Russia’s Revolution from Above: Reform, Transition, and Revolution in the Fall of the Soviet Communist Regime, by Gordon M. Hahn. New Brunswick and London: Transaction Publishers, 2002. 618 pp. 

If you find perestroika fascinating, this book is for you.

The book begins with a dramatic scene in the Politburo, when Uzbek communist chief Islam Karimov questions Gorbachev on whether the transition in the USSR could have been less disruptive. Hahn then goes on, using various political science tools and theories (but not in a suffocating way) to explain this very phenomenon: How the USSR collapsed.

Hahn is mostly aware of the existing literature in the field and differentiates himself from the many other accounts on the Soviet collapse by explaining this phenomenon through the prism of revolutionary politics from inside the state structures, as opposed to from the embryonic civil society. In the footnotes, he condenses prior and competing research and hypotheses on the Soviet collapse. He uses Western as well as Russian sources extensively, new memoirs as well as interviews, but especially archival material, mostly on Politburo sessions. His charts on the political positioning of the parties and groupings relative to one another are a real work of art.

While other works emphasize the revival of nationalities in the peripheries of the USSR or the challenge from the rising liberal opposition in Russia itself, Hahn recounts the fact that these events by themselves would have been insufficient to topple the Soviet monolith. Instead, the collapse can mostly be traced to Gorbachev’s revolutionary liberalizing politics that caused a split inside the Communist Party (CPSU), followed by the creation of new and competing institutions (such as the Congress of People’s Deputies), the further separation of CPSU and state institutions, then the takeover of Russia’s nascent statehood by CPSU defectors and the ensuing “war of laws.” The creation of new institutions and rival centers of power reminds one of Max Weber’s dictum that a bureaucracy can only be defeated through the creation of another bureaucracy.

When Gorbachev began to weaken the CPSU apparat, he in essence was removing the glue that maintained the system together. Hahn echoes an observation made in the 1950s by George F. Kennan by stating “Without a strong party apparat, the Soviet regime and state would be rendered unstable”, as the USSR was really a collection of atomized individuals with no civil society—which was a purposeful legacy of the totalitarian system after all. The book boils down to the sentence “Societal mobilization in the USSR only began after liberalizations like glasnost’ and the announcement of real elections were made by the regime.” This Gorbachev-driven phenomenon, as the late Yuri Schekochikhin mentioned to the outgoing Soviet president in an interview for Demokratizatsiya, “is what draws people to you like an unexplained phenomenon.”

Extremely rich in detail and analysis, Hahn lays out the different theoretical paths to regime change, including imposed transition, pacted transition, revolution from above, and revolution from below. An innovative concept is the “moderate’s choice,” a take on the prisoner’s dilemma of game theory. In this case, Hahn elaborates in vivid detail the pressure under which the regime “softliners” such as Gorbachev, Yakovlev and Shevardnadze, were when faced with the reactionary apparat types on the “Right” and the liberal reformers (allied with opportunist apparatchiks such as Yeltsin) on the “Left.” In reality, there were four groups: regime hardliners, regime softliners, opposition moderates and opposition radicals. The interaction of these four groups adds a colorful third dimension that really defines Hahn’s book. The book is neatly divided into eight episodes of the “game” played by these four groups, and even intra-group disputes (such as the often overlooked rivalries between regime conservatives themselves, such as Yegor Ligachev and Nikolai Ryzhkov).

Ironically, Gorbachev’s reformist abilities were structurally limited since his power relied on the CPSU apparat—his creation of a Soviet presidency did not provide the alternative source of power he had hoped. Gorbachev was therefore both Pope and Luther. Hahn seems most sympathetic to Gorbachev’s more difficult task given the cards he was dealt. However, what comes across clearly in the book is also Yeltsin’s almost unwitting role in allowing Gorbachev to move towards reform. As Yeltsin himself later said, “If Yeltsin did not exist, Gorbachev would have to invent him.” One surprise in the book, which Hahn gathered from archival materials, was exactly how little attention Gorbachev was paying to the CPSU in the last two years of his rule, putting most of his work and his faith in the new parliaments and state bodies he had created. Hahn blows up the myth that Gorbachev proceeded “too slowly” or was a shy reformer. Despite all the constraints, Gorbachev achieved literally unthinkable results for his efforts, and kept pushing the envelope even as the risks were overwhelming. As Hahn mentions, “softliners received little political credit in return.” In this sense, he devotes an entire chapter to explaining and largely demystifying Gorbachev’s oft-touted “turn to the Right” in the fall of 1990. “Gorbachev in fact remained Gorbachev,” trying to keep a foot in the center and attempting to contain the growing power of the reactionaries.

One key new institution of the presestroika period that is often overlooked by other accounts is the Communist Party of Russia (CPR). However, Hahn places the CPR deservedly at the center of a major regime split, when the hardline elements inside the CPSU decided to use the new institution-building to their advantage and crafted a Russian institution for themselves. Hahn reaches the same conclusion I did when interviewing recently for two hours the founder of the CPR, Ivan Polozkov, in that it combines “Marxism-Leninism, Slavophilism and Russian patriotic derzhavnost’.” Although Hahn could have replaced the word “patriotic” with “xenophobic-chauvinistic.” I have used the theory before that the CPR drove the regime moderates further into the reformist camp when it came to foreign policy, and Hahn concurs with this role of the CPR but more broadly. 

Not many drawbacks can be attributed to this book. The few are found when Hahn explains events outside of Russia. For example, his strange use of Russian transliterations of Baltic names (“Prunskene,” “Burokevichus,” “Yermolavichus”), when he could have used the originals, as the Baltic languages remained in Latin script unlike “Moldovan,” Azeri and some Central Asian languages. In a footnote, he mentions that the successor to the Lithuanian Communist Party is the “Social Democratic Party” when in fact it was the Democratic Labor Party. The Social Democratic Party of Lithuania remained independent of Brazauskas’s party until recently. Hahn also falls into the common misconception that the conflict in Transnistria (Moldova) is ethnically based (“dominated by Russians and Ukrainians”) when in fact the ethnic mixture in that scrap of land is similar to that in the rest of Moldova. Hahn also describes Romania as a revolution from below, when most scholarly accounts (regardless of those dramatic images of December 1989) describe it more as a seizure of power by Ceausescu’s cronies—a less sophisticated revolution from above as the Soviet one.

Hahn also uses the terms “Right” and “Left” often, but by not explaining their meaning, he could have confused some readers that associate the “Left” with a particular political ideology. He may have reminded the readers the simple Webster dictionary definition of both terms, which is the ones he in fact uses. Here, the Left is “opposition to and a desire to alter the established order,” and the Right as “opposition to change in the established …order.”

Hahn rightfully concentrates on the regime split as the key cause of the eventual Soviet collapse, but tends to over-emphasize this to the detriment of the contribution made by one of those four groups, the opposition radicals. The main representatives of this group, such as Lev Ponomarev and Gleb Yakunin are only mentioned in passing, and Galina Starovoitova is not mentioned at all. However, the mass protests organized by these heirs to Sakharov are what pressured the CPSU into dropping the constitutional monopoly on power in February of 1990. Yeltsin also relied on their movement, Democratic Russia, to become president of Russia in June of 1991. The opposition radicals played a bigger role in the Soviet collapse than the book would suggest.

Hahn could have also looked at some works by Robert Sharlet and Eugene Huskey, such as the book Soviet Constitutional Crisis and the classic article “Democracy and Institutional Design in Russia” in Demokratizatsiya, respectively, as they make some points about Soviet regime structure and collapse that Hahn could have used to further differentiate his own work.

The book is limited in scope to the Soviet period, but Hahn does take a parting shot at why the new Russian state suffers from decay. His answer is unequivocal: The fact that the Soviet communist nomenklatura was not purged from state institutions, the way it was done in the Czech Republic and Estonia, two successful transformations. Alas, the Russian revolution from above, Hahn reminds us, is quite likely to leave the structures and personnel of the old regime in place, whereas the “Velvet” and “Singing” revolutions from below in other post-communist cases made it easier for new and alternative elites to take over and reinvent their countries successfully. Hahn believes that it will be decades before Russia reaches true democracy.

However, Hahn also reminds us that political entrepreneurs and even accidents (such as the death of Andrei Sakharov in 1989) play a key role in transformations. Yeltsin had the power and opportunity to dissolve the KGB and confiscate its assets, could have probably done some type of limited lustration on government structures, and even could have organized elections for a new parliament, which would have given in early 1992 an overwhelming victory to the liberal parties. The fact that Yeltsin chose not to take this path is perhaps testimony more to his personal background and mentality rooted in the old system, rather than the nature of how Russia was extirpated from the USSR.

Hahn’s framework hints at how perhaps Russia may have yet a democratic revival. Putin’s authoritarian consolidation will probably not be threatened by the well-meaning but enfeebled liberal opposition in Russia. Ergo, a regime split similar to what transpired in the Soviet Union in 1985-91 is perhaps the bigger threat to Putin’s KGB state and not a revolution from below. Could this be the reason why Khodorkovsky is sitting in Matrosskaya Tishina and not Yavlinsky?
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