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PREFACE

Russia and the Independent States is published
close on the heels of one of the most momentous
events of the twentieth century. Over the course of a
year and a half the world’s last great empire was
torn asunder by centuries-old national animosities
and aspirations, the failure of the Soviet economic
system, and a pervasive cynicism that rotted the
foundations of Soviet political culture.

The ramifications of the Soviet empire’s demise
radiate throughout the world. On an individual
level, employees of defense-related corporations in
small-town America, sugar-cane growers in Cuba,
and diamond merchants in South Africa are among
millions of people affected by the breakup of the
Soviet Union. On an epic scale, the international
communist movement was dealt a knockout, the
bipolar balance of power was shattered, and the
omnipresent threat of massive nuclear war between
the superpowers was vastly reduced.

Across the lands of the former Soviet Union the
transformations are no less dramatic. The collapse
left a tangled web of economic, political, and social
interrelationships that will take the fifteen newly
independent states decades to resolve.

Russia and the Independent States combines
current analysis with extensive background to place
the causes and implications of the revolution of
1991-1992 in historical context. The chronological
format of Part I, topical arrangement of Part 11, and
regional focus of Part 111 provide different perspec-
tives on the continuum of Russian, Soviet, and post-
Soviet eras.

Students of history will find Russia and the Inde-
pendent States an invaluable reference source as
well as a highly readable textbook. The appendix
includes a detailed chronology of milestones from

1900 to the present; biographies of fifty influential
leaders of the past and present; and a bibliography
of authoritative information sources. A thorough
index facilitates research. The maps that appear in
this volume were commissioned and custom-drawn
to illuminate the textual discussions.

The discussions that led to this text began in
early 1991, several months after Congressional
Quarterly published The Soviet Union, third edi-
tion. The breakneck pace of change in the USSR
persuaded us of the need for a fourth edition. By the
time the project was under way, the country had
dissolved and the book had been renamed Russia
and the Independent States. Despite the change in
title, this text draws heavily on its predecessors. The
sections on early Russian and Soviet history and the
chronology through 1990 appeared in the third edi-
tion of The Soviet Union. The balance of the mate-
rial, however, was drafted anew in mid-to-late 1992
in light of the seminal events that had taken place.

This book was produced by a talented team of
editors and writers to whom I am greatly indebted.
Associate editor Jerry Orvedahl gracefully shep-
herded the project throughout all its phases, over-
saw the selection and acquisition of photographs
and maps, and applied his own expertise of Russia
and the independent states as the writer of Chapter
7. Associate editor John Moore, who was indispens-
able to this book and all three editions of The Soviet
Union, provided sage advice and skillful editing.
Contributing writers Dan Berg, Joel Levin, Ron de
Paolo, and Sharon Werning brought a wealth of
knowledge and insight about the former Soviet
Union to the book. This text also reflects the efforts
of those who established a legacy with the three
editions of The Soviet Union.
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INTRODUCTION

On December 25, 1991, Soviet president Mikhail
S. Gorbachev resigned, bringing an end to the So-
viet Union. Minutes after Gorbachev’s televised an-
nouncement, the red Soviet flag with its hammer
and sickle was replaced on the Kremlin flagpole by
the Russian tricolored flag. The huge Eurasian na-
tion, which was the wellspring of the international
communist movement and the Western world’s
main adversary, ceased to exist. It was replaced by
fifteen nations that had been union republics under
the Soviet system.

Eleven of these new countries agreed to form an
entity that came to be known as the Commonwealth
of Independent States (CIS). But it was soon clear
that the CIS was not to be a smaller version of the
Soviet Union or even an effective confederation.
The CIS merely provided a forum for coordinating
some policies and resolving some disputes. The fif-
teen nations of the former Soviet Union moved
toward establishing their own national governments
and identities.

The largest of the new states was Russia, which
had dominated the Soviet Union politically, eco-
nomically, and culturally. In Russia, the first among
equals in the CIS, a new leadership under popularly
elected president Boris N. Yeltsin advanced a re-
form program based on the free market and democ-
racy. The Communist party had been banned and
the dismantling of the central economic apparatus
was well under way. After seventy-four years of
building communism, Russia had completely aban-
doned its official ideology and its government em-
braced what appeared to be very Western economic
and political institutions.

Fall of the Soviet Union

In 1985 when Mikhail Gorbachev came to
power, a prediction that internal forces would
cause the demise of the Soviet Union in less
than seven years would have been dismissed as
unlikely at best and ridiculous at worst. Although
the Soviet Union was suffering from numerous
economic maladies and scholars long had acknowl-
edged the explosive potential of nationalism among
the USSR’s 169 ethnic groups, the country also
was a model of stability and central government
control.

The Communist party and its bureaucracy domi-
nated virtually every facet of Soviet life. The Com-
mittee for State Security (KGB) and other security
organs were pervasive in society and had success-
fully squelched most dissent. The command econ-
omy was inefficient, wasteful, and overcentralized,
but it appeared to be limping along at a pace suffi-
cient to produce jobs and the basic necessities of life
for the Soviet people. The Soviet economy in 1985
was not close to collapse. In international affairs, the
Soviet Union had established a reputation as a su-
perpower. Its international ambitions were backed
up by a huge nuclear arsenal and conventional mili-
tary force. Despite its troubles, the Soviet system
appeared solid and secure.

The Soviet leadership, however, had recognized
the need for reforms. Gorbachev had come to power
in part because he represented a more energetic
younger generation willing to seek innovative solu-
tions to the nagging problems plaguing Soviet soci-
ety. More than any other factor, the declining state
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of the economy was the catalyst for reform. Eco-
nomic growth had declined sharply during the late
1970s and early 1980s, and the USSR suffered
from chronic agricultural production shortfalls, a
lack of technological sophistication in most indus-
tries, unacknowledged inflation, growing environ-
mental problems, and labor shortages in regions
where most industry was located. Only in military
production could the Soviet Union compete with the
West, but high rates of defense spending weakened
the general state of the economy by siphoning off
investment from other areas.

Gorbachev's Reforms

Mikhail Gorbachev took power in 1985 unwilling
to accept economic stagnation. Yet despite his pro-
nouncements advocating a major economic re-
construction, Gorbachev’s initial strategy was cau-
tious and seemed to reflect the need to consolidate
his political power. He tried to improve economic
performance by enforcing greater labor discipline,
giving factory managers more autonomy, and intro-
ducing more sophisticated technology into the work-
place.

Along with his mild economic reforms, Gorba-
chev launched his policy of glasnost (openness).
Glasnost had many elements, including more open
and honest news coverage by the Soviet media and
greater freedom of expression and speech for Soviet
artists and common citizens. The policy was de-
signed to put pressure on conservative bureaucrats
to accept economic change by allowing the Soviet
people and press to criticize abuses of power and
unimaginative or timid leadership. It also was in-
tended to facilitate a wider dissemination of in-
formation throughout the Soviet Union and over-
come the severe social malaise that afflicted the
USSR by giving the Soviet people a bigger say in
how the country was managed. Gorbachev appar-
ently believed that his economic reforms could not
succeed without glasnost.

But the policy contained inherent risks. Once
Soviet citizens felt free to chastise corrupt regional
officials and party bureaucrats in the central
government, criticisms of the Communist party

and the Soviet leadership could not be far be-
hind. Moreover, moves to make society more open
and less repressive risked encouraging dissi-
dents and igniting the ambitions of various eth-
nic groups. Dynamic nationalism in the non-
Russian republics was not a force the Kremlin
wanted to unleash, given the large number of na-
tionalities, their varying demands, and the costs
and risks of putting down domestic protests by
force.

Considering these possibilities, Gorbachev’s ap-
proach was risky. He could have continued to try to
improve the Soviet economy at the margins as previ-
ous Soviet leaders had done and as he had tried to
do during his first year in power. Even if conserva-
tive bureaucrats remained capable of blocking seri-
ous economic restructuring, he had reason to hope
that additional limited reforms—such as cutting
Soviet defense spending and foreign aid in conjunc-
tion with a détente with the West, opening up the
Soviet Union to more foreign investment, and sig-
nificantly increasing the size of private farming
plots—would provide a boost without jeopardizing
the central role of the Communist party or the
stability of the country.

Failure of Reforms

Beginning in 1987 Gorbachev and his increas-
ingly radical economic advisers responded to the
economy’s failure to improve by accelerating
glasnost, introducing democratic elections, and
launching farther-reaching economic reforms. The
Soviet leadership sanctioned limited private enter-
prise activities, sought greater Soviet involvement in
the international economy, and demanded that en-
terprises and farms become self-financing. Yet these
moves were criticized by many experts in the West
and liberals in Russia as too cautious to bring real
change to the Soviet economy.

Gorbachev’s plan was accompanied by a con-
tinuing economic decline that made the Soviet peo-
ple increasingly restless. Their patience with steps
that were seen as threatening their traditional
state-provided economic security diminished as
their standard of living dropped, lines at stores



grew, and consumer items became increasingly
scarce.

By 1990 the experiment with communism begun
in Russia in 1917 appeared to have failed. The
Soviet economy was in shambles, and Marxist-Le-
ninist ideology—the basis of Soviet politics, eco-
nomics, and historical interpretation—had been
abandoned by all but a few die-hard conservatives.
Responding to angry accusations from conservative
party members at the Twenty-eighth Party Con-
gress in June 1990, Aleksandr Yakovlev, a close
Gorbachev adviser, said: “A decision of this con-
gress . .. cannot change the fact that the volume of
labor production in South Korea is ten times that of
the North, nor the fact that people in West Ger-
many live far better than people in the East.” The
Communist party had come to be seen as a cynical
anachronism whose actions mainly benefited its elite
few, not the Soviet people. Even V. 1. Lenin, the
revered founder of the Soviet state, was not immune
to criticism by Soviet journalists and historians.
Gorbachev and his reformist colleagues had hoped
to orchestrate a gradual reform of Soviet society
from the top, but change had developed its own
uncertain momentum that the government could not
stop.

Ethnic Unrest

As the Soviet economy collapsed, a parallel col-
lapse of Soviet central authority over its internal
empire was taking place. During Soviet rule, the
Kremlin leadership advanced the myth that the
USSR’s myriad nationalities were bonded by com-
munism into a fraternal confederation. The union
was imposed on most non-Russian minorities by the
Soviet Red Army, just as the tsars had used force to
attach neighboring nations in Europe and Asia to
the Russian empire. Gorbachev’s liberalizations had
inadvertently opened the way for ethnic groups to
pursue their dormant aspirations. Nationalist move-
ments in republics on the Soviet periphery agitated
for greater sovereignty or outright independence
from Moscow.

Meanwhile, the loosening of coercive controls
brought to the surface ethnic rivalries and tensions
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that had been suppressed under a uniform adher-
ence to Marxism-Leninism. In 1990 Moscow was
forced to interpose troops between Armenians and
Azeris in the Transcaucasian region. Violence on a
smaller scale erupted in Central Asia, the Baltics,
and within the non-Russian areas of the Russian
Federation itself. In March of that year Lithuania
officially declared itself independent of Moscow,
setting off a crisis that would last for a year and a
half. Gorbachev tried to hold Lithuania and the
Baltic states within the union, fearing that a success-
ful secession would encourage an avalanche of de-
mands from independence movements in other re-
publics.

Gorbachev hung his hopes for saving the Soviet
Union on a union treaty. This treaty would have
redefined the relationship between the republics and
the central government, allowing the local govern-
ments to exercise autonomy over most affairs while
Moscow would play a coordinating role and carry
out military and foreign policies.

By the time the treaty was ready to be signed in
August 1991, the Soviet Union was in disarray.
Gorbachev long had been beset by critics from the
left and the right. Liberals saw him as too timid on
reform and too willing to continue using repressive
measures to hold the country together. Conserva-
tives saw him as someone who was willing to destroy
the cherished foundations of Soviet communism.
Most Soviet citizens saw him as a leader who had
opened up society but failed to deliver on his prom-
ises, especially in the economic sphere. The econ-
omy was mired in a depression; republic govern-
ments, including Yeltsin’s Russian government,
were openly ignoring the decisions of the central
government; ethnic unrest was growing unabated;
independence movements in the republics were in-
creasing in strength; and rumors of a coup by con-
servative Communist party leaders or the military
were commonplace.

The Coup

A day before the union treaty was to be signed,
on August 19, 1991, conservative party leaders tried
to overthrow the Gorbachev government. Gorba-
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chev was detained at his country home in the Cri-
mea and some military units were mobilized in
support of the coup. The plotters announced over
the national media that Gorbachev was ill and that
they had formed the “State Committee for the
State of Emergency in the USSR” through which
they would govern the country.

Although the coup had many of the trappings of
past Communist power plays, it was carried out with
little nerve or skill. Boris Yeltsin vigorously rallied
the people of Moscow behind his efforts at resis-
tance. As the democratically elected president of
the Russian Federation, he quickly became the focal
point for popular opposition to the coup. Yeltsin
denounced the putsch as a crude and illegitimate
attempt by hardliners to undermine democracy and
the rule of law in the Soviet Union. Although he had
many well-publicized disagreements with Gorba-
chev, Yeltsin demanded the Soviet president be
restored to power.

Tens of thousands of Russians formed a human
barrier around the Moscow “White House,” the
home of the Russian Federation’s government and
Yeltsin’s stronghold. Key Soviet military units and
leaders defected to Yeltsin’s side. The coup leaders,
having failed to move decisively in the hours imme-
diately after seizing the government, backed down
in the face of populist opposition. They declined to
order an assault on the White House that would
have been bloody and was uncertain of success. On
August 21 the coup plotters, realizing their position
was untenable, tried to save themselves by propos-
ing a deal with Gorbachev, but the Soviet leader
angrily refused.

With the collapse of the coup, Yeltsin was re-
vered as a hero. He and his democratic and reform-
minded supporters assumed a dominant role in So-
viet politics. Yeltsin placed many of the functions of
the former Soviet Union under the control of the
Russian republic. Gorbachev returned to his posi-
tion as president of the USSR, but power had
clearly been transferred to the republic govern-
ments, most of which declared their independence
soon after the failed coup. Gorbachev was weakened
by the fact that he had appointed many of the
plotters to office.

End of an Era

During the four months between the coup and his
resignation Gorbachev struggled without success to
put the union treaty back on track. Yeltsin, mean-
while, asserted the authority of Russia, while explor-
ing possibilities for creating some type of cooper-
ative arrangement among the other republics.

On December 1, 1991, the people of Ukraine, the
Soviet Union’s second most populous and important
republic, voted overwhelmingly to endorse indepen-
dence. The vote removed any hope that the Soviet
Union could be salvaged. On December 8 Russia,
Ukraine, and Belarus proclaimed the Common-
wealth of Independent States. Eight other republics
joined the CIS on December 21. Lithuania, Latvia,
Estonia, and Georgia declined (in the fall of 1992
Azerbaijan withdrew).

Although the success or failure of the CIS de-
pends on one’s expectations of its potential, the CIS
has failed to accomplish the three most ambitious
tasks it might have addressed: constructing a coordi-
nated defense policy, solidifying mechanisms
through which the tightly linked economies of the
former Soviet Union would continue to support one
another, and constructing an effective response to
ethnic conflicts. Russia’s decision in May 1992 to
establish its own defense force indicated that a CIS
military force had ceased to be a viable alternative.
Although the CIS has attempted economic coordi-
nation, most of the economic agreements between
the republics have been accomplished on a bilateral
basis. Currencies and armies have become symbols
of national sovereignty for the new nations.

International Transformation

International relations have been dominated
since World War II by the bipolar military balance
and ideological competition between the United
States and its allies and the Soviet Union and its
bloc of Marxist client states. The Soviet Union
appeared to most in the West as a blustering, ag-
gressive, imperial colossus that constantly threat-
ened surrounding nations, ignored human rights,
and pursued an unceasing military buildup.



During Gorbachev’s tenure, Soviet foreign policy
was completely realigned according to the principles
of “new thinking.” This approach aimed at extricat-
ing the Soviet Union from costly regional conflicts,
cutting foreign aid and defense spending, encourag-
ing foreign trade and investment, concluding major
arms agreements, and improving the USSR’s inter-
national image.

In 1987 the Soviet government made major con-
cessions that led to the Intermediate Nuclear Forces
(INF) Treaty with the United States. In 1988 Gor-
bachev announced that the USSR would unilat-
erally cut a half-million troops from its armed
forces. In 1989 Moscow withdrew its forces from
Afghanistan and began working with the United
States to end regional conflicts. Most dramatically,
however, the Soviet leadership allowed revolutions
to take place in Eastern Europe that effectively
broke up the Warsaw Pact military alliance and
deprived Moscow of its Eastern European empire.

The Soviets recognized that Eastern Europe was
not a typical empire. Since the 1970s it had been an
economic drain on the Soviet Union. Yet the Soviets
felt obliged to continue dominating the region be-
cause of its role as a buffer between the Soviet
Union and Western Europe.

But in 1988 Gorbachev encouraged Soviet-style
economic and political reforms in Eastern Europe,
and by 1989 he had made it clear that the Soviet
Union no longer would use force to prop up commu-
nist governments. After the Soviet guarantee was
removed, the East European communists could not
resist the demands of their people. With the excep-
tion of Nicolae Ceausescu’s regime in Romania, the
governments of Eastern Europe gave up their power
peacefully when massive protests demonstrated that
they could not hold on to it.

As the USSR turned inward to focus on its
domestic troubles, it de-emphasized the interna-
tional geopolitical struggle with the West and re-
jected Marxist-Leninist ideology as a significant fac-
tor in foreign policy making. Consequently, nations
that had looked to the Soviet Union as a source of
economic and military aid were forced to repair
relations with neighbors or with the West.

The dramatic foreign policy changes could be
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seen in the Soviet response to the Iraqi invasion of
Kuwait in August 1990. Previously, almost any na-
tion or group that threatened the interests of the
West would receive Soviet support, encouragement,
or sympathy. The Soviet Union did not cooperate
with the West in combating terrorism and rarely
condemned terrorist acts against Western citizens,
saying they were regrettable but understandable.
Although the West had more to lose than the Sovi-
ets from the Iraqi invasion and Moscow was a major
Iraqi arms supplier, the Kremlin quickly joined the
United States in condemning Baghdad and agreed
to impose an arms embargo against the Iraqis.

The breakup of the Soviet Union has reduced
even further the possibility of conflict between East
and West. Yeltsin has stated his intent to pursue not
only cooperation, but also active friendship with the
Soviet Union’s former enemies. The Soviet army
contained 4 million troops in 1990. But under the
Yeltsin government’s plan, the Russian military
would have no more than 1.5 million troops by 1995.

Russia and the other former Soviet states are in
great need of financial and technical assistance
that the West could provide. Russian foreign policy
under Yeltsin has been aimed at building interna-
tional support for his domestic reforms, reducing or
eliminating costly commitments made during the
Soviet era, and advancing Russia as a responsible
and important member of the international com-
munity.

Where once the main objectives of American
policy toward the Soviet Union were containment of
its expansion and maintenance of the military bal-
ance, objectives in the post-Soviet era have become
helping democracy and the free market to survive
and codifying rapid arms cuts and military reduc-
tions through far-reaching agreements.

Yet while the revolution in the Soviet Union has
transformed the international situation for the bet-
ter, it has also opened a new, unpredictable era in
world politics. Fears of an instant nuclear holocaust
arising out of a superpower confrontation have been
replaced by fears of nuclear proliferation and the
emergence of a vast area of instability and ethnic
conflict that will have implications for the security
of Europe, the Middle East, and East Asia.



