated to a side room. Yakovlev records in his memoirs that he found Gorbachev there, lying on a couch.


 


“Vot vidish, Sash, vot tak,”—said a man in perhaps the most difficult minutes of his life, as if complaining of his fate and simultaneously embarrassed by his weakness. “You see, Sasha. That’s how it is.”


 


On December 26, he left his Kremlin office for the last time.


Why Reform?


Why did he do it? What led Gorbachev, after working his way to the pinnacle of the pyramid, to start redesigning its foundations? Why did he feel such an urgent need to reshape the economic and political order that had endured through seven turbulent decades?


One possibility that can be rejected is that the reforms he chose were forced on him by a looming economic crisis. Growth was slowing, and there was a sense among the elite that the system’s batteries were running down. In the West, the personal computer revolution was taking off. Not only could the Soviet system not innovate, it could not even borrow technology successfully. Still, gradual decline, even stagnation, is not crisis. The planners viewed the economy as “inefficient but stable,” and forecast growth rates averaging 1.5 percent a year till the end of the century. Only in 1990, after four years of perestroika, did output begin to decline. As I will argue later, a serious crisis was brewing related to hard currency earnings, monetary policy, and the budget. But this was not widely recognized, and although Gorbachev was occasionally warned of monetary and fiscal imbalances, his policies only made them worse.


Nor was there any sense in 1985 that public discontent was about to get out of control. There was widespread grumbling, which Gorbachev heard in his travels. Many goods were in short supply, and consumers had to wait years or decades for an apartment or a car. The low quality of Soviet manufactures was an embarrassment. In Moscow alone, by one economist’s count, more than two thousand Soviet-made color televisions spontaneously combusted every year. The level of waste was shocking. Up to one-third of potatoes and vegetables rotted in the fields or were lost during transportation. Still, personal consumption appeared to have increased during the previous decade. Per capita consumption of meat, milk, eggs, vegetables, and fruits all rose between 1980 and 1985, as did the proportions of families with radios, televisions, tape recorders, refrigerators, electric vacuum cleaners, and cars.


Some have argued that the Soviet leadership was driven to perestroika and the “new thinking” by military competition from the United States. President Reagan increased defense spending to combat the “evil empire,” and set out to build high-technology missile defenses that could shoot down Soviet nuclear missiles in space. Memoirs suggest the Soviet leaders were anxious about their technological backwardness and alarmed by the rhetoric emanating from Washington in the early 1980s. Oleg Gordievsky, a KGB officer in the Soviet Embassy in London, reports that Andropov and others were so concerned about a possible preemptive nuclear strike that they had their spies count how many windows were lit at night in British government buildings.


However, by Gorbachev’s time, the scare had receded. By 1986, the brunt of the Reagan military buildup was over and U.S. defense spending had stabilized in real terms. Soviet experts were confident the USSR could outwit any missile defense system the Americans built at a fraction of the cost. Had the sense of military vulnerability been as intense as in earlier years, this would most likely have pushed Gorbachev in exactly the opposite direction. According to his advisor, Georgy Arbatov, hawkish moves in the West tended to strengthen the communist old guard and military-industrial complex, making it harder for reformers in the Kremlin to cut military spending. When Andropov broached the U.S. military threat in the Politburo in 1983, he did not infer the need for liberalization. On the contrary, he proposed increasing armaments, intensifying diplomacy with China, and tightening control over the East European satellites.


To a degree, Gorbachev’s reforms were the outgrowth of generational change. A new cohort of leaders was breaking into the Kremlin, made up of idealists with a belief in the system’s perfectibility and a nagging sense that things could not go on as before. Many had come of age during the Khrushchev cultural “thaw” of the early 1960s. “It would have been possible to renovate, patch things up, and continue to sit in the General Secretary’s chair,” Gorbachev said when asked in 2006 why he had started perestroika. “But to live as before was unacceptable [nelzya].” Major reform could be seen as the result of what historian Stephen Kotkin calls the “inescapable generational change in the party leadership.” However, although the generational shift was inescapable—the old guard was rapidly dying off—the turn to reform was not. Many in Gorbachev’s generation would have been quite happy to “patch things up... and continue to sit in the General Secretary’s chair.”


Economic stagnation, the competition with the West, and the maturity of the post-Stalin generation together created the setting in which Gorbachev could emerge. Yet it is hard to imagine any of his 1985 Politburo colleagues trying anything quite as bold and destabilizing. Ultimately, Gorbachev’s personal characteristics explain the course he chose. Enormous confidence in his own abilities merged with a liberating ignorance of the details of the challenges he faced. Ultimately, says Chernyaev, his closest, most loyal aide but also his most perceptive critic, it came down to “just hope, which the people had long entertained, irrational and confused. Hope that—suddenly—something would change for the better.”


Why Perestroika Failed


So what went wrong? Of course, for those who value democracy, civic freedoms, and nuclear disarmament, much went right. Still, Gorbachev aimed to reform communism, not to bury it. Until close to the end, the Soviet political and economic order had appeared stable—too stable. The challenge had seemed to be to shake things up, to awaken the spirit of innovation, to let in some fresh air. And then, under the gentle prodding of the country’s most educated leader since Lenin, the whole structure had crumbled like a sand castle, burying the ideology of communism for good and scaring even advocates of the democratic left into global retreat.


After the fact, some argued that reforms failed because the system was unreformable. Communism, wrote the historian Martin Malia, was “an intrinsically nonviable, indeed impossible, project from the beginning.” The Soviet order “collapsed like a house of cards... because it had always been a house of cards.” However, if the Soviet system was so fragile, it is hard to understand how it lasted seventy-four years, through famines, war, nuclear confrontation, and leadership crises, as the country developed from an agricultural backwater into an industrialized superpower. The Soviet economy was inefficient. But many inefficient states and empires last a long time. Scholars have been criticized for failing to predict the collapse of the Soviet Union before 1985, but they were right not to predict its collapse. Before Gorbachev came to power, it was not collapsing.


Others attributed the Soviet demise to particular mistakes and character defects of its last leader. Gorbachev’s orthodox communist critics held him personally responsible. In his memoir, Yegor Ligachev casts Gorbachev as the pawn of radical advisors such as Yakovlev, who kept Gorbachev rushing forward like an overloaded freight train, so concentrated on avoiding immediate crashes that he could not see where the rails were leading. Some put the point in even harsher terms. Nikolay Ryzhkov, the former prime minister, titled his memoirs Perestroika—The Story of a Betrayal. In Ryzhkov’s view, Gorbachev led his country not to socialism with a human face, as he had promised, but to a savage form of capitalism.


From a different angle, many of Gorbachev’s liberal critics also attribute his failure to personal weaknesses. Instead of his recklessness or treachery, they point to his indecisiveness, his love of political games, his romantic socialism, and his reluctance to see that the party he continued to praise would happily have confined him to a lunatic asylum. In Shevardnadze’s view, Gorbachev simply “enjoyed maneuvering too much.” From early on, Chernyaev, Yakovlev, even Medvedev and Georgy Shakhnazarov were pressing Gorbachev to coopt Yeltsin rather than attack him, to abandon the party and form an independent base of support in the state, to side with the democrats against bloodthirsty hardliners, and to offer the Baltic separatists some civilized, realistic path to greater autonomy. They seem tortured in recollection by their inability to persuade him and by the thought of what might have been. “In the end,” writes Chernyaev, “it was emotions, fear of risk, and an unwillingness to break with the old ways of ruling that won out.”


What if, instead of punishing Yeltsin after his outburst at the 1987 plenum, Gorbachev had picked up the muddy gauntlet flung at his feet and promoted him? (Chernyaev counseled him at the time to keep Yeltsin on as Moscow party chief.) What if Gorbachev had out-Yeltsined Yeltsin, appealing to the public for support against the party bureaucrats, and had run for popular election as president in 1989? What if he had abandoned the old guard to found a party of democratic reform along with Sakharov, Yeltsin, and others? What if in 1987 or 1988 he had begun negotiating with the Balts and other republics on a new constitution for a decentralized federation? And what if he had appointed democrats rather than reactionaries to the key ministries in 1990 and introduced a program of radical economic reform?


Gorbachev would not hear of such things. Chernyaev says that in the later years he used to surreptitiously erase the phrase “the socialist choice” from Gorbachev’s speeches, but Gorbachev would sneak it back in. He remained loyal not just to the ideas but to the party. By late 1989, it was clear to all that the communist elite could not stand him. At a plenum in December 1989, when Gorbachev threatened to resign, a stage whisper came from the audience: “It’s high time!” At another plenum that month, when Gorbachev rejected demands to use force against the Lithuanians for fear of civilian casualties, a whisperer chimed in: “Enough blackmail! We’re soooo scared! It’s just the right time for you to leave!”


Gorbachev explained his stubborn attachment by saying that the party still had the power to reverse perestroika. In July 1990, after an afternoon of being crudely abused by provincial party hacks, Gorbachev exploded in front of Chernyaev.


 


“Self-interested scum, they don’t want anything except a feeding-trough and power...” He swore at them in the foulest language. I replied: “To hell with them, Mikhail Sergeyevich. You’re the president. You see what kind of Party this is. And [so long as you remain at its head] you’ll be its hostage, its permanent whipping boy.” He replied: “You know, Tolya, you think I don’t see... But you must understand me, I can’t let this lousy, rabid dog off the leash. If I do that, all this huge structure will be turned against me.”


 


For his part, Gorbachev accepts some share of blame for the failure of perestroika, and also implicates the reactionary party bosses. But most insistently he blames the “excessive revolutionism” of the radical democrats and their leader. From October 1987, the Moscow intelligentsia’s attacks on Gorbachev’s foot-dragging always seemed to him to be spoken in Yeltsin’s stentorian bass. His critics, he complained, were “muddying people’s minds,” “sowing confusion,” and engaging in “Yeltsin-style babbling.” In March 1990, when Gorbachev’s interior minister, Vadim Bakatin, suggested that he set up a round table discussion with the leading democrats, Gorbachev reacted with scorn:


 


It seems that the minister is in a panic. ... The idea of a “round table” is nonsense.... They don’t represent anyone or anything.... All of them are political scoundrels... there’s no trusting them and certainly no sitting down to a “round table”!


 


Twenty years later, Gorbachev was still bitter enough to say that his greatest mistake was not to have sent Yeltsin off “to gather citrus fruits in some banana republic.” He apparently meant as an ambassador.


There are elements of truth in all these mutually conflicting accounts. Reading of Gorbachev’s flirtations with those who would later betray him, the reader, knowing the ending, sometimes feels the urge to shake him awake. Still, he is right that, at least until 1990, the “lousy, rabid dog” could have turned on him and probably reversed his reforms. Nor is it fair to say he was a prisoner of ideology. While remaining loyal to the “idea of socialism,” he stretched the meaning of the term like a piece of chewing gum until it had no clear content. Gorbachev is also right that Yeltsin and the democrats placed other goals ahead of preserving the Union. Even the communist critics have a point. Gorbachev and his aides did deliberately misrepresent their aims in order to get the assent of Politburo conservatives. Yakovlev later boasted of his deceptions: “The conditions required guile.... Someone had to walk in fire and wash in dung. Without this, reforms would not have advanced in Russia.” And Gorbachev was proud of his maneuvering.


However, all these analyses overemphasize the details of how things went wrong and miss the importance of the context. Treachery, indecision, hypocrisy, and ambition are all quite common in politics, but they rarely cause regimes to collapse. Reviewing the economic, political, and sociological evidence twenty years later suggests a different focus.


Simply stated, the Soviet political and economic order died in 1991 because the vast majority of citizens had lost faith in it, and because those commanding the armed forces were not prepared to order a bloody crackdown and an at least temporary return to Stalinist repression. It was a close call, as we shall see. Some generals would happily have pulled the trigger, but they were not in charge. Yeltsin’s criticisms of Gorbachev and demands for deeper reform were not—as Gorbachev thought—just the grandstanding of a vengeful egotist; they reflected public opinion. Support for communist rule evaporated during 1990, not because of the system’s chronic inefficiency or inhumanity, but because of an extreme crisis in the consumer market that sparked fears of mass hunger. As they gave up on Gorbachev, citizens transferred their hopes and loyalties to new leaders—most notably, the elected Russian president—who felt that the people’s trust and the Soviet government’s abject failures gave them the right to determine policy. After this sea change in opinion, the Soviet leaders could only implement their decisions by force. Yet the depth of disaffection meant that even the military and security service generals could not be sure their orders would be obeyed.


A variety of evidence supports this account. In 1988, new, sociologically trained polling organizations began taking nationally representative surveys of the Soviet—and more often Russian—population. The most professional and widely respected was the All-Union Center for Public Opinion Research (VCIOM) headed by the sociologists Tatyana Zaslavskaya and later Yury Levada. Although some are skeptical about the quality of polls conducted in the Soviet Union, at least from 1989 the imperfections do not seem greater than those in other countries (see Chapter 7 for more on this point).


What do these polls show? First, that until late 1989 the Communist Party and Gorbachev personally still retained a great deal of support. That summer, two-thirds of respondents believed the party had the public’s trust, in whole or in part, and 56 percent thought the influence of its Central Committee should increase or stay the same—more than twice as many as thought it should decrease. Gorbachev’s personal rating was extremely high. In December 1989, 52 percent of Russians fully approved of his actions, and another 30 percent partly approved. The next month, 59 percent said they were completely or partly sure that perestroika would succeed. Popular backing for the communist order was not—as sometimes thought—undermined by decades of Stalinist repression and economic efficiency. As late as 1989, most Russians still seemed to blame the country’s problems on corrupt individuals and a bureaucratic mentality rather than on the party itself.


But then during 1990 support for Gorbachev and communism crumbled. From 52 percent, the proportion of Russian respondents fully approving of Gorbachev’s actions fell to just 15 percent in February 1991. Faith in the party crashed in parallel. The proportion who thought the party deserved to be trusted, either wholly or in part, plunged in the same period from 51 to 26 percent. Misgivings infected even the membership. In 1988, 18,000 party members left; in 1989, 137,000 turned in their cards. During 1990 and the first half of 1991, no fewer than 4.2 million members—almost one quarter of the total—reportedly quit.


What happened? Why did the public’s confidence in the party and its leaders suddenly collapse in 1990, after surviving reasonably unscathed through the first revelatory years of glasnost? Several factors may have mattered, but one was crucial.


In 1990, for the first time since the start of perestroika, Russians’ living standards fell sharply. In late 1989, about as many Russians said their family’s material situation had improved in the previous two to three years as said it had worsened. But by December 1990, more than four times as many saw deterioration as saw improvement. Ninety-three percent said food supplies had worsened during the previous year, and 92 percent said the same about manufactured goods. Already by the summer, consumer riots were breaking out around the country. In Chelyabinsk, frustrated shoppers outside a wine store smashed bus windows and stormed a district council building. From Moscow to Sverdlovsk, smokers rioted and ransacked tobacco kiosks. Rationing, by then, had reached a “scale unprecedented in peacetime.”


Frightened by the empty store shelves, Russians gravitated toward radical economic reform, leaving Gorbachev, with his ideological hairsplitting, far behind. By the fall of 1990, 73 percent favored privatizing small workshops, service firms, and stores and 87 percent supported privatizing farmland. By late 1991, as the crisis deepened, 74 percent of Russian respondents favored transition to a market economy—33 percent for rapid, 41 percent for gradual—while only 11 percent opposed it. Deserting Gorbachev, Russians transferred their hopes to his most vocal critic. In December 1989, only 27 percent of Russians fully supported Yeltsin. But as he stepped up attacks on Gorbachev, endorsed more radical economic reform, and championed the cause of striking coal miners, the total rose, hitting 70 percent in December. Asked in spring 1991 whether Gorbachev or Yeltsin was “closer to the people,” 59 percent of Russians picked Yeltsin, compared to 16 percent for Gorbachev. By this time, Yeltsin was so close to the people he was standing on their toes.


If it was economic crisis—manifested in severe consumer shortages—that discredited Gorbachev and the party in 1990, what caused the consumer crisis? The chronic inefficiency of Soviet central planning did not help. However, while this can explain the slow decline in output, it does not account for the crisis that broke out in the late 1980s. There were four main causes. First, shifts in world commodity prices hit the Soviet economy hard. As agriculture stagnated, Moscow had taken to importing grain to feed the population, paying for it with dollars earned from oil and natural gas exports. However, between 1980 and 1989 the price of oil fell by more than 50 percent. Making matters worse, grain prices soared, rising by 56 percent between just 1987 and 1989. Desperate for dollars to import food, Gorbachev borrowed from Western banks, increasing Soviet foreign debt from $29 billion in 1985 to $97 billion in late 1991, and ruining the country’s credit rating. By 1990, German banks would lend to Moscow only with a full guarantee from the German government.


Second, as Gorbachev let the East European satellites go free, the framework of coercive trade among the communist countries broke down. While Russia ultimately stood to benefit—it had been providing energy at a fraction of the world price to Eastern Europe, and being paid in overpriced machinery—the immediate effect was a drastic collapse in trade.


Within Russia, perestroika destroyed the machinery of central coordination before markets could fill the gap. Once enterprises were free to choose what to produce, none could rely upon their previous suppliers. Partial reforms left million-dollar loopholes for quick thinkers to exploit. The cooperatives, free to set their own prices, could earn enormous margins buying materials cheaply from state enterprises and auctioning them on the market. Decentralizing power to local governments set off a “bacchanalia of local protection,” in the words of Yeltsin’s economic adviser Yegor Gaidar, as regional populists responded to shortages by blocking shipments of goods outside their borders.


Fourth, even more damaging was the authorities’ mismanagement of fiscal and monetary policy. Letting workers elect their managers produced a wage explosion which the state then had to fund. In 1989, the budget deficit reached 12 percent of GDP. By 1991, it was estimated at 30 percent. To finance this, the government simply spent the public’s accumulated savings with no means of repaying them. It borrowed from the banks, and in 1991 simply appropriated $6 billion from the hard currency accounts of citizens and firms in Vneshekonombank, including Gorbachev’s own book royalties, apparently without his knowledge. And, increasingly, it turned to the printing press. The amount of cash in circulation doubled between the end of 1985 and the end of 1990, and then doubled again in the first nine months of 1991.


With prices fixed, this flood of rubles exacerbated consumer shortages. As too much money chased too few goods, store shelves were picked clean. In April 1991, only 12 percent of Russians said they had seen meat in the stores, 6 percent had seen flour or vegetable oil, and 3 percent had seen adults’ clothes. Even the ubiquitous ration coupons were rarely honored: only 14 percent said they could freely exchange their coupons for goods. Queues were atrocious. The average urban family spent almost twelve hours a week shopping. In 1991, republic governments—led by Yeltsin’s Russia—started cutting remittances of tax revenue to the center. By mid-1991, the Soviet state was essentially bankrupt.


In short, it was not the inherent inefficiency of central planning that caused the Soviet economic system to implode and the public to give up on communism. It was the combination of difficult external conditions—the drop in oil prices and collapse in trade—with misguided reforms that undermined coordination, destroyed the value of the ruble, and emptied the stores of vital goods. Could this have been avoided? Between 1985 and 1987, a determined stabilization would probably have succeeded. If in response to the plummeting oil price Soviet leaders had cut investment and spending on imported machinery, increased revenues, and raised prices to absorb the much smaller monetary overhang that then existed, they could have bought some breathing space. Such measures would have been unpopular, but at that time the authorities had the means to control protest. After stabilization, they could have streamlined the planning mechanism, or even transitioned to free markets in more auspicious macroeconomic circumstances similar to those faced by most of the East European countries.


Gorbachev was warned many times about the looming macroeconomic explosion. His aides repeatedly urged him to introduce price and monetary reforms—Ryzhkov in April 1987, Medvedev in August 1987, Ligachev in January 1990. Ryzhkov considered it his greatest mistake not to have insisted. Gorbachev typically replied that it was “too early.” Then, when in spring 1989 the U.S. secretary of state, James Baker, raised the subject, Gorbachev told him his country was “about twenty years late with price reform” so “two or three more years won’t make any difference.” It was left to Gorbachev’s successor to restore macroeconomic stability in the worst possible conditions.


By 1988–89, it was too late to stabilize without major disruption. Had Gorbachev joined forces with Yeltsin behind the “500 Day” plan in late 1990, the shock that accompanied liberalization might have been slightly less painful. If prices had been freed then, their initial jump would have been smaller. But the political consequences would have been similar. Gorbachev and Yeltsin would together have confronted the eruption of discontent that Yeltsin later faced alone. Or the putschists of August 1991 might have struck earlier, with similarly polarizing effects, provoking the Union’s disintegration.


Consumer shortages and public unhappiness do not always lead regimes to collapse. This depends on people’s expectations, the ability of protesters to organize, and, especially, on the capacity and readiness of the leadership to use force. Perhaps the strangest aspect of the Soviet demise is the failure of the men in epaulettes to prevent it. In 1985, the Soviet military was the largest in the world, almost six million strong including the KGB and Interior Ministry forces as well as the army, navy, and air force. It boasted more than seven thousand generals and admirals. Gorbachev’s reforms attacked the prestige and corporate interests of those in uniform and were deeply unpopular with many of them. From 1989, Gorbachev cut defense procurement by 30 percent a year. He gave up the East European satellites without a fight. He refused to strike hard against the Baltic separatists. “The army is no longer with you,” the hard-line colonel, Viktor Alksnis, yelled at Gorbachev during a meeting in November 1990. But the generals never intervened to remove him until August 1991, and then only in a putsch so disorganized and ambivalent it struck some as a parody.


Why was there no counterattack? The Soviet military’s strong tradition of subordination to civilian leadership created an initial hurdle. Concern that the army could lose prestige and cohesion by stepping into politics may have outweighed the fear of losing corporate and geopolitical interests. Then, in a mostly unintended manner, Gorbachev’s flirtations and hesitations—encouraging plans for force, then drawing back at the last minute to provide deniability—may have so confused and enervated the armed forces that they lost the ability to act. At moments, such as late 1990, the hardliners may have genuinely believed Gorbachev was leaning towards imposing martial law. Even on August 18, the plotters thought it possible Gorbachev would join their coup. In an odd way, the halfhearted, demoralizing, aborted operations in Vilnius and elsewhere may have inoculated the system against successful praetorian intervention. Officers lower down the command chain watched as their peers became scapegoats each time force was used against civilians.


Then, there were the personal divisions among the hardliners, who lacked a charismatic leader. As became clear during the coup, the reactionaries Gorbachev had promoted—Kryuchkov, Pugo, Pavlov, Yanayev, even Yazov—were not well respected within their own organizations, let alone the country. They could not even stand each other. Yazov had laughed at his fellow conspirators, or so his wife tearfully reminded him after he joined their ranks. Yanayev and Pavlov—whom Yazov once called a “drunk prostitute”—were viewed as buffoons. The level of mutual distrust was staggering. During the coup, the KGB even bugged the conversations of its “own” vice president, Yanayev. An attempt to impose military rule threatened to split the armed forces. Had the putsch not ended when it did, it could have developed into civil war. Shaposhnikov, the Air Force commander, says he considered sending planes to bomb the Kremlin if the conspirators ordered troops to storm the White House. Whether or not Shaposhnikov would have done this, Yazov knew by the third day that high- and mid-level officers were resisting and even disobeying orders.


Another reason for the armed forces’ caution was the bleak situation they would inherit after a military coup. They had no idea how to halt the economic free fall. Even if they managed to restore order, grain shipments and credits from the West would no doubt stop, and then what? In August 1991, the putschists wanted to fill the stores with food to buy the public’s support, but the army strategic reserve would only feed the army itself for a few days. William Odom asked Soviet lieutenant general Leonid Ivashov why he and his colleagues had not intervened before August 1991 to overthrow Gorbachev. “We tried,” Ivashov replied, “but we had no leader. We begged Yazov to lead a coup, but he always asked, ‘What will we do with the power if we take it?’” It was not an easy question to answer.


From 1990 on, the armed forces had to contend with the likelihood of resistance from Yeltsin and the Russian government. Especially in 1991, the difficulties were increased by Yeltsin’s astute efforts to build his own base of support within the armed forces. He got permission to install a twenty-person staff within the Lubyanka building as the kernel of a Russian KGB. Just months before the coup, Yeltsin had visited the Tula airborne troops division for a vodka-fueled lunch with the commander, Pavel Grachev, who would later play a crucial role in the August days.


The coup itself has puzzled many observers. General Aleksandr Lebed, who was sent with a batallion to “defend the Supreme Soviet,” was so shocked by the chaos and improvisation that he thought it some kind of farcical provocation. To the former Polish leader, General Jaruzelski, who knew a thing or two about coups, the action showed “extraordinary amateurism.” From a military standpoint, the operations necessary to impose order posed no great challenge. The battle-hardened Afghan veterans of the KGB and army special forces had studied and practiced similar actions many times. Viktor Karpukhin, the leader of the KGB’s A7 or “Alfa” unit, later said his men had infiltrated the White House and could have shot Yeltsin at any moment. The barricades outside, said Karpukhin, were “like toys” that could have been crushed in “fifteen minutes at the most.” Two years later in the crisis of October 1993, it took only a few tank shells to flush a straggle of defiant Supreme Soviet deputies out of the White House.


The coup’s actual execution was another story. The conspirators deployed KGB troops in the woods around Yeltsin’s dacha, but apparently did not order his arrest. Later, they did not cut water, power, or telephone lines to the White House or even cordon it off effectively. Reporters could wander in and out. Even Diane Sawyer, the American television journalist, turned up in Yeltsin’s office to record a corny interview. The putschists’ use of television was almost comically inept. Their press conference on the first day projected the image of a clique of indecisive bureaucrats, unable to intimidate even a hall of journalists, who asked probing questions and laughed out loud at their lies. On the evening news, the main Soviet television channel broadcast footage of Yeltsin standing on a tank and denouncing the coup. The tanks sent into Moscow stopped politely at traffic lights. General Lebed found that no one at the Defense Ministry had even drawn up a plan for the proposed storming of the White House. The Deputy Minister asked if Lebed could sketch one on a piece of paper, but was irritated when Lebed asked to know what troops could be used.


When coffee tastes bad, that may be because it is actually tea. The best explanation for this apparent bungling is that the military coup was not initially meant to be a military coup. The conspirators hoped for Gorbachev’s support or at least tacit complicity. They thought the public, weary of chaos and disillusioned with Gorbachev, would rally behind them. They did not arrest Yeltsin, anticipating that he would discredit himself through his speeches; they could arrest him later quite legally after he had broken the law on states of emergency. They may also have hoped that Yeltsin’s dislike of Gorbachev would prove stronger than his distaste for the putschists. The plotters meant to legalize their action by getting the USSR Supreme Soviet to ratify the transfer of presidential powers to Vice President Yanayev. Only on the second day did they realize they probably could not get the two-thirds of votes necessary for this. The plan was to intimidate opponents by putting tanks in the street, while gradually weeding radical democrats out of positions of power. Something similar had worked in Prague in 1968, and it was not crazy to imagine it might work in the USSR. Most of the country did not rise up in support of Gorbachev or Yeltsin. One promise of the putschists—to provide all urban residents with plots of land to grow vegetables—was genuinely popular. On the first day, no significant demonstrations or strikes occurred around the country. The coup’s leaders thought they were winning.


When a few days later Marshal Yazov, in his isolation cell, got a chance to listen to the radio, he was shocked by how badly he had misread public opinion:


 


I understood how far I was from the people. The view I had formed about the collapse of the state, about poverty—I supposed that the people shared it. No, the people did not accept the Appeal [from the Emergency Committee]. The people are politicized, felt freedom, and we supposed the exact opposite. I became a toy in the hands of political schemers [politikanov]!


 


By the middle of the second day, the soft option no longer seemed viable. The coup leaders were losing the initiative. They now had to arrest Yeltsin to convince the public they were in control. But the White House defenses made this impossible without significant bloodshed. At this point, the coup ran into resistance, or more often delaying tactics, from some in the second and third echelons of the military.


General Pavel Grachev, commander of Airborne Forces, had been “tacking between the army leadership and the Russian government,” as he put it, ever since Yeltsin phoned him from his dacha on the first morning. On the afternoon of the second day, he and Shaposhnikov decided they would not obey orders to storm the White House if such orders came, and General Boris Gromov, Pugo’s deputy in the Ministry of Internal Affairs, agreed to do the same. In the KGB’s “Alfa” unit, Karpukhin was prepared to order an attack. But his men were uneasy, perhaps anticipating major civilian casualties, perhaps because they expected to suffer heavy losses themselves from the armed defenders. When Karpukhin asked his commander to come and brief the troops in person, he was relieved of his command.


Why did the second echelon resist? In a sense, the coup was just another round in the high-stakes poker game. Each officer had to guess, minute by minute, who would come out on top, and position himself to be on the winning side. The leaders’ disorganization and apparent incompetence made them look like losers. At the press conference, Yanayev’s shaking hands betrayed his nervousness, and the chaos that officers such as Lebed glimpsed in the Defense Ministry raised doubts. The mid-level generals feared that yet again their leaders would scapegoat them if the operation proved unpopular.


The putschists could still have found a unit to do the dirty work. Had General Varennikov, the mastermind of the Vilnius operation, been in Yazov’s place, he would not have flinched. “They were too naïve,” he said later of the coup’s leaders, “not firm enough.” But Yazov, realizing the extent of potential bloodshed and the likelihood of splitting the army, ordered his troops to withdraw. He must also have wondered why he had not heeded his own question to Ivashov. What a hopeless mess would confront them the day after Yeltsin’s resistance was crushed. Blood in the streets, total collapse of the economy, a cupboard bare of reserves, the hatred of most of the population—and to face all this with this junta of nonentities—the quivering Yanayev, the raving Pavlov, the devious Kryuchkov, and the bloodthirsty Varennikov! “I am an old fool,” he said.


Columbus


Since Gorbachev’s departure, a flood of memoirs by his associates and rivals have told and retold the minutiae of his almost seven years in power. From this torrent of words, an all too human figure emerges, alternately inspiring and aggravating, articulate and prickly, gregarious yet not good at friendship, a workaholic with a tenacious memory, gifted at tactical maneuvers, prone to petty jealousy, yet, despite all his faults, sincerely well intentioned. He could be perversely obtuse, as when an old man in Norilsk complained about dangerous waste left for years in the street where children played, and Gorbachev told him he should “give the authorities a harder shake.” But he wanted the best for his country.


And, though he flirted with the hardliners, he drew back repeatedly from the use of force. It just did not come naturally to him. “They say we need to thump our fists,” he once told associates, clenching his hand to demonstrate. “Generally speaking, we could do that. But I don’t feel like it [ne khochetsya].” “I was never afraid of him, even when he shouted,” wrote Vitaly Korotich, the editor of the glasnost flagship magazine Ogonyok, “because his shout was never the shout of a cruel and all-powerful person. I always tried to understand, what does the shout mean, why does the scenario call on him at exactly this moment to shout.” Korotich viewed most of the public scoldings as acts, brilliantly performed, to placate the cultural conservatives on the Politburo. Glancing at the leading Politburo liberal, Aleksandr Yakovlev, during one such outburst, he saw the latter’s eyes were calm, as though he were watching “the televised replay of a game, the result of which he already knew.”


Like a good captain, Gorbachev stayed with his ship until the end. Steering between right and left, proud of his skill at avoiding the sandbars, he did not notice where the current was taking him until too late. He thought the destination was a humane form of socialism. But as he drifted further and further, he found himself destroying the system he had meant to save, opening the way for a market economy and multiparty democracy. Had he abandoned the communist ship earlier, he could not have wrecked it so thoroughly. To the economist Nikolay Petrakov, Gorbachev was like Christopher Columbus “who discovered America but to the end of his days believed it was India. Like Columbus, Gorbachev did something marvelous but only found out afterwards what it was.”


In the process, he aged. To quote Korotich again:


 


Not so much every year but every month that he was in power, the young Komsomol plushness, the deliberate exaltation, went out of him, but pain was rising inside him, gradually rendering Gorbachev ever tougher and more selfless. It seems to me he experienced the satisfaction of a major sportsman, thinking how to go as far as possible. Thus, an American football player tears along, knowing that he will be stopped and that it will be painful: a powerful defender is already on his way. But the next skirmish will already be closer to the opposite line; on the way to it, he will probably be knocked down again more than once.


 


The game had to end. The future mayor of Moscow, Yury Luzhkov, visited Gorbachev in the Kremlin shortly after the August coup, and noticed that he had lost the old charm—“that latent, demonic cheerfulness that previously hid behind every phrase and served as subtext to every conversation, suppressing his interlocutor’s ability to object.”


Finally, no longer welcome in the Kremlin, Gorbachev became less a man than a trademark. The familiar naevus flammeus front right of the scalp flickered in ads for Pizza Hut and Louis Vuitton. He settled into the usual pastimes of celebrities—cameo appearances in a film or two, charity work, directing a personal foundation, memoirs, opinion columns. Against his wife Raisa’s advice—against everyone’s advice—he ran for Russian president in 1996, endured the hecklers, and won 0.5 percent of the vote. And in the lengthening gaps between the interviews and travels, there was time to replay repeatedly the tapes of history.


In a lucid moment of despair, Gorbachev told his faithful aide Chernyaev: “All revolutions end in failure, although they change the country, and some—the whole world.” Gorbachev may come to be seen as history’s most successful failure.




CHAPTER 2


The Natural


With slow, deliberate steps, Boris Yeltsin, Russia’s first democratic politician, makes for the crowd. Stamped on his face is a smile that manages to be both confident and opaque, expansive and reserved. It is 1996—or is it 1991, or 1990, or 1989? The country’s fate depends on whether this man can connect to the mass of ordinary Russians in front of him, the grandmothers in headscarves, the men with missing teeth, their children on their shoulders. They love him or they hate him. But they are here for him. They have come to yell something out, to reach for his hand. He is focused, in his element, doing this thing he does the best, practicing the art he has introduced into Russia, more subversive than Western jazz or pornographic movies—the art of the electoral campaign.


From such meetings with the people, he will write, he draws a vital strength. This is his communion, his wine and holy wafer. He listens, jokes, promises, stretches out to shake and touch, conjuring their smiles, their faith that something will be better tomorrow, a sad faith because they know at the same time that nothing will be better tomorrow, but the faith connects them to this man, this hulk of battered flesh, six foot two and 227 pounds, his shock of white hair ruffled by the breeze. For an hour they will bask in his belief that he can make things happen.


The Siberian


One night in 1934, uniformed men appeared in the Yeltsins’ drafty barracks room. Boris, aged three, was woken by the commotion. He fell back to sleep in his mother’s arms, echoing her sobs without knowing why. It would be three years before he saw his father again. Nikolay Yeltsin, a carpenter, had helped the local branch of Stalin’s secret police fulfill its monthly quota for arresting anti-Soviet agitators.


Many decades later, his son, now president, would hold the yellowing case file in his hand, inspect its fading purple ink, its crumbling onionskin pages with their misspelled denunciations, and remember that spring night. Repression had already scattered the Yeltsin clan across the Urals. Before the 1917 Revolution, one of Boris’s grandfathers had owned a watermill and a blacksmith’s forge. The other, a house builder, had been successful enough to hire assistants. Under Stalin, such enterprise was punished. Both grandfathers were run out of the village and exiled to a desolate northern settlement.


The Yeltsins were descended from Old Believers, a sect of religious purists who split from the Orthodox Church after Patriarch Nikon reformed the liturgy in the 1650s. To escape persecution, many had fled into Siberia, much as, a little later, Huguenot communities had disappeared into the mountains of southern France. Ascetic and fiercely self-reliant, the Old Believers had an almost Puritan ethos that emphasized hard work, individual strength, and social conservatism. They crossed themselves with two fingers instead of three and did not shave their beards. Smoking was considered a sin and swearing was not tolerated.


By the late 1930s, Nikolay Yeltsin, back from the labor camps, had moved the family to the town of Berezniki, near Perm on the Urals’ western foothills. Unlike Gorbachev, the young Yeltsin did not experience German occupation during World War II. But food was scarce. His mother later recalled how the ten-year-old Boris would sit in the corner of the family’s room after school, moaning inconsolably: “I’m hu-u-u-u-u-ngry, I ca-a-a-a-an’t take it.” The family goat served as Yeltsin’s radiator.


In the first installment of his memoirs, published in 1990 as he ran for parliament, the young Yeltsin appears as a mischievous prankster. In fact, his account consists mostly of tricks and escapades—inciting his class to jump out of a window before the teacher arrived, placing sharp objects on her chair, leading treks through the woods, joining gang rumbles, in one of which his nose was broken. During the War, he stole into an ammunition dump and tried to discover how a hand grenade worked by striking its fuse with a hammer. He lost the thumb and index finger on his left hand.


After high school, Yeltsin studied civil engineering in the industrial city of Sverdlovsk (now Yekaterinburg). Between classes, he captained the volleyball team and courted his future wife Naina. He stayed in Sverdlovsk after graduation, working his way up from foreman to boss of the city construction trust. Surprising his subordinates, Yeltsin insisted on learning all aspects of the job, from bricklaying and carpentry to concrete mixing and crane operation: his first year passed in a series of apprenticeships. At thirty, he joined the party, a prerequisite for further promotion, and was recruited into its local organization. Yeltsin threw himself into party work, he wrote, as he had once thrown himself into striking a volleyball. Seven years later, he was picked to head the regional party committee’s construction department, supervising all builders in the province. Having impressed his superiors with his ability to get jobs done, he was promoted in 1976 to first secretary of Sverdlovsk Oblast—the regional party boss.


Although respecting the taboos of the time, Yeltsin proved quite an unusual provincial leader. Zealous, exacting, hungry for recognition, he was a workaholic who relished pushing himself and his subordinates to the limits of physical endurance. Resolving to visit all the province’s sixty-three towns once every two years, he wore his helicopter pilot out with endless trips into the sticks. Like any good Communist, he could grovel on demand. Brezhnev’s “brilliant and deep” speech at the 1976 party plenum earned Yeltsin’s adulation, and he commended the general secretary on his seventieth birthday for his “wisdom, giant talent for organization, human charm and bubbling energy.” Were such exaggerated bootlicking not common practice, one might have thought this an ironic joke. The old man was not yet quite the walking corpse he would become, but the “bubbling energy” was hard for most to detect.


However, while genuflecting to the Moscow gerontocracy, Yeltsin brought a new tone to administration in Sverdlovsk—one of more open communication and well-publicized responsiveness to local concerns. He used television adeptly and appeared for unscripted question-and-answer sessions with the public, revealing a respect for ordinary people that was completely foreign at the time. In small ways, he expanded the limits of freedom. As one Sverdlovsk native put it, he “loosened the corset a bit.”


By 1985, when Gorbachev became general secretary, Yeltsin had a reputation as a hard-driving but popular provincial party boss. Ignoring some colleagues who cautioned him about Yeltsin’s personality, Gorbachev brought him to Moscow to serve first in the party secretariat, and then from December 1985 as the Moscow city party chief, replacing a corrupt Brezhnev crony. With this position, Yeltsin became a candidate member of the Politburo.


Moscow consisted of two parallel worlds. It was home to the Communist aristocracy, the families of top party and state officials, who existed in a cocoon of privilege, with their chauffeured cars, special stores and clinics, elite schools, country dachas, Black Sea vacation resorts, superior housing, and nepotistic networks to haul up the next generation. Meanwhile, around them the metropolis was crumbling. Dingy apartment blocks stretched for miles on the outskirts, their plumbing corroding, their vandalized entryways reeking of urine. The public transit system was overloaded and dangerous, the retail trade network rife with corruption, waste, and shortages. The city’s future mayor, Yury Luzhkov, got his first look at Moscow’s vegetable warehouses around this time. “Permanent filth, stench, mold, rats, flies, cockroaches,” he recalled, “it seemed there was no vermin that could not find a haven there.”


Yeltsin turned to the techniques tested in Sverdlovsk. He held public meetings, visited all corners of the city. To hear what ordinary Muscovites had to say, he took trips on the subway or waited outside factory gates to meet the morning shift. He implored his subordinates to break out of “the paper prison of bureaucracy, the spider’s web of directives.” Throughout, he paid attention to his popularity, taking a television crew with him on his jaunts. At the same time, he pushed glasnost as far as Gorbachev’s elastic would stretch. Insisting that “two half-truths do not make the truth,” he encouraged hard-hitting investigative reporting and permitted grassroots groups to organize.


As in Sverdlovsk, Yeltsin worked punishing hours himself and demanded similar exertion from subordinates, scolding and firing officials to energize the others. But facing an entrenched and haughty bureaucratic class, he went much further. He replaced the city’s long-serving mayor, and 40 percent of the party committee. Not only did he fire twenty-three of the city’s thirty-three ward chiefs, he humiliated them: the newspaper Moskovskaya Pravda published details of their shortcomings. He ordered closed many of the redundant research institutes that had sprung up around the city to provide jobs for the intelligentsia, and even told the scientists to take requalification exams, threatening them with factory jobs if they failed.


Amid the tedium of Soviet life, Yeltsin was an incandescent figure, indefatigable, peremptory, in love with theatrical gestures, and often funny. “We hear that Yeltsin travels by Metro, but we haven’t seen you,” a questioner complained in one of his public jaw sessions. “Well, I haven’t seen you either,” he shot back. Social justice became his trademark theme. In a country that had “abolished class distinctions,” he found four cafeterias in one Moscow enterprise catering to different categories of workers, each with a different quality of food. Corruption was everywhere. “We are scooping and scooping and scooping the mud,” he said in April 1986, “but we still do not see the bottom of this dirty well.” At his behest, eight hundred store directors were arrested.


Yet, despite his exertion, Yeltsin’s campaigns had almost no effect on the city’s management. Life did not improve for most Muscovites. In part, the bureaucrats sabotaged his efforts; in part, they were overwhelmed by the nationwide economic slump. In any case, it was naïve to think that replacing the most incompetent and venal officeholders or humiliating them into trying harder would cure the system’s deep dysfunctions. It was a mistake he would make repeatedly.


To his Politburo colleagues, Yeltsin seemed uncouth. Alternately sulky and abrasive, he appeared to have no concept of teamwork, no sense of appropriate time and place. Gorbachev wavered between a kind of patronizing mentorship—if only the yokel could learn to behave, he might become an asset to perestroika—and fury at the uninvited interruptions. The bureaucrats Yeltsin targeted found a defender in Yegor Ligachev, the party’s personnel chief, who thought the Moscow purges excessive. As pressures on Yeltsin mounted, as other Politburo members poked sticks in his wheels, and as Gorbachev found ways to snub him, he came to feel isolated and irritated by the deferential atmosphere of Gorbachev’s circle. The fuse was lit to the bomb that would explode in the October 1987 confrontation described in Chapter 1.


After his challenge to Gorbachev and public whipping, Yeltsin sank into months of depression. His heart felt like a “burned-out cinder.” In his office at the Construction Ministry, where Gorbachev had found him a job, he spent afternoons staring at the silent phone. But then letters started coming, at first a trickle, then a flood, from Sverdlovsk and elsewhere, urging him to keep his spirits up, not to give in. The family piled them into a wooden crate. Soon the Sverdlovsk post offices had to put up signs: “Letters to Boris Yeltsin will not be forwarded.”


By the summer of 1988 when Gorbachev called a party conference, Yeltsin felt confident enough to demand to speak, practically storming the podium when Gorbachev tried to trick him into leaving the hall. He lambasted the “hungry nomenklatura,” with its “millionaire bribe takers,” and, in a clever gambit, asked to be rehabilitated “in his lifetime.” Gorbachev—who had just rehabilitated several famous Communists from the 1930s—could either take him back and be eclipsed or refuse and show the party meant to accord its members freedom of speech only posthumously. Gorbachev chose hypocrisy over danger. Loyalists were given the floor to attack the troublemaker. This time, parts of the proceedings were televised, and Yeltsin’s popularity soared.


Then, as Gorbachev unlocked the door to competitive elections, Yeltsin was ready to barge through. Nominated by more than fifty districts, Yeltsin ran for the new Soviet parliament—the Congress of People’s Deputies—from Moscow, and won with almost 90 percent of the vote. There followed the electrifying, nationally broadcast first session of the Congress—ten days in which Russians hardly left their television sets. By its end, the reformist Interregional Deputies Group had emerged, led by Yeltsin, the dissident physicist Andrey Sakharov, and three others. The next year, Yeltsin ran for the new 1,068–member Russian Congress of People’s Deputies, and won by a landslide. After some intrigue, he was elected by the deputies to the smaller, regularly meeting Supreme Soviet, and, by just four votes, chosen as its chairman. (Together, the Congress and the Supreme Soviet constituted Russia’s parliament.) That summer, Yeltsin made his final break with communism, returning his party card at the party congress, and striding out of the hall to shouts of “Shame!” “Only Yeltsin, with his animal instinct, heard the distant thunder of history,” Gorbachev’s aide Anatoly Chernyaev noted with sneaking admiration. “He’s decisive if nothing else.”


As the store shelves emptied and Gorbachev dithered, Yeltsin demanded radical economic reform. Gorbachev approved but then rejected the ambitious “500 Days” program that leading economists had drafted. Yeltsin embraced it. As chairman of the Russian parliament, Yeltsin pushed for and won constitutional amendments to create a Russian presidency. In the summer of 1991, running on a platform of radical economic measures against four Communists and a demagogic ultra-nationalist, Yeltsin won with 57 percent of the vote.


Riven by internal conflicts, the Soviet state was drifting towards dissolution. In a mansion at Novo-Ogaryovo, the six republic leaders who still accepted Gorbachev’s invitations patched together a treaty for a loose federal union (see Chapter 5). On August 19, the junta of grey-faced reactionaries struck. For three glorious and terrible days, Yeltsin became the personification of Russia, standing with grim resolve against those who threatened to plunge the country into an “eternal night” of “terror and dictatorship.” Then, as the Soviet state crumpled in the autumn months, Yeltsin’s lieutenants scrambled to take possession of the key ministries and grab the levers of administration.


To lead the government, he chose a thirty-five-year-old economist, Yegor Gaidar, who, together with a team of young scholars, had been developing a blueprint for radical reform (see Chapter 6). The planned economy was disintegrating, and both Yeltsin and Gaidar were sure only a rapid move to market exchange would motivate producers to supply food and other goods. Hunger threatened as the state’s grain stocks dwindled. On October 28, in a speech to the Russian Congress, Yeltsin outlined his plans for a complete transformation of the economy, including the freeing of prices, tough monetary policy to stabilize the ruble, and the privatization of enterprises. Change would be painful, he warned, but, in words that would haunt him, he promised some improvement by the end of 1992.


Given subsequent events it is hard to believe but the Congress supported Yeltsin’s program almost unanimously. Its new chairman, Ruslan Khasbulatov, told his colleagues: “We should create for the president a free legal field of activity, constrain neither the president nor the government, and adopt the necessary laws so that the executive power can decisively advance the deepest economic reform.” The deputies voted for Yeltsin’s proposal by 876 to 16, and authorized Yeltsin for a year to issue decrees that would supercede laws, to appoint and suspend regional governors (who were supposed to be elected), and to serve himself as both president and prime minister, investing his authority in the reforms. The parliament accepted the entire package of Yeltsin’s economic decrees in November. Even Gorbachev, who had shrunk from such reforms himself and who would soon turn caustic critic, approved. “The main thing is that he found the courage to speed up reform,” he told his press secretary Andrey Grachev. “That’s not easy, and it’s important that he has decided on this.”


In December, Yeltsin met the leaders of Belarus and Ukraine in the Belovezha Forest in Belarus (see Chapter 5). Together, they signed an agreement dissolving the Soviet Union and creating a loose Commonwealth of Independent States. By the end of the year, Yeltsin had lowered the red flag from the Kremlin’s flagpole, sent Gorbachev packing, and occupied his Kremlin office.


In Command


Yeltsin had barely dispatched Gorbachev to think tank purgatory when a new conflict split the Russian elite. The next two years would see relentless feuding between president and parliament. Khasbulatov, the Congress’s chairman, was an economics professor of Chechen descent who had served as Yeltsin’s deputy. An undistinguished academic, whose articles Gaidar, as editor of the journal Kommunist, had rejected as banal, Khasbulatov had risen to the top only with Yeltsin’s vigorous backing. As chairman, he revealed a Florentine grasp of political intrigue. Offended at not being made prime minister himself and sensing the points to be scored channeling economic discontent, he set out to lead opposition to his former patron.


Ten days after reforms began, Khasbulatov demanded the government’s replacement. He found a kindred spirit in Yeltsin’s own vice president, the Afghan War hero Aleksandr Rutskoy, whose dashing mustaches Yeltsin had hoped would woo the female vote. On a tour of Siberia, Rutskoy mocked Gaidar’s “scholarly boys in pink shorts” and promised to resign if price reform was not abandoned. It was not the last promise he would break.


The ostensible reason for the rift was disagreement over economic policy. From January 1992, Gaidar began implementing the program Yeltsin had presented in October. Prices were unfrozen; private trade became legal; restrictions on foreign trade were reduced. State stores and other small firms were auctioned to private bidders, and in late 1992 the government began privatizing the country’s 14,000 large enterprises, under a program organized by Gaidar’s colleague Anatoly Chubais.


Despite initially supporting these measures, Khasbulatov and the other parliament leaders now struck a populist pose. Representing the lobbies of the old Soviet economy—the collective farm managers, enterprise directors, and state bureaucrats—they called for cheap credit and industrial subsidies, along with generous social spending—in short, the policies that, under Gorbachev, had undermined the budget, emptied consumer markets, and lit the fuse to hyperinflation. Gaidar resisted, knowing a further collapse of the ruble would harm the very groups the parliament claimed to protect (see Chapter 6).


Behind the disputes over economic policy lay a bare-knuckled fight for power. Little by little, Khasbulatov consolidated control within the parliament and used its extensive prerogatives to sap Yeltsin’s authority. He built a pyramid of patronage, distributing Moscow apartments, desirable committee assignments, places on foreign delegations, and other perks among the deputies. A network of informers updated him on who was and who was not loyal. To isolate the executive, he forged informal alliances with the heads of regional legislatures as well as the chief justice of the Constitutional Court, Valery Zorkin.


In April 1992 when the Congress convened, Khasbulatov was ready to strike. Sensing public anger at falling wages and the erosion of savings (which plunged in value as the flood of money printed in Gorbachev’s last years sent prices soaring), he sought to repeal Yeltsin’s emergency powers and reverse the reforms. The whole government threatened to resign, and, afraid to take responsibility, Khasbulatov retreated. Still, conscious of his falling rating, Yeltsin began compromising. In May, he replaced some of Gaidar’s reformers with industrial managers. Bowing to the oil lobby, he postponed freeing energy prices, allowing insiders to continue exploiting the huge gap between domestic and world prices. In December, when the Congress refused to confirm Gaidar as prime minister, Yeltsin chose Viktor Chernomyrdin, a canny veteran of the Soviet gas industry, to lead the government.


With reforms blocked by the parliament, Yeltsin tried to reach over its head to the Russian people. In return for his surrender of Gaidar, the Congress had promised to hold a referendum the following April on a new draft constitution. By January 1993, Khasbulatov had changed his mind. The existing constitution, which gave supreme power to the parliament, was, in his view, already “truly democratic.” At its next session in March 1993, the Congress reneged.


A week later, on March 20, Yeltsin went on television to announce he had introduced a “special form of rule” and that a referendum would be held on April 25. The Constitutional Court immediately ruled this unconstitutional. Under the patched and darned 1978 Russian charter, the president had no right to call referenda or impose undefined “special” regimes. The Congress quickly voted on a motion to impeach Yeltsin, but fell seventy-two votes short of the required two-thirds majority. The next day, Khasbulatov agreed to compromise and hold a referendum, but with new questions drafted by the parliament: on confidence in the president, confidence in his social and economic policies, and whether to hold early presidential or parliamentary elections.
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