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According to author Daniel C. Diller, in 1991, “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.”
  By the late 1980’s it was becoming increasingly apparent that the Soviet Union was a deeply fractured and ineffectively managed nation, despite its acknowledged status as one of the world’s military superpowers.  In fact, the claim could be made that the greatest surprise in the history of modern Russia is not the collapse of its grandiose USSR, but rather the fact that this ill-advised communist experiment did not self-destruct far sooner.  Who were the men who brought into being this “last great empire,” and how were they able to maintain the Soviet Union in the 50 turbulent years between the outbreak of the Second World War and the fall of the Berlin Wall?  These are the primary topics which this essay intends to address.


After the death of Vladimir Lenin in 1924, Josef Stalin became the new leader of the young Soviet Union.  Stalin would maintain a stranglehold on this position of power until his own death in 1953.  While other nations of the world struggled through the global Great Depression of the 1930’s, Mother Russia suffered the most acutely of all, as a result of Stalin’s “Great Purge.”  The intensely paranoid Stalin executed, deported, or imprisoned untold millions of his fellow citizens, effectively eliminating any possible political competition while ushering in a new era of great fear and deep-seeded distrust of Soviet government.  Stalin’s reign of terror had become so pronounced by the early 1950’s that, according to Barrington Moore, “The threat of arrest occurs as a very real possibility to a substantial portion of Soviet men, possibly as many as one in five, at some point in their lives.”
  Stalinist Russia was an experiment both in terms of its communist upbringing and its ambitious attempt, on a larger scale than ever before imagined, to maintain power solely through a culture of fear.  “The regime deliberately seeks to sow suspicion among the population, which to a marked extent results in the breakup of friendship grouping... and the isolation of the individual.”


To his credit, Josef Stalin was at the very least consistent:  his blueprint for Russian nation building was every bit as ruthless as his prolonged struggle for power.  In an attempt to live up to the Marxist ideals to which he paid lip service, Stalin pursued the complete “collectivization” of Russian agriculture.  This meant that all farms would come under the control of the state, rather than the peasants who worked on them.  In protest of this decision, many peasants chose to slaughter their livestock rather than give up their few animals, a decision that Russia near-starvation during many bleak winter months.
  In addition, Stalin’s economic Five Year Plans sought to industrialize and modernize the nation at a break-neck rate that was utterly unrealistic, especially given the inherent backwardness of the vast majority of the continent.  Nevertheless, limited progress was made, both in terms of inner-Russian industry and the slow but continuous spread of the USSR to both the East and the West.


Despite the heavy burden his country would be forced to bear as a result, one could make the case that World War II was the best thing to ever happen to Joseph Stalin.  Hitler’s over-aggressiveness in being the first to break a two year old peace treaty between the two nations turned Germany’s 1941 invasion into a defensive war which was, consequently, highly popular with the Russian people.  Stalin’s public image went from that of a tyrannical dictator to a national war hero almost overnight, because “Soviet propaganda dubbed the war the ‘Great Patriotic War,’ evoking images of Russian nationalism rather than socialist internationalism.”
  This patriotic fervor came at the cost of well over 25 million Russian lives, a toll so great that, in this instance, the term “lost generation” was a point of fact rather than a turn of phrase:  a 1959 census revealed that Russia’s 208 million inhabitants still consisted of 20 million more women than men, as a direct result of the German conflict.
  Equally devastating was the fact that both the Russians and the Germans practiced a “scorched earth” policy whenever forced to retreat, meaning some of the nation’s most fertile territory had been set to flame time and again before Stalin’s forces finally pushed the Nazis back to Berlin.  Russia’s hard-fought victory was well rewarded in the peace treaties which followed the war, as the Soviets were given control of Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, and the Ukraine, and also allowed to “exert influence” on Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, Romania, and East Germany.  At the time, Stalin promised to allow “free elections” to take place in these new “satellite” nations, and although Roosevelt and Churchill surely were not so foolish as to take the dictator at his word, the millions of Soviet troops spread throughout much of Eastern Europe left the leaders with little choice but to concede.


Thus it was that an “iron curtain” descended across Europe, and the infamous Cold War was born.  With the help of the newly created communist propaganda machine Cominterm (later renamed Cominform), Stalin wasted little time in putting his newfound status as war hero to good use.  In the satellite nations, local communist parties were boosted to power, allowing their economies to be brought under state control, after which such unions as the Warsaw Treaty Organization could effectively isolate these nations from the West and bring them under Soviet influence.  In 1949 the Cold War began in earnest, when the Soviet Union announced its successful detonation of an atomic bomb, thus legitimizing its claim to superpowerdom.  Now that nuclear weapons allowed Stalin to terrorize the West much as his KGB allowed him to strike fear in the hearts of his own people, he was not afraid to exert his power by promoting the spread of communism in China and Korea from the late 1940’s until his eventual death in 1953.  One might very well wonder how a man like Stalin was able to accomplish so much in his lifetime, despite his being widely hated (or at the very least strongly mistrusted) throughout his career.  Had he vastly improved the quality of Soviet life during his era it would be one thing, but this idea seems unlikely, given the stagnation of his economy and the fact that he ruled a population that seemed unable (or perhaps unwilling) to modernize.  Historian Liah Greenfeld feels that he has discovered the answer in Russia’s deep-seeded ressentiment, that is, supressed envy and hatred which one feels unable to act upon.  “In Russia... ressentiment was the single most important factor in determining the specific terms in which national identity was defined.  Wherever it existed, it fostered particularistic pride and xenophobia, providing emotional nourishment for the nascent national sentiment and sustaining it wherever it faltered.”
  Whether Stalin’s ruthless strategy for nation building created this ressentiment or merely deepened a sentiment which had existed for centuries is a matter of historical debate, and well beyond the scope of this essay, unfortunately.


After a brief power struggle, Nikita Khrushchev gained control of the USSR and almost immediately began to take the nation in the direction of greater openness and “De-Stalinization.”  Although the Soviet secret police were by no means disbanded, the senselessly terrifying days of the Great Purges were at last a thing of the past.  Although this policy came as a great relief to the Russian majority within the country, the satellite nations remained as oppressed under Khrushchev as they had been during the Stalin era, at least as regards their national religions and languages.  “The principle target of the Bolshevik fight against religion was the Russian Orthodox Church,” because “since nationality and religion are almost identical in the Eastern provinces of the Russian empire... the fight against religion in these territories was implicitly a fight against national culture and national traditions.”
  Natives were equally resistant to being forced to learn Russian as a second language, despite of the fact that not being able to speak the language of power doomed them to social immobility.  Similarly, a vast Russian majority refused to take up any language but other than their own (a study showed that, even by 1989, only 4% of Russians spoke any language other than Russian itself).
  This language gap was a constant source of contention within an “empire” that was supposedly attempting to unify.  One less oppressive attempt at Russification was the intermingling of native Russians throughout the new territories of the USSR.  Propagandist pamphlets describing the “rich resources and potentialities” of these new areas were distributed, in the hopes that these new settlements would result in less danger of “the rise of national problems” and increase the chances of “absorption of Russian civilization.”
  Russification proved largely to be a failure, and it is unlikely that any of the Soviet satellites would have remained under the umbrella of the USSR had Russia not often resorted to the use of force in order to keep them in line.


The Khrushchev era featured several events which produced feelings of patriotism and great pride in the people of the Soviet Union, such as the launch of Sputnik in 1957 and the first successful testing of an ICBM system that same year.  However, these technological advances came at a great price, as the Space Race and the desire to reach nuclear parity with the United States (something the USSR accomplished in 1960) essentially bankrupted the Soviet economy.  Because their economic rate of growth lagged behind that of the West, the Soviet Union was forced to devote over 14% of its GNP in order to compete in the international arms race with the United States, a country which, by comparison, had to devote only 7% of its GNP toward the same effort.
  In addition to the constant problems caused by choosing guns over bread, the people of Russia lost all respect for their leader after the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962.  The conservatives within the country thought Khrushchev a fool for even considering such a risky scheme, while the radicals called him a coward for backing down so easily to JFK.  Within two years of this disgrace Khrushchev had been forced into early retirement, and by the late 1960’s Leonid Brezhnev had risen to fill the Soviet power void.


Buoyed by a fortunate string of long growing seasons, Brezhnev began his administration by further increasing military spending, having come to the conclusion that military strength was “indispensable to the prestige of the Soviet nation.”
  While still portrayed in this prestigious light, Brezhnev used the opportunity to propose a tacit “social contract” that would determine government control of life in his USSR.  “In exchange for political compliance, the population was granted job security; a lax work environment; low prices on basic goods; housing and transport; free social services; and minimal interference in personal life.”
  As this was, after all, the Soviet Union, the people were never granted an official forum to either decline or accept this gracious contract; a lack of wide-scale revolution was enough to imply their general compliance.  Although Brezhnev did his best to live up to the standards of this contract, the results were never on par with similar institutions in the West.  Health care was free, but the quality was dubious; the state paid for education, but was rarely able to find a suitable job for the graduating student in his field of study.  And although everyone was granted a job of some sort, pay was poor, enthusiasm was almost nonexistent (you were paid the same no matter how hard you worked), and work discipline was pathetic (how can order be maintained if you cannot fire anyone?).  The unofficial motto of the Soviet work environment soon became:  “We pretend to work, they pretend to pay us.”
  Declining productivity and shoddy goods led to the rise of a vast black market, along with malaise, alienation, and alcoholism.


Morale was low, the economy was stagnant at best, and both life expectancy and the overall Soviet standard of living had begun to decline in the previous five years.  Thus it is entirely understandable that a young (relatively speaking) Mikhail Gorbachev arrived on the scene ready to change everything in 1985.  Gorbachev’s idea of nation building was to throw out what had failed the people of Russia in the past and to attempt revisions somewhat along Western lines.  He removed most of the government’s old guard, replacing the elderly politicians with fresh-thinking younger men as part of a process he termed perestroika (literally “restructuring”).  Gorbachev supported an opening of the Soviet economy, allowing for a limited free market and a certain amount of international interdependence.  Other major changes included taking the national emphasis off armament and allowing censorship to be loosened.  This introduction of limited free speech was termed glasnost, and in allowing its practice, Gorbachev was hoping to encourage “the full-scale discrediting of the old system to make room for the new.”
  As would have to be imagined, although the hugely unsuccessful old system was indeed discredited, it was not long before the equally unsuccessful new system began to draw criticism, and before long the situation was entirely out of Gorbachev’s control.  Had there been any hope of putting glasnost to an end, it would have been shattered by the nuclear disaster at Chernobyl in 1986, after an attempt on the part of the USSR to not reveal the extent of the fallout drew international condemnation.


As Michael Howard explains, for over a half-century the Russians had “justified their entry into Afghanistan, as into other places before that, by the professed need to suppress those subversive elements which were preventing the true voice of the people from being heard.”
  This is why the surest sign that Gorbachev truly represented a “new thinking” was his 1987 announcement that he would de-emphasize the threat of the West and abandon the exporting of communist revolution to new territories.  If the USSR were to become a serious player in international economic affairs, Gorbachev could afford no further Chernobyls, and as the new thinking of our modern era proclaims, “Those states which continue to exercise control over territories in open defiance of the wishes of the population find themselves the objects of universal condemnation.”
  This is why Gorbachev chose to allow the Soviet satellites to reform rather than to draw international scorn through military invasions such as those undergone during the 1950’s and 1960’s.  Although this plan was risky, it paid off... to an extent.  Although Gorbachev was lauded as a great reformer abroad, Russians were left asking, “What good are sweeping changes if we’re still going hungry, the economy isn’t picking up, our satellites are abandoning us, and we’ve lost all sense of national prestige?”  John Armstrong is kind in saying that, “In August of 1991, Russian urbanites put the world in their debt with a demonstration of civic courage rarely seen in the last half century,”
 but others might contend that the collapse and downfall of the USSR in 1991 is most representative of an ultimate failure in nation building on the part of Stalin, Khrushchev, Brezhnev, and Gorbachev.

Annotated Bibliography

Armstrong, John. “Toward a Post-Communist World,” in Nationalism. Edited by John Hutchingson and Anthony D. Smith. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994.

- Although the focus of this article was post-collapse Russia and therefore beyond the stop of this essay, it was useful for filling in details relating to the final days of the USSR.

DeBardeleben, Joan. Russian Politics in Transition. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1997.

- This was my second most-utilized source; DeBardeleben does an excellent job of succinctly yet thoroughly covering 50 years of Soviet history in a mere four chapters.

Diller, Daniel C. Russian and the Independent States. Washington, D.C: Congressional Quarterly Inc, 1993.

- Diller was my most-utilized source, as he covered Soviet history in the most detail yet was able to look back on events with the advantage of post-collapse hindsight.

Greenfeld, Liah. “Types of European Nationalism,” in Nationalism. Edited by John Hutchingson and Anthony D. Smith. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994.

- Greenfeld’s article spoke mainly of the West, but while there was not a large amount of East European information, most of what I did find was useful and informative. 

Howard, Michael. “War and Nations,” in Nationalism. Edited by John Hutchingson and Anthony D. Smith. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994.

- This simple, concise grapples with the theory that, historically speaking, might does equal right.  In the case of the USSR, invasion motives are questioned, and the course the Soviet Union would take in future national conflicts was predicted.  

Kolarz, Walter. Russia and Her Colonies. Washington, D.C: Archon Books, 1967.

- This book offered an interesting perspective from the heart of the Cold War; the chapter on the oppression and Russification of the Eastern Bloc proved especially helpful.

Levine, Irving R. Main Street, USSR. New York: Signet Books, 1959.

- This is the story of an NBC reporter who was allowed to live in post-Stalin Moscow for one year; it was intriguing to see the USSR at that point in its history, from Western eyes. 

Mayall, James. “Irredentist and Secessionist Challenges,” in Nationalism. Edited by John Hutchingson and Anthony D. Smith. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994.

- Writing in the pre-collapse years, Mayall correctly predicts Soviet withdraw from promoting communist secessions elsewhere, in fear of prompting secessionist feelings on its own Eastern border.

Moore, Barrington. Terror and Progress: USSR. New York: Harper & Row, 1954.

- This was the first year that Stalin-era information became somewhat available, and Moore makes use of these new revelations to pen a disturbing account of life in Stalinist Russia.

� Daniel C Diller. Russian and the Independent States. (Washington, D.C: Congressional Quarterly Inc, 1993), 1.


� Barrington Moore. Terror and Progress: USSR. (New York: Harper & Row, 1954), 155.


� Ibid. 158.


� Joan DeBardeleben. Russian Politics in Transition. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1997), 26.


� Ibid. 28.


� Irving R. Levine. Main Street, USSR. (New York: Signet Books, 1959), 21.


� Diller. 60.


� Liah Greenfeld. “Types of European Nationalism,” in Nationalism. Edited by John Hutchingson and Anthony D. Smith. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 170.


� Walter Kolarz. Russia and Her Colonies. (Washington, D.C: Archon Books, 1967), 17.


� DeBardeleben. 119.


� Kolarz. 15.


� DeBardeleben. 74.


� Diller. 84.


� DeBardeleben. 48.


� Ibid. 52.


� Diller. 111.


� Michael Howard. “War and Nations,” in Nationalism. Edited by John Hutchingson and Anthony D. Smith. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 257.


� Ibid. 257.


� John Armstrong. “Toward a Post-Communist World,” in Nationalism. Edited by John Hutchingson and Anthony D. Smith. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 284.





