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The Soviet Union today is experiencing a severe crisis, a crisis that 
involves not only its political and economic institutions but that calls 
into question the very definition of the country itself. The Soviet arti- 
cles in this collection make an extremely useful contribution to our 
understanding of this crisis; if they are somewhat less persuasive in 
their proposals for addressing it, the reasons are altogether under- 
standable in view of the scale and complexity of the problems involved. 

Our discussions have raised a number of important questions that I can 
touch upon only briefly here. The first involves the way in which the 
very vocabulary we use, indeed the metaphors in which our conversa- 
tion is couched, expresses certain underlying assumptions - and asser- 
tions - about the reality that we're dealing with. I have been struck by 
the degree to which our discussions have alternated between two rather 
different conceptions of the Soviet Union: one that characterizes the 
Soviet Union as an empire, and its constituent units as nations, and 
another that draws on the language, vocabulary, and metaphors used to 
examine cultural pluralism in multi-ethnic societies. The degree to 
which one or the other of these metaphors dominates the discussion of 
current processes of national self-assertion in the Soviet Union is a key 
to how different speakers construct the issues, define the problems, 
perceive the sources and nature of the conflicts, and propose various 
strategies for addressing them. 

A second set of issues raised in the articles by Prazauskas and Yams- 
kov involves the sources and precipitants of ethnic self-assertion. Both 
focus, for the most part, on the specific characteristics of ethnic or 
national groups themselves in seeking to explain their capacity or pro- 
pensity for political mobilization, and give relatively less emphasis to 
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the impact of the larger environment in which they are embedded, and 
to the interaction between the group and its environment. Thus, Pra- 
zauskas suggests that backward, undifferentiated groups are more like- 
ly to engage in political mobilization on a platform of ethnic nation- 
alism than more modern groups, a view that is not strongly supported 
by the evidence; and a particularly puzzling assertion in the light of cur- 
rent Soviet trends. One of the broader consequences of this approach, 
however, is that it neglects the way in which Soviet political and eco- 
nomic arrangements and norms have themselves shaped the develop- 
ment of ethnic identities, the relationships between different groups, 
and the sources of stability and of conflict. If it is the very heterogeneity 
of cultures within the Soviet state that is the ultimate source of conflict, 
then breakdown would appear to have been inevitable in any circum- 
stance. If, on the other hand, a multi-ethnic community is capable of 
forming a common system of values and standards over time, then the 
question of why the Soviet effort failed deserves some attention. 

In the Soviet case, I would propose, the role of the st0te in constructing 
ethnic identities and conflicts has been of exceptional importance. The 
Soviet federal system in effect superimposed territorial-administrative 
boundaries on ethnic and national boundaries, and established a hier- 
archy of privileges and opportunities for different categories of territo- 
rially based groups. (The Soviet approach also denied the right of 
national-cultural autonomy to groups without their own territory.) In 
the process it created new identities as well as reinforcing or transform- 
ing pre-existing ones; it set the terms on which groups could assert their 
interests; and it assigned them certain political roles. Equally significant 
was the impact of distinctive economic institutions and patterns of 
development, which also had enormous consequences for the evolu- 
tion of ethnic groups. The actions of specific central agencies, rather 
than the operation of impersonal economic forces, shaped the horizon- 
tal and vertical mobility of different ethnic groups, their demographic 
development, and patterns of internal stratification and ecological 
environment. 

This structure had particularly important consequences for the role of 
Russians within the Soviet system. Because of the dominant role of the 
Russian republic, which alone lacked separate federal institutions and 
was effectively conflated with the union itself; because Russians (in 
partnership with other Slavs, to be sure) constituted, in effect, settler 
communities dispersed throughout the U.S.S.R., enjoying exceptional 
status and opportunities as members of the ruling elite and carriers of its 
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culture; and because Russians constituted the core of the political and 
economic elite and played a dominant role in all key institutions at the 
apex of the system, as well as at the republic level, Russian identity 
until recently largely took the form of imperial identity, and was per- 
ceived as such by Russians and non-Russians alike. 

Whether or not the Russian people, as Tishkov suggests, were the 
greatest victims of Stalinism, they enjoyed certain advantages nonethe- 
less. The legacy of these broader political and economic arrangements 
could not help but shape the forms and goals of national self-assertion 
itself, once the process of liberalization was inaugurated by Gorbachev. 
Indeed, what is particularly striking about the Soviet scene is not so 
much the distinctive elements within the goals and strategies of dif- 
ferent national movements but the degree to which they share common 
concerns stemming from their shared experience of Soviet rule: 
demands for political and economic sovereignty, for the recovery of the 
national past, for restoration of the status of national languages and 
cultures and the curtailment of Russification, and for protection of the 
environment, are central to the programs of virtually all the non-Rus- 
sian national movements. Similarly, the Russian counter-movements in 
these republics represent an effort by the settler communities to defend 
their now-threatened status and interests by appealing to the center for 
support. Precisely because of the attempt to impose uniform patterns 
of political and economic rule upon so diverse a society, the Soviet uni- 
verse offers exceptionally rich opportunities for comparative analysis 
and theory-building. 

In view of the extraordinary complexity and uniqueness of this uni- 
verse, it is curious to what extent the United States is viewed as a possi- 
ble model. The tendency to think of the United States as an example of 
a country that has successfully transcended ethnic cleavages and 
created a new civic community based on universal citizenship reflects 
an insufficient awareness of American exceptionalism. As an immi- 
grant society, largely inhabited by dispersed ethnic groups lacking terri- 
torial homelands, the United States was never compelled to confront 
the deeply rooted patterns of fragmentation that prevail in the multi- 
national settings of Eastern Europe, not to mention Asia and Africa. 
The fluidity of group identities, race excepted, and the absence of per- 
manent fragmentation, are more the product of historical circum- 
stances than political craft. By the same token, proposals to create an 
American-style civil society based on individual rights and common 
citizenship in the present Soviet context ignore or minimize the deep 
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historical, cultural, and territorial bases of cleavages. Estonia, Ukraine, 
and Georgia are not merely "ethnic groups" 

The dilemmas that follow from drawing on Western liberal models and 
values in dealing with Soviet ethnic conflicts emerges with particular 
sharpness in the very stimulating paper by Valery Tishkov. While 
acknowledging the devastating political, economic, demographic, and 
ecological consequences of Soviet rule for the peoples of the U.S.S.R., 
its point of departure is the view that - despite this history - preserving 
the integrity of the Soviet Union in some form is both justifiable and 
desirable, and that the historic destiny of the Soviet state is to create a 
civil society that assures equal rights to all peoples. 

Some of the most stimulating and provocative sections of Tishkov's 
article address the most daunting issue of all: how the Soviet Union 
might exit from the present crisis. While pointing to the internal contra- 
dictions of the Gorbachev leadership's vision of a renewed federation 
and pointing out the weaknesses of the "Sakharov approach" as well, he 
is also critical of proposals to create a new association of states based 
on the voluntary association of fully sovereign, independent republics. 
It is not altogether clear whether his main objections would be met if 
the republics whose leaderships are pressing for independence would 
agree to hold referenda on the subject, but he is vague about the proce- 
dures that would need to be followed and implies that it would not be 
undemocratic to give the entire Soviet population a voice in the matter. 

The scenario that presumably represents his own approach is itself 
contradictory; Tishkov never fully addresses the tension between his 
acceptance of the principle of self-determination and his opposition to 
the idea of national statehood. Indeed, it remains unclear which "col- 
lectivities" should enjoy the right of secession. (The original rationale 
for limiting the right of secession to union republics turned on the fact 
that only they had external borders.) There is a similar tension between 
his desire to guarantee the rights of ethnic minorities (primarily small 
minorities within republics rather than the titular groups), to compen- 
sate peoples victimized by earlier state policies and to promote nation- 
al-cultural autonomy and expression, and his insistence that nationality 
should not be the subject of political regulation. These have been highly 
contentious issues for multi-ethnic societies, involving as they do ques- 
tions of state financing and resource allocation among competing 
groups. But what remains unclear to the end is the author's view of the 
question that occupies center stage in Soviet political struggles today; 
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namely, the place of the present-day union republics in a new set of 
political arrangements, whether federal, confederal, or a form of loose 
commonwealth, and the division of functions and powers between 
republic and all-union institutions. 


