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Recent changes in the Soviet Union have been nothing short of revolu- 
tionary. Almost as startling was how little scholars or journalists were 
prepared for them. Partly to blame was their "Copernican" approach to 
Soviet politics, a tendency, says Nicolai Petro, to look only at the top 
leadership. To understand the Soviet Union today, he argues, it is neces- 
sary to consider popular politics and the nation's emerging civil society. 
A new national consensus, based on traditional Russian values, may 
well provide the foundation for a future non-Soviet federation. 

by Nicolai N. Petro 

n just five years, much to the aston- 
ishment of professional Sovietolo- 
gists, the Soviet Union has gone 
from being the world's most men- 
acing superpower to a weak ag- 
glomeration of states uncertain of 

its very future. Why were most Moscow-- 
watchers so ill-prepared for this dramatic 
transformation? The fault lies partly in 
what may be called their "Copernican" 
view of the Soviet Union, a view which has 
dominated the field since the 1960s. Ac- 
cording to Copernican Sovietology, all po- 
litical life revolves around the sun, and the 
sun most recently has been Mikhail Gorba- 
chev. Copernican analysts tend to view the 
rest of society-at least everybody below 
the top Party leadership-as bit players, 
seemingly content to play out secondary 
roles in a well-worn script. 

Such a perspective, as Moshe Lewin 
noted in The Gorhachev Phei'ionieiion 
(1988), led to rather bizarre ideas about 
Soviet political reality: "A political system 
without a social one, a state floating over 

everything else, over history itself. Such a 
state submitted only to its own laws, was 
explainable in its own terms. . . . [Wlhile 
change was posited as possible, it was con- 
ceived of as small variations within the un- 
alterable framework: that such a state 
could undergo serious reform seemed un- 
thinkable.'' 

Most Copernicans also believed in a 
fundamental continuity between Russian 
and Soviet political culture. Scholars like 
Adam Ulam, Stephen Cohen, Robert V. 
Daniels, and the late Cyril Black argued 
that specifically Russian values lent sup- 
port and stability to the regime. Identifying 
the ruled with the rulers, they saw little 
possibility of change coming from below. 
Harvard's Timothy Colton, in The Di- 
l emma of Reform in the Soviet Union 
(1986), predicted that there would be no 
serious challenges to the regime's legiti- 
macv for at least another decade because 
it was so firmly "moored in familiarity, 
past successes, and Russian nationalism." 

It is not easy to escape Copernican 
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thinking. Even today, the 
fate of reform in the Soviet 
Union is tied almost exclu- 
sively to the fate of Gorba- 
the;. There are good rea- 
sons for this. Gorbachev is 
the prime instigator of pere- 
sti-oika and,  as such,  de- 
serves enormous credit for 
initiating change at the top 
of the political pyramid. But 
after giving Gorbachev his 
due, we must look beyond 
him. After all, Gorbachev's 
initial vision of perestroika 
was limited to a program of 
economic  restructuring;  
glasnost was merely a con- 
venient tool for breaking 
the resistance of recalci- 
t r an t  factory managers .  
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pand his agenda. 

~ u r i n g  t h e  pas t  five 
years, in fact, Gorbachev found himself 
presiding over an expanding civil society 
with its own ideas about reform and open- 
ness, and with its own ideas about what 
the greater Russian federation should be. 
More than 60,000 informal social and po- 
litical groups have sprung up around the 
country; at the same time, assorted non- 
political groups concerned with ecological 
o r  historical preservation have increas- 
ingly been adopting their own political 
platforms and asserting themselves in ar- 
eas where the Party is losing influence. 
This en~bryonic civil society has its own 
independent information outlets-more 
than 700 non-official publications in the 
Russian language alone. These groups, 
these movements, and these publications 
are now the driving force behind pere- 
stroika. 

o understand what is going on in the 
Soviet Union, we need to develop a 

more "Newtonian" approach that takes 
into consideration not only the constituent 
parts of Soviet society but also culture, 
particularly literature, folk traditions, and 
religion. Only by looking at society and 
culture can we begin to comprehend the 
frustrations and aspirations of Soviet citi- 

zens who are rejecting conln~unisn~ and 
turning ever more insistently to traditional 
Russian values as a desirable foundation 
for a future Russian federation. 

To be sure, ethnic Russians make up 
only half the population of the Soviet 
Union-a vast federation consisting of 
about 50 political units (including peoples 
with republic status, peoples with autono- 
mous republic status, and peoples with 
autonomous region status). Nevertheless, 
Russian language and culture, or  at least 
what historian Hugh Seton-Watson called 
a "mutilated" version of the latter, form 
the core of the Soviet federation. It is no 
coincidence that leaders of reform are of- 
ten figures of cultural authority-writers, 
artists, editors-or, more to the point, that 
many of the more popular USSR People's 
Deputies, including actor Mark Zakharov 
and Academicians Dn~itry Likhachev and 
Sergei Averintsev, have made traditional 
Russian values the centerpiece of their po- 
litical proposals. 

The questions of Russian cultural iden- 
tity and Russian nationalism are matters of 
importance not only to Russians. If there 
is to be a nonviolent evolution toward 
greater autonomy for the Baltic, Central 
Asian, and other peoples, then the core of 
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the Soviet Union-the "vast Slavic terri- 
tory of Russia, Byelorussia, the eastern 
Ukraine, and northern Kazakhstan," as po- 
litical scientist Martha Brill Olcott defined 
that core-must be confident of its cul- 
tural and national identity. Even Baltic in- 
dependence leaders such as Virgilius 
Chepaitis and Lagle Park say that a healthy 
Russian nationalism should be encour- 
aged. 

To understand what Russians are striv- 
ing to restore, one must first understand 
what they have lost. They have lost their 
history. Vladlen Sirotkin, a professor at the 
foreign ministry's diplomatic academy, is 
not alone in deploring the "nihilistic atti- 
tude toward the country's past" that has 
prevailed since the 1920s. At the end of 
that violently transformative decade, the 
doyen of Marxist historians, Mikhail 
Pokrovsky, declared that the very concept 
of "Russian history" was anti-revolution- 
ary. Russia's religious heritage has been 
nearly destroyed: As many as 95 percent of 
the country's churches may have been de- 
molished. Perhaps most devastating of all, 
Russia's national patrimony-a rich and 
vibrant peasant culture with all its tradi- 
tions, crafts, legends, songs, and prov- 
erbs-was nearly extinguished by the 
forced collectivization that took the lives 
of millions during the 1930s. Historian 
Ksenia Mia10 aptly compared Stalin's rural 
collectivization drive to the extermination 
of Inca civilization by the conquistadors. 

The first openly to lament the destruc- 
tion of peasant life, and thus to restore 
these events to the national memory, were 
the so-called "village prose writers." Nov- 
els such as Valentin Ovechkin's A Difficult 
Spring (1956), Efim Dorosh's Village Dia- 
ries (1958), and later Vasily Belov's That's 
How Thiiqgs Are (1966) and Valentin Ras- 
putin's Mark You This (1974) depicted the 
costs of precipitous industrialization and 
the uprooting of an entire way of life. The 
tremendous popularity of the village prose 
writers during the Brezhnev era (1964-82) 

owed largely to their championing authen- 
tic Russian values. Maurice Friedberg 
identified the best of these values as "ha- 
tred of war; an affirmation of Russian eth- 
nic identity, nostalgia for a pastoral Rus- 
sian past, a desire for a measure of privacy 
protected from state interference, a need 
for personal ethics, and a sense of compas- 
sion . . . ." As social critics appealing to 
Russian traditions and eternal human val- 
ues. the village prose writers saw them- " .  
selves, often correctly, as working in the 
tradition of the great 19th-century Russian 
writers such as Turgenev, Dostoyevsky, 
Tolstoy, Gogol, and Goncharov. 

Their main concerns centered on the 
preservation of villages, religion, historical 
monuments, and the environment. Al- 
though they organized no political parties, 
their work aligned them with other indi- 
viduals opposed to the policies of the re- 
gime. A notable example was the decade- " 
long campaign waged by wri ters ,  
scientists, historians, artists, and journal- 
ists to reverse the government's decision 
to divert major northern rivers into the 
country's arid south. Arguing that such an 
undertaking would destroy much of the 
northern Russian heartland, this spontane- 
ous coalition eventually forced the govern- 
ment to shelve the nroiect in 1987. 

1 J 

Such informal associations to preserve 
Russia's environment and its historical 
and religious monuments grew more com- 
mon during the 1980s. Yet it was not until 
Gorbachev and glasnost that cautious sup- 
plication yielded to an active search for al- 
ternative Russian values and for more 
open ways of expressing them. 

any in the West view the re-emer- 
gence of Russian national self-aware- 

ness with justifiable concern. While sym- 
pathetic to the anguish caused by the 
Soviet destruction of Russian national her- 
itage, foreign observers worry about the 
revival of anti-Semitism, imperialism, and 
anti-Western sentiment. The village writers 
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themselves, notably Rasputin and Viktor 
Astafyev, have frequently been criticized 
for their anti-Semitism and for their insen- 
sitivity to other non-Russian nationalities. 
The crucial question, however, is whether 
such sentiments are shared by most Rus- 
sian nationalists. If so, any future reforms 
based on Russian national values would 
clearly be odious to liberals both within 
the Soviet Union and abroad. 

Discussion of anti-Semitism has cer- 
tainly increased under glasnost. In such 
prominent literary journals as Molodc~yc~ 
Gvardiya (The You i~g  Guard) and Na^k 
Sovremei7~ik (Our Conteii7porafv), the is- 
sue of Jewish participation in the Russian 
Revolution and in the subsequent Party 
leadership has become virtually an edito- 
rial obsession. When Nash Sovreiizennik 
published an essay on 'lRussophobia" by 
dissident mathematician Igor Shafarevich, 
it brought the issue to a head. 

Shafarevich, a friend of Aleksandr Sol- 
zhenitsyn, based much of his provocative 
essay on the ideas of Augustin Cochin, a 
19th-century French historian who had ar- 
gued that revolutions were caused by 
alienated "little nations" within the "larger 
nation." Just as Cochin blamed the French 
revolution on anti-national, self-contained 
groups like the Masons, so Shafarevich at- 
tributed the distinctive character of the 
Russian Revolution to the "Jewish ele- 
ment." Little matter that relatively few of 
the revolutionary leaders, and even fewer 
of the later Soviet leaders, were Jewish- 
or that the most famous, Trotsky, was ex- 
iled from Russia. Shafarevich got around 
such empirical deficiencies by claiming 
that the "Jewish element" meant not so 
much individual Jews as an iconoclastic 
Jewish spirit which had infected tradi- 
tional Russia. Anticipating his critics, 
moreover, Shafarevich denounced as 
"R~~ssophobes" all those who tarnish Rus- 
sian nationalism by equating it with a re- 
surgence of anti-Semitism. Nevertheless, it 
is hard to read his article and think that 
those who see such an equation are com- 
pletely wrong. 

What about the resurgence of imperial- 
ist chauvinism? Here again, one finds sev- 
eral nationalist groups, including the Asso- 
ciation of Russian Artisans and Fatherland, 
that want the empire held together at any 

cost. In general, though, most nationalist 
groups believe that such unity is to be 
achieved not by force of arms but by estab- 
lishing a new common bond-resting on 
vague, rather romanticized notions of 
common historical ties-among the vari- 
ous ethnic groups in the country. While all 
Russian nationalists pay lip-service to the 
principle of self-determination, some seem 
noticeably hesitant about implementing it. 
As more Soviet nationalities opt for seces- 
sion, the distinction between those who 
support freedom over empire and those 
who do not will emerge. 

A third concern is that Russian nation- 

Many nationalists romanticize the villcige life 
and ideals o f  Old Russia. T h e  consider PecLter 
local autoiiomy the only road to democr(icy. 

alism is anti-democratic and anti-liberal 
and thus poses a threat to the ascendancy 
of Western values. As it turns out, there are 
some Russian nationalists who oppose the 
introduction of free markets and a multi- 
party system on the grounds that they are 
not Russian. Many others fear more simply 
that at present such moves would produce 
greater anarchy and turmoil. While the 
former are anti-Western, the latter are 
looking for reassurance that a realistic al- 
ternative to anarchy exists, that political 
forces outside the Party can prevent chaos 
and even bloodshed. 

Acknowledging the dark side of the 
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Russian national revival, one must at the 
same time avoid blurring some important 
distinctions, a mistake that would be as se- 
rious as confusing the conservatism of a 
William Buckley or a George Will with the 
reactionary racism of the Ku Klux Klan. 
Indeed, the failure to distinguish between 
chauvinism and patriotism feeds the 
counter-accusation of "Russophobia." 
Russophobes, Shafarevich charges, fear a 
strong and nationally healthy Russia; they 
would rather see the country destroyed by 
communist rule or dismembered bv na- 
tional tensions before they would counte- 
nance any Russian national revival. 

The debate over Russia's national re- 
vival is sensitive precisely because it 
touches so directly on the character and 
historical prospects of the Russian people. 
The polemic in the Soviet press over the 
recent publication of excerpts of Vasily 
Grossman's novel Life and Fate (published 
abroad in 1980) goes to the heart of the 
quarrel: Who should be blamed for the dis- 
mal failure of the Soviet Union? Socialist 
ideology, say the Russian nationalists. The 
backward economic and political tradi- 
tions of Russia, say the radical reformers. 
The reformers read Life and Fate as an ex- 
pose of the crimes of Stalinist collectiviza- 
tion and the corruption of Lenin's ideal- 
ism. But conservative nationalists are 
offended bv the novel's deniction of Lenin 
as a well-intentioned liberal intellectual 
whose  progress ive  impulses  were  
thwarted by "Russia's thousand-year tradi- 
tion of slavery." They were incensed that- 
Soviet historian G. Vodolazov, in his pref- 
ace to the novel, absolved Lenin of any 
blame for the events leading to Stalin's dic- 
tatorship. Wrote Voclolaxov: "I believe that 
neonle who wish to assist humanitv's 
A 1 

progress should not he thinking about how 
to 'replay' October and Leninism, but 
about how to 'replay1 the years 1929 and 
1937, relying on the values of October and 
Leninism." 

People like Grossman and Vodolazov 
follow in the footsteps of 19th-century 
Westernizers such as Alexander Herzen 
and Nikolai Chernychevsky. Although they 
reject the current political system, they are 
attracted to Western-style socialism. In the 
Soviet Union today they are known as 
"radical Westernizers." or "radical reform- 

ers," or "left radicals." 
Many others charge that socialism-by 

which they mean communism-is itself 
largely to blame for the country's current 
crisis. Socialism, they claim, infected the 
Russian intelligentsia with disdain for all 
that was traditionally Russian. What is 
needed today, they argue, is to cast aside 
the present value system and to pick up 
what Ksenia Mialo calls "the broken 
thread to the past." Sharing many philo- 
sophical assumptions of the early 19th- 
century Slavophiles such as Ivan Aksakov 
and Yuri Samarin, these people today are 
variously referred to as "Russites," 
v ~ o ~ e 1 7 i . s y  (revivalists), "Russophiles," 
or "the Russian Party.'' 

he philosophical differences between 
radicals and restorationists lead, as 

might be expected, to significant practical 
differences. Radicals tend to want a rapid 
introduction of free markets, while restor- 
ationists usually stress social guarantees. 
Radicals view the secession of republics as 
a step toward a healthy decentralization, 
while restorationists are fearful of the costs 
of fragmenting the empire. Radicals at 
times seem almost eager to dismantle the 
Soviet military; restorationists are con- 
cerned about security and foreign policy. 

But these differences should not ob- 
scure the fact that both groups have 
learned to compromise and work together 
on key Soviet reform legislation. In the Su- 
preme Soviet last year, they came together 
to repeal the electoral provisions that 
guaranteed a certain percentage of seats to 
the Communist Party; together, they are 
pushing for a new law on the freedom of 
the press that goes far beyond Gorbachev's 
proposed version of the law. On at least 
seven other occasions, radicals and con- 
servatives working together have rejected 
Gorbachev-proposed legislation as too re- 
strictive. 

Both sides acknowledge that they need 
each other to promote changes in the sys- 
tem. The progressive deputy-mayor of 
Moscow, Sergei Stankevich, in a speech to 
the Supreme Soviet last fall, commented 
on how essential conservatism was to pro- 
viding a balance of ideas in the new parlia- 
ment. Likewise, Anatoly Salutsky, the arch- 
conservative commentator for Liieratur- 
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nays Rossiya (Literary Russia), has argued 
that today's Slavophiles and Westernizers 
are not opposing forces but comple- 
mentary wings of a movement that is shap- 
ing a new Russian national consensus. 

There is much about this new consen- 
sus that should be appealing to the West. 
Both radicals and restorationists share a 
belief in the rule of law, in a national re- 
vival based on Russian patriotic sentiment, 
and in an educational system resting not 
on ideological slogans but on a critical un- 
derstanding of Russian and foreign history. 
Supporters of the consensus are likely to 
be wary of any foreign adventures that 
would further bleed the country. They are 
already skeptical of the value to Russia of 
many non-Slavic areas of the Soviet Union. 
In a remarkable public letter published 
this year, three prominent nationalist orga- 
nizations warned that if tranquility did not 
return soon to the Caucasus, they would 
launch a campaign to remove Russian ser- 
vicemen from the region. The reluctance 
of conservatives to use troops echoes ear- 
lier appeals by liberals not to use force to 
keep regions like Lithuania in the Soviet 
Union. 

The new Russian consensus is not with- 
out historical precedent. A strand of turn- 
of-the-century Russian thought-repre- 
sented by the religious philosophers 
Nikolai Berdyaev and Semyon Frank and 
the political economist Peter Struve- 
combined many of the same disparate ele- 
ments. Although the earlier thinkers were, 
as the late Leonard Schapiro pointed out, 
"first and foremost nationalists and patri- 
ots," they "stood midway between 
Slavophiles and Westernizers. They ac- 
cepted the Slavophile veneration of Rus- 
sian national tradition, while rejecting 
their romantic idealization of innate Rus- 
sian virtues as a substitute for the more 
usual civic virtues." For these people 
Schapiro employed the oxymoron "liberal 
conservativeH-an epithet first used to de- 
scribe Russia's most famous poet,  
Aleksander Pushkin. It applies equally well 
to many of the radicals and nationalists of 
today. 

The liberal conservative consensus has 
found organizational expression in the 
more than 40 political groups active 
throughout the Russian federation. This 

broad spectrum of political opinion should 
not be confused with the factions that have 
developed within the Party itself, even 
though certain ideas are shared across the 
non-Party-Party divide. Party factionalists, 
whether reformers like the historian Roy 
Medvedev or conservatives like Egor 
Ligachev, still insist that the Communist 
Party remain the guiding force in Soviet 
society. 

The Party, however, is rapidly losing its 
credibility. Over 10 million young people 
have abandoned the Communist Youth 
League since 1985. After local elections 
this past March, Party members were, for 
the first time in Soviet history, a minority 
among people's deputies elected to Rus- 
sia's supreme legislative body. In large 
Russian cities like Moscow and Leningrad, 
Communists have relinquished power to 
the democratic opposition. 

The establishment of pluralistic politics 
in rural Russian areas has been much 
slower. Nevertheless, Russia's political 
evolution seems clearly foreshadowed in 
the experiences of Eastern Europe and the 
Baltic States. And as in Eastern Europe, 
the new political parties, rather than the 
discredited remnants of the Communist 
Party, are likely to guide the country's fu- 
ture. Most of these parties fall into political 
categories analogous to those on the rest 
of the European continent. 

The Social Democrats. During the 
first days of perestroika, reformist intellec- 
tuals organized discussion clubs. A num- 
ber of their political leaders-Yuri Afanas- 
yev, Gavril Popov, Sergei Stankevich, the 
late Andrei Sakharov-eventually "gradu- 
ated" to the influential Moscow Rostrum 
and the leadership of the Interregional 
Deputies Group in the USSR Supreme So- 
viet. The social-democratic groups see 
themselves as standing for a humanistic re- 
newal of socialist values. They support the 
introduction of Western constitutional 
guarantees as well as radical economic re- 
form, but they are rightly concerned about 
the extent of popular support for radical 
change. Even so, the social-democrat ori- 
entation appears to be the most active in 
Russian politics today, both within the 
Communist Party and as a separate party 
itself, the Social-Democratic Association. 
In recent local elections, social-demo- 
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cratic candidates won a majority of seats 
in over 20 large Russian cities, including 
Moscow, Leningrad, Gorky, and Sverd- 
lovsk. 

The Conservatives. Last fall a number 
of the conservative groups moved beyond 
their strictly cultural preoccupations to 
form a political organization-the Bloc of 
Russian Public-Patriotic Movements-in 
order to counter the growing popularity of 
the social democrats. Before that, conser- 
vatives had been as reluctant to enter poli- 
tics as social democrats had been to ap- 
peal to Russian patriotic sentiment. Both 
have abandoned their reluctance. 

Most conservatives, rejecting Marxism- 
Leninism, see Russian patriotism and reli- 
gion as the only alternative to decay. They 
are united bv five common assumntions: 
the need for a moral and religious revival; 
skepticism about Western intellectual im- 
ports such as capitalism, pop culture, and 
especially Marxism; fear of unconstrained 
market competition and "windfall profits" 
(some, like Mikhail Antonov, propose a 
Japanese model, with the economy more 
closely attuned to native cultural tradi- 
tions); the need to return land to the peas- 
antry; and belief in the nobility of military 
service. But conservatives differ widely on 
how to resolve Russia's current problems. 
Some recommend radical decentraliza- 
tion and even Russia's secession from the 
Soviet Union; others see a strong central- 
ized authority as the only thing preventing 
the country's collapse. 

The conservatives have not done well- 
at the polls. In direct confrontations with 
social democrats in last March's local elec- 
tions, they were easily defeated. (Only 16 
out of 65 conservative candidates in Mos- 
cow even made it to the run-off elections.) 
Their prospects are hampered by a lack of 
clarity about how to achieve a Russian re- 
vival, by a contradictory economic and po- 
litical platform, and by ambivalent atti- 
tudes toward the Party's monopoly on 
power. In the not-too-distant future, con- 
servatives are likely to split over the cen- 
tral political issue of the day: whether the 
Party is still a viable political force or sim- 
ply a burden to the country. Those who 
support the Communist Party are likely to 
join forces with reactionaries within the 
Party such as Nina Andreyev and Egor 

Ligachev. Those who abandon the Party 
are likely to edge closer to the views of the 
Christian democrats. 

The Christian De?nocrats. Christian 
democrats are found in the middle of the 
political spectrum. Like the conservatives, 
they reject Marxism-Leninism and believe 
that Russian patriotism can contribute to 
promoting reform. But like the social 
democrats, their program includes an in- 
sistence upon the rule of law, a clear sepa- 
ration of church and state. and nrivatiza- 
tion of markets. ~h r i s t i an  democrats, 
however, stress that all politics needs a 
firm moral foundation. Many of the Rus- 
sian religious philosophers that they turn 
to, including Semyon Frank, Nikolai Ber- 
dyaev, and Father Sergei Bulgakov, had 
themselves been Marxists in their youth 
but later abandoned Marxism in favor of 
democracy and reliaion. 

~hristian democracy has no political 
precedent in pre-revolutionary Russia, but 
it is quickly finding a following. Three 
members of the newly elected Russian Su- 
preme Soviet-among them noted hu- 
man-rights activist Father Gleb Yakunin- 
recently joined the Russian Christian Dem- 
ocratic Movement. As Andre Louis, secre- 
tary-general of the Christian Democratic 
International, recently observed, "In the 
long run, I think Christian Democracy has 
its best opportunity in the Soviet Union. 
Christian Democrats there have come to 
political life out of religious conviction. In 
searching for a more fraternal and useful 
religion, they come to recognize the need 
for political activity." The movement's un- 
compromising rejection of communist 
ideology may be the best guarantee of its 
future success. 

Extremist groups. A number of small 
but vocal chauvinistic groups-Pamyat 
(Memory), Vityazi (Heroes), and Patrioty 
(Patriots)-go far beyond professing con- 
cern for Russia's revival and openly ac- 
cuse "dark forces" and "foreign elements" 
of engaging in a conspiracy to destroy Rus- 
sia. They typically identify these forces as 
people of Jewish origin and those who do 
their bidding. 

Extremists of both the left and the right 
often form strange and paradoxical alli- 
ances. In Leningrad, Pamyat groups have 
received open help from two district Party 
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organizations. In a recent interview, Elena 
Bonner, wife of the late Andrei Sakharov, 
noted that the Leningrad KGB was pro- 
tecting and promoting Pamyat. 

Western concern about these groups 
stems from the fear that they may eventu- 
ally have a decisive influence on national 
policy. Many of these organizations are ac- 
tively seeking allies among disgruntled sol- 
diers, workers, and Russian minorities in 
the outlying republics. In the event of a 
weakened and demoralized Soviet state- 
a "Weimar RussiaM-such groups might 
seize power, unleash- 
ing a campaign 
against minorit ies 
(particularly Jews) 
and threatening mili- 
tary aggression 
abroad. 

Such  a t u r n  of 
events is possible but 
highly unlikely. First 
of all, in the after- 
math of the Afghan 
war, foreign military 
adventures have no 
popula r  const i tu-  
ency. We are witness- 
ing in the  Soviet 
Union today perhaps 
the most widespread 
peacetime rejection 
of military service in 
the 20th century. Not 
only are individuals 
in manv Darts of the 

ther in national or local elections. In Mos- 
cow, the  Pamyat candidate,  Tamara 
Ponamareva, received five percent of the 
votes for, and 86.5 percent of the votes 
against, her candidacy. 

Moreover, public opinion surveys re- 
port that the overwhelming majority of the 
population favors continued glasnost, de- 
spite doubts about the economic success 
of perestroika. And there is still reported 
to be  s t rong support  for expanding 
friendly contacts with the West. In one re- 
cent survey, for example, the only ministry 

to get a favorable rat- 

1 

country refusing to An early 16th-centui-y icon of St. George, sur- 
serve; a number of rounded by various other saints. Images of St. 
the country's leading George, the patron saint of Russia, are popular 
universities are no ~ l l g  ContellzpoWQ' ~ t i ~ ( l l i S t . ~ .  
longer offering the 
required courses in military indoctrina- 
tion. Furthermore, given the country's dire 
economic straits, it would be almost im- 
possible to mobilize support for a war- 
absent the immediate threat of foreign in- 
vasion. 

For all the attention it receives in the 
Western and Soviet media, Pamyat has 
never attracted more than a few hundred 
people to its rallies (compared to nearly 
200,000 for Democratic Russia rallies in 
Moscow this past February). It has failed to 
elect a single candidate to public office, ei- 

in; was the ministry 
of foreign affairs, pre- 
sumablv because of 
its role in fostering 
better relations with 
the West. 

Thus while there 
are dangers associ- 
ated with the emerg- 
ing Russian national 
consensus, notably 
authoritarianism and 
in tolerance,  there  
are good reasons for 
thinking that the So- 
viet Union has what 
S. Frederick Starr  
calls "a usable past." 
S t a r r  and  o t h e r  
scholars-including 
J a m e s  Bi l l ington,  
John Dunlop, Geof- 
frey Hosking, and 
Helen Carrere D'En- 
causse-have all 
pointed to the resur- 
gence of interest in - 
Russia's vre-revolu- 

tionary classical liberal heritage. It is a 
fragile flower in Russian history, they all 
acknowledge, but it exists. 

The question is how to cultivate it in 
the present. The weakness of the Russian 
liberals in the past, according to emigre 
historian Nicholas Zernov, was their indif- 
ference to the more conservative tradi- 
tions of the populace. This led first to their 
isolation, then to disillusion with liberal- 
ism, and finally to a fatal attraction to rad- 
icalism. 

Today, however, particularly in the po- 
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litical arena, radicals and restorationists 
are consciously striving to build bridges, 
to wed the best elements of Western uni- 
versalism and Russian particularism, rule 
of law and healthy patriotism. Their efforts 
embody Dostoyevsky's insistence that to 
"become a true Russian" means "to be- 
come a brother of all men, a univer.sa1 
man." The Democratic Russia coalition of 
People's Deputies is the most promising 
fruit of their labors. With over one-third of 
Peo~le 's  Deputies in the next Russian Su- 
preme Soviet under its banner, the Demo- 
cratic Russia coalition is likely to play a 
key role in the passage of legislation in the 
republic's supreme governing body. 

The recent election of coalition leader 
Boris Yeltsin to the chairmanship of the 
Russian Supreme Soviet will only increase 
that likelihood. Yeltsin himself exemplifies 
the spirit of liberal conservatism: He 
champions the social-democratic agenda 
and greater independence for the repub- 
lics while calling for the restoration of reli- 
gious and other traditional Russian values. 
The Russian national consensus is also be- 
ginning to build momentum at the local 
level. There we are witnessing efforts to re- 
store land tenure to peasants, to bring 
back pre-revolutionary symbols and place 
names, and to promote a more prominent 
role for religious organizations. With the 
election of local governments oriented to- 
ward radical economic reforms, the 
search for political alternatives is likely to 
proceed even more rapidly than before. 

The thorniest issue facing supporters of- 
the new national consensus is the question 
of other Soviet nationalities. Apart from 
the Slavic majority of Russians, Byelorus- 
sians, and Ukrainians, there are 19 other 
major nationalities and scores of smaller 
national and ethnic erouos. How will the u 1 

minorities abide an explicitly Russian fed- 
eration? History provides a possible an- 
swer. During the 19th century, the word 
rossiiskoe (which suggests the broad multi- 
ethnic Russian national state) was as com- 
monly used as the narrower term russkoe 

(meaning only ethnic Russians), a distinc- 
tion roughly analogous to the difference 
between British and English. Todav. a u d' 

number of Russian political organizations 
are using rossiiskoe to broaden their ap- 
peal. But they will succeed only if their in- 
clusiveness is backed up with real assur- 
ances: of mutually beneficial economic 
ties between the center and periphery; of 
full cultural and religious freedoms for all 
nationalities; and of the right of any people 
to independence. Treated fairly, non-Rus- 
sian peoples will have good reasons for re- 
maining within the federation, including a 
shared defense burden and a huge, estab- 
lished outlet for manufactured goods. It is 
worth remembering that Russians made 
up only half of the population of the em- 
pire during the 19th century; yet for most 
of that century-until restrictive national- 
ities policies were imposed by Tsars Al- 
exander I11 and Nicholas II-ethnic fric- 
tions were minimal. 

A t its best, then, the emerging Russian 
consensus is one that both Western 

liberals and conservatives can be comfort- 
able with. It promotes decentralization, 
political accountability, domestic tranquil- 
ity, and international retrenchment. It is 
also an ideal that Russians themselves find 
increasingly attractive, preferring it to ei- 
ther the restoration of communism or the 
vagaries of Gorbachev's perestroika. Sur- 
veys by the Center for Public Opinion 
Study show that while three-quarters of 
ethnic Russians believe that "relying on 
their national roots" is an important con- 
sideration for Russia's salvation, a mere 14 
percent now expect government to solve 
their problems. Nearly a third feel that 
they "must at last become free people and 
make the state serve [their] interests." 

The combination of economic neces- 
sity and national revival is a powerful prod 
to the development of a healthy national 
self-conception. The best traditions of Rus- 
sia's pre-revolutionary past may hold the 
key to Russia's post-revolutionary future. 
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