











efforts to link their wages to increased labor productivity, that many party
organizations were “out of touch” with the masses, and that the reforms
had already produced such ideological confusion that some members of
the CPSU were doubtful about the very need for perestroika. Nonethe-
less, he insisted that the leadership itself was unified around the fun-
damental elements of reform.”®

Subsequent developments indicated that the resistance was all too
real; in the aftermath of the CC/CPSU plenum, criticism of various ele-
ments of reform became increasingly explicit. For example, in early July,
Ligachev strongly defended orthodox conceptions of state-directed cul-
tural life and outlined the dangers of cultural liberalization in terms which
contrasted dramatically with Yakovlev’s definitions provided in April
1987.”7 Whatever Yakovlev’s personal view at this juncture, his public
response to this wave of criticism was striking. Although he had been
promoted to full membership in the Politburo at the June plenum of the
CC/CPSU, he did not continue the vigorous defense of radical reform
which he had expressed so clearly in April 1987.50 While Yakovlev’s
silence may have been prompted by Gorbachev’s temporary withdrawal
from leadership in the summer and early fall of 1987 when he went on an
extended vacation, it probably also reflected the revived authority of
Gorbachev’s critics. During Gorbachev’s absence, both Ligachev and
Chebrikov, the head of the secret police, forcefully expressed their reser-
vations about various elements of perestroika, and Yakovlev made no ef-
fort to respond. It is possible that he may have accompanied Gorbachev
to help him write his book on perestroika which appeared at the end of
1987. But, for whatever reason, Yakovlev did not provide public support
for Gorbachev’s program until after the 19th Conference of the CPSU in
June 1988.

In the interim, Yakovlev changed his public role. He no longer acted
as the General Secretary’s emissary to local party organizations or critical
groups such as social scientists, but adopted a more limited role as
Gorbachev’s chief briefing officer for media officials. The reason for this
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shift is not clear, but public sources suggest that it may have been linked
to the crisis in the leadership sparked by the criticism of perestroika from
the “left” by B. Yeltsin, the head of the Moscow gorkom and candldate
member of the Politburo at the CC/CPSU plenum of October 1987.81

Yeltsin’s impatient insistance that perestroika had not yet really
produced positive changes for Soviet society seemed to place the General
Secretary on the defensive. Gorbachev was already under assault from
“conservatives” who feared that the proposed democratization, particular-
ly the election of party officials by their respective committees, would
undercut officials’ leadership of the CPSU and hence undermine “party
leadership” of the society as a whole. From the fall of 1987 until the
spring and summer of 1988, when Gorbachev launched a new and even
more radical program of political reform, the General Secretary himself
sometimes retreated from vigorous and specific support for reform by
adopting a centrist position denouncing criticism from both “left” and
“right” and temporarily endorsing some orthodox positions.

Gorbachev’s centrism was particularly evident in his discussion of
Stalin’s role in his extraordinary report in November 1987 on the 70th
anniversary of the Bolshevik revolution. His own implicit assault on the
theory and practice of Stalinism in January 1987 had accelerated debate
and conflict between those who sought an unvarnished evaluation of the
Stalinist past as an integral element of perestroika, and those, like
Ligachev, who explicitly and repeatedly warned that such negative assess-
ments of the USSR’s past would seriously undermine faith in the CPSU
and destroy the society’s morale.

Gorbachev’s own detailed discussion of the various phases of Stalin’s
regime was a compromise between these two extremes. On the one hand,
he not only sharply condemned the purge of the CPSU in the 1930s (as
Khrushchev had done in 1956 and 1961), but also made an unprecedented
attack on the immense human costs of the collectivization of agriculture in
the early 1930s (which Khrushchev had carefully ignored). On the other
hand, he did not mention Lenin’s well-known “testament” of 1923 which
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had urged the CPSU to replace Stalin as General Secretary, lauded Stalin
for his leadership of the CPSU in the 1920s against the dangers of
Trotskyism, defended the Nazi-Soviet pact of 1939 and praised Stalin’s
leadership of the USSR during World War 1.8

In the process of his lengthy report, the General Secretary lashed out
at the opponents of reform. His sharpest attack was directed against the
defenders of the status quo who not only ostensibly sought to disguise their
selfish interests behind an ideological facade, but also sought to stir op-
position to reform within the working class. Gorbachev also made an
oblique reference to Yeltsin’s criticism at the CC/CPSU plenum of Oc-
tober (he did not name Yeltsin), condemning those whose zealousness
caused them to be dissatisfied with the pace of reform and who did not
understand that it was impossible to “skip stages and do everything at one
stroke.’

Yakovlev reappeared in public to conduct a press conference on
Gorbachev’s report. His own remarks are difficult to interpret unam-
biguously. He sometimes merely echoed Gorbachev’s centrism, but at
times he seemed to be receptive to a more orthodox position. In par-
ticular, he bracketed his praise for a full and honest appraisal of the
USSR’s past with an indirect attack on those who sought a genuinely open
and free discussion of the entire Soviet period. Most puzzling, he charac-
terized conservative criticism of perestroika as a “natural” development
which would pass away with time, which was hardly Gorbachev’s view.
Whatever the reasons for Yakovlev’s position, it was hardly a ringing
defense of radical reform.

In all fairness to Yakovlev, however, the General Secretary also
seemed to retreat from vigorous advocacy of reform in the fall of 1987,
particularly after the expulsion of Yeltsin from the Politburo and leader-
ship of the Moscow gorkom on November 11, 1987. Gorbachev adopted
a moderate definition of perestroika in his report to a leadership con-
ference on the need to reform the CPSU (November 21, 1987). He
avoided overt references (at least in the published text) to the most con-
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troversial elements of reform and provided little guidance in his definition
of the party’s role other than to repeat his previous criticism of party
officials’ excessive intervention in state administration. While condemn-
ing the results of “dogmatic thinking” in his review of the USSR’s history,
he portrayed conservatism and “artificial avantgardism” as “inevitably and
ultimately allied” and gave particular stress to the value of organization,
discipline, and responsibility for the success of reform. He also was far
more critical of the press than previously and urged greater cooperation
between local journalists and regional party officials to improve press
coverage of significant developments.

At first glance, Yakovlev appeared to do little more than follow
Gorbachev’s moderate lead. His briefing for media officials and cultural
workers on the November conference reiterated Gorbachev’s formulation
that conservatism and vanguardism were equally dangerous to the process
of reform, criticized the tendency to adopt extremist positions on policy
matters, and urged the cultivation of a “common sense” approach to the
complexity of social reality. But he also moved beyond Gorbachev’s criti-
que of vanguardism to assail “social demagoguery” which ostensibly dis-
guised the “selfish aspirations” of various groups and individuals behind a
facade of support for reform.

Almost immediately after this briefing, Yakovlev accompanied Gor-
bachev to Washington, DC as a high ranking member of the USSR’s
delegation to the third summit conference between Reagan and Gor-
bachev.®’” But Gorbachev’s success in achieving the historic agreement to
destroy existing IRBMs did not provide him with sufficient authority or
leverage to overcome the power of perestroika’s domestic critics. This was
particularly evident at the meeting of the CC/CPSU in February 1988 on
the issue of educational reform which was addressed by both Ligachev and
Gorbachev. Ligachev’s report on the details of educational reform com-
bined generalized support for perestroika with a vigorous plea for or-
thodox political education to counter the ideological laxity of Soviet youth
and a sharp assault on those who sought to move beyond Gorbachev’s
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“balanced” view of the Stalinist era.®® Most important, Gorbachev
seemed to make considerable concessions to orthodox opinion in his own
rather lacklustre report. He acknowledged that the introduction of
cooperatives, private economic activity, the leasing system in agriculture,
and greater autonomy for enterprises had actually created significant
ideological and organizational confusion. The latter was actually the or-
thodox critics’ major complaint. He also expressed irritation with the
working classes’ continued attachment to wage leveling, which he
denounced as a “petty bourgeois view which had nothing to do with Mar-
xism-Leninism.” Finally, his discussion of international relations and their
impact on internal development was surprisingly orthodox.

Gorbachev charged that the IRBM treaty had actually produced a
“consolidation of reactionary forces” in the USA, that the Reagan regime
had reverted once again to anti-Communist and anti-Soviet propaganda,
and that “radio voices” sought to sow dissension within the USSR by
inaccurate reports of struggles within the leadership. Most surprising,
Gorbachev declared that the USSR’s “new thinking” on international rela-
tions was grounded in Lenin’s theory of imperialism and that imperialism
could hardly be conceived of as “good.” While he balanced this with
repeated references to “universal human values” as the basis for “new
thinking,” the reference to Lenin’s theory of imperialism in these terms
was a striking reversion to orthodoxy.

The public coverage of this CC/CPSU meeting suggested a significant
gain for those skeptical of certain elements of perestroika. Pravda’s
coverage of the meeting seemed to give virtually equal weight to the two
major reports by Gorbachev and Ligachev,90 and Yakovlev’s bizarre brief-
ing to ideological officials seemed designed to disguise the evident gains
made by Gorbachev’s critics rather than defend the General Secretary’s
program.

Almost immediately after this CC/CPSU meeting, the Soviet leader-
ship was faced with the unprecedented challenge of Armenian nationalist
demands that Nagorno-Kharabakh, a largely Armenian enclave within the
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Azerbaidzhan republic, be joined to the Armenian republic.92 At this
juncture, the critics of perestroika decided on a frontal assault for various
aspects of reform. On March 13, 1988 Sovetskaia Rossiia published a
scaithing letter (ostensibly from a teacher in Leningrad named Andreeva)
which assailed those who sought an unvarnished interpretation of the
Soviet past, implied that the proponents of reform were the virtual or
actual descendants of “counter-revolutionaries” (or of Jewish origin), con-
demned the loss of direction reflected in the establishment of a variety of
alternative political groupings, and quoted directly from Ligachev’s report
to the CC/CPSU meeting in February 1988 (without attribution) to sup-
port this critique.

Many Western analysts have concluded that Ligachev either inspired
or supported this assault. Whatever his actual role, the Gorbachev leader-
ship was slow to respond on a public level. It was not until early April that
Pravda editorially defended a critical orientation toward the Stalinist past
as essential to prevent its reappearance. Western journalists have con-
cluded that Yakovlev was the author of this rejoinder. 4 Whatever his
private role, he did not play a significant public role in the leadership’s
counterattack on this orthodox revival. This role fell to C.P. Razumovskii,
the CC Secretary responsible for personnel and a candidate member of
the Politburo since February 1988. Razumovskii’s address on April 22,
marking the anniversary of Lenin’s birth, provided a forthright, coherent,
vigorous and detailed defense of Gorbachev’s program of political and
economic reform.” It was only after the publication of this effective
rejoinder that Yakovlev addressed a CC sponsored conference of leading
writers and historians in support of perestroika.96 Yakovlev’s low profile
during this episode may have been puzzling and disappointing to those in
the leadership who regarded him as a particularly sophisticated and articu-
late defender of Gorbachev’s program. It does seem rather odd that
Yakovlev was not mobilized for public action at a critical juncture of this
sort.
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In early May, Gorbachev himself revived the faltering drive for politi-
cal reform. In an address to a conference of the country’s leading editors
on the forthcoming 19th Conference of the CPSU, Gorbachev discarded
his earlier assaults on “vanguardism” and once again identified conser-
vatism and dogmatism as the major obstacles to reform. He not only
overtly referred in detail to the controversial elements of his program, but
advanced the radical conclusion that the “deformation” of socialism in the
USSR had produced widespread “alienation” which could be overcome
only by thorough democratization.

Gorbachev also dealt with the expression of orthodox criticism with
great subtlety. He assailed Sovetskaia Rossia for its innuendoes about the
“counter-revolutionary” backgrounds of reformers, but was conciliatory
towards those who feared that reform might endanger the basis of
socialism, recognizing the need for more stress on positive aspects of the
USSR, emphasizing that he did not endorse pluralism of views beyond a
socialist framework.

In the months before the 19th Conference of the CPSU in June,
Yakovlev made no comment on the proposed reforms (which were initial-
ly outlined in the CC/CPSU’s May “theses” on the conference) but acted
as a public counterweight to Ligachev, who also remained silent on the
proposed changes. Both officials were present at Gorbachev’s briefing for
editors (along with the entire leadership), and they were assigned virtually
identical roles in dealing with the thorny questions of relations between
the Armenian and Azerbaidzhani republics. Ligachev and Razumovskii
were dispatched to Azerbaidzhan to supervise changes in the local party
leadershiggwhile Yakovlev and Dolgikh were sent on the same mission to
Armenia.” Both men played similar roles at the 19th Conference of the
CPSU in June; each served as a presiding officer for sessions of the Con-
ference and as Chairman of one of its commissions on significant elements
of reform.

Gorbachev’s opening report to the Conference called for a fundamen-
tal change in the distribution of power in the USSR’s political system. His
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earlier periodic discussions of democratization had rather vaguely urged
an extension of authority for the soviets and the election of party officials
by their respective committees rather than their appointment from above.
The CC/CPSU’s May “theses” had called for the transformation of the
Supreme Soviet into a powerful representative and legislative body.
Gorbachev’s own report to the Conference also called for the indirect
election of a powerful chief executive (Chairman of the Supreme Soviet),
with extraordinary authority over domestic and foreign policy. This new
political structure would reduce the relative authority of the CC/CPSU
and provide Gorbachev with an effective means to bybass party officials in
the development of perestroika. Indeed, in his report Gorbachev implied
that party officials were a major source of conservativism, bureaucratism
and dogmatism which hindered the implementation of reform.}

In the complex and often stormy discussion of Gorbachev’s report,
many regional party officials expressed their misgivings about various ele-
ments of reform. Some expressed outrage at the media’s unrelenting
criticism of party officialdom; others charged that glasnost had stimulated
the growth of anti-party sentiments and the loss of direction and control
by the CPSU. Others such as Ligachev staunchly defended the regional
party officials as the major and legitimate source of direction for the party
as a whole. Yeltsin repeated his criticism of perestroika from the “left”
and prompted Gorbachev in his own concluding remarks to once again
criticize Yeltsin’s vanguardism.101

Yakovlev did not address the Conference, but his briefing on its
proceedings for media and cultural officials in mid-July 1988 was extreme-
ly responsive to the views expressed by anxious regional party leaders. His
discussion of Gorbachev’s radical proposals to shift authority to state
agencies was extremely vague and totally ignored their impact on the
authority of party officials. Most important, he declared that the “major
task of the day” was to “safeguard society from the dangerous sorties of
extremism from whatever quarter” (a formulation which had not appeared
in either of Gorbachev’s addresses to the Conference) and recognized that
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the very rapidity of reform had helped to create a framework for irrespon-
sible efforts to sow national and social discord in various parts of the
USSR.

Yakovlev repeatedly stressed the need to cultivate patriotic sentiments
and a broader sense of “responsibility” at all levels of society. In the
process, he charged that the public criticism of officials’ misuse of power
had led the population to the totally incorrect conclusion that the
authorities were essentially repressive. Yakovlev not only condemned this
dangerous “legal nihilism,” but urged the mass media to support the en-
forcement of state discipline (as well as to continue to defend individual
rights) and the avoid “maximalist” and “unrealistic” positions in their
analysis of Soviet life.

It is impossible to determine the reason for Yakovlev’s strong respon-
siveness to the views of Gorbachev’s critics at this juncture. He may have
felt that a conciliatory orientation was needed to heal the potential fis-
sures of the CPSU. However, this centrist approach was immediately
jettisoned by Yakovlev once the CC/CPSU approved the proposed
reforms at its plenum in July 1988. In August, with Gorbachev once again
clearly in the ascendency, Yakovlev resumed his role as a vigorous and
forthright emissary for radical reform. In an address to Latvian Com-
munists he discarded his earlier sharp assault on the media and his refer-
ences to the dangers of “extremism” and argued that the process of reform
was impeded by the legacy of the Stalinist past. At the same time, he
vigorously and explicitly endorsed the controversial elements of economic
reform (the use of family contracts and various other leasing arrangements
in agriculture, the creation of cooperatives and tolerance of individual
economic activity) as the most effective means to merge social and in-
dividual interests. In fact, in his enthusiasm for these reforms Yakovlev
moved beyond the position of the General Secretary by declaring that the
“ideology of the proprietor” should dominate the coming period of
reform.
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Futhermore, in dramatic contrast to Ligachev who had warned of the
grave dangers of overreliance on market mechanisms in an address earlier
that month, Yakovlev waxed enthusiastic over the “socialist market” as a
“self-regulating mechanism” which would help immensely to determine
and meet the society’s various needs and requirements. Yakovlev also
differed sharply with Ligachev over the controversial question of
nationality policy. While Ligachev was unwilling to criticize past policies
and was implicitly critical of the regime’s rather confused response to the
crisis created over the status of Nagorno-Kharabakh, Yakovlev acknow-
ledged that the central regimes’ economic and social policies had often
been insensitive to the non-Russians in the USSR. At the same time
Yakovlev warned against any “exaggeration” of the importance of
nationality and drifted off into the usual euphemisms used by the entire
central leadership in its discussion of nationality policy.103

Yakovlev’s address to Lithuanian Communists a few days later added
little to his previous discussions of internal policies. Yet his discussion of
foreign affairs seemed to indicate that he had become even more
revisionist than Gorbachev in the analysis of international politics.
Gorbachev’s report on the 19th Conference of the CPSU in June had
balanced his enthusiasm for cooperation between the USSR and the out-
side world on a wide variety of issues with the blunt conclusion that the
USA continued to be a military threat to the USSR. In contrast, Yakovlev
made no such reference to the USA in his extremely optimistic appraisal
of the international situation, and he implied that Marxists had always
valued the protection and advancement of basic human values, the basis
for “new thinking” in international relations, above all else.

The following month Yakovlev’s position in the leadership was
dramatically transformed by a significant reform of the CC/CPSU’s
Secretariat. On October 1, 1988 Pravda reported that Yakovlev had been
named the chairman of the Central Committee’s new commission on in-
ternational policy, one of six functional commissions established at the
time. Yakovlev’s appointment, and the simultaneous appointment of
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Ligachev as chairman of the new commission on agriculture and V.A.
Medvedev as the chairman of the commission on ideology, clearly shifted
the locus of Yakovlev’s responsibilities. He no longer briefed media and
cultural officials on important party meetings and decisions, or clashed
overtly with Ligachev over ideological and cultural matters, but gave more
attention to questions of foreign policy. In November 1988, he, together
with Foreign Minister Shevardnadze and Prime Minister Ryzhkov, met
with members of the FRG’s dele%atlon to the USSR, and travelled to
Eastern Europe later that month.™ (In late November 1988 the mem-
bership of Yakovlev’s commission on international policy was made
public. Although it included a significant number of CC/CPSU members
concerned with foreign policy, public sources suggest that it did not come
to plax a significant role in the development of the USSR’s foreign
policy. ) Yakovlev himself continued to play an active role in foreign
affalrsb accompanying Gorbachev on his trip to the UN in December
1988.

Most significantly, his subsequent public comments on domestic
developments indicate that he had freed himself from the restraints im-
posed by his role as a leading spokesman for the top leadership. From
December 1988 onward, Yakovlev emerged as a non-Leninist social
democrat who regarded democratization and the extension and protectlon
of individual hberty as the most 1mportant objectives of perestrozka
For example, in an address in Perm in December 1988 Yakovlev insisted
that the CPSU would retain its vanguard role only by pressing for further
democratization. He attacked the anxieties and fears within the CPSU
spawned by growing pluralism of opinion and portrayed “freedom of
thought” as a paramount human value to be defended and extended in the
USSR. At the same time, he provided particularly vigorous support for
“market socialism.” Yakovlev urged the CPSU to follow Lenin’s injunc-
tion to “learn to trade” (made during the difficult days of the New
Economic Policy) in order to develop agriculture and small-scale industry,
while curtailing bureaucratism. Most strikingly, he now declared that
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cooperatives were the best means to “harmonize” personal and social
needs and the only way to assure that workers were really paid according
to their social contribution.”

In February 1989 Yakovlev retreated temporarily from his enthusiastic
endorsement of market socialism, but he did not modify his vigorous sup-
port for further democratization. Speaking in Georgia on the eve of the
elections for the Congress of Peoples Deputies Yakovlev insisted that
Soviet citizens should judge the regime’s policies solely in terms of their
contribution to democratization and the prevention of any return to
authoritarianism. In the process of defending the regime, he optimistical-
ly insisted that perestroika, while faced with a wide range of difficulties and
problems, had created a new moral climate in the country and a new type
of citizen no longer willing to simply take orders from above.

Yakovlev also gave considerable attention to foreign policy in his ad-
dress. He gave particular stress to the formulations of the 27th Congress
of the CPSU concerning the dangers of nuclear war, the futility of a policy
of confrontation, and the growing significance of general human values in
the conduct of foreign affairs. Nonetheless, his discussion of Western
foreign policy reflected the continued influence of orthodox views about
Western “imperialism.” He noted that as yet there had been little change
in Western official thinking about international politics. Western leaders,
he noted, had not yet understood that policies based on military force had
become obsolete, continued to limit trade with the USSR, promoted mod-
ernization of nuclear weapons, and were hesitant in their responses to the
USSR’s efforts to reduce international tension. However, Yakovlev did
not urge the USSR to adopt a confrontational response. He insisted that
perestroika had created a new basis for extending the USSR’s authority in
international relations and that such initiatives as Gorbachev’s address to
the UN in December 1988 had immense impact on international
politics. 1 »

But with his election to the Congress of Peoples Deputies in May 1989,
Yakovlev again turned his attention to domestic developments, repeatedly
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insisting that democratization and the protection of individual liberty were
vital for humanistic socialism. Yakovlev reportedly emerged as the most
popular member of the Politburo elected to the Congress1 and he imme-
diately praised the election process as a major step toward democratiza-
tion of the political system and as a bulwark against the return to
authoritarianism. Henceforth Yakovlev gave little attention to the
CPSU’s role in the system and focused instead on the need to both foster
social attitudes and create state institutions which would advance and
protect individual freedom in a more humane socialist system. In mid-
June Yakovlev stressed the need to cultivate a sense of civil responsibility
to assure that the USSR made a successful transition from an “autocratic
and authoritarian” to a “civic society.”114 Later that month, he praised
the Congress for effectively overcoming the previous “psychology of self-
disparagement” which had slowed reform, and he applauded the deputies
for their honest and courageous appraisal of the country’s problems. At
the same time he discussed the need for “responsible” criticism which
would help to foster the “moral public opinion” essential for a genuinely
democratic state. He moved far beyond his previous position in his con-
ceptualization of the political significance of a “market socialist” economy.
Yakovlev essentially argued that a mixed economy provided the only vi-
able social-economic basis for a democratic order, insisting that the
market not only solved important economic questions but also was the
“economic basis for democracy” providing both collectives and individuals
with a range of economic choice.

Yakovlev also declared that the creation of the Congress had estab-
lished “mutual ties” between the society and the regime which were pre-
viously lacking. Moreover, while recognizing that the encouragement of
criticism had allowed for the growth of social pessimism, masochism and
nihilism, he declared that any administrative limitations on free speech
would undermine perestroika and the growing “mutual ties” between the
regime and society.116
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Yakovlev’s most explicit defense of individual liberty came in his ex-
traordinary address in July on the two hundredth anniversary of the
French revolution. Yakovlev began his remarks with a vigorous defense of
the “great principle of freedom of thought” and proceeded to portray the
major elements of the Enlightenment’s democratic theory as essential for
the USSR. He clearly implied that the USSR should adopt the concept of
separation of powers between legislative, executive and judicial branches.
He spoke positively of the idea of legislation based on “utility,” the French
physiocrats’ notion of an economy based on individual initiative rather
than governmental interference, a legal system based on the presumption
of innocence and the “natural and inviolable rights of man” outlined in the
Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen.!!’

Yakovlev used a discussion of the role of violence in revolutionary
transformation to assess the Bolsheviks’ use of terror in the revolution and
civil war and its subsequent impact on the entire system. While he
claimed that Lenin was aware of the terrible dangers of using “unjust
means” to achieve “just ends,” he also argued that the Bolsheviks’ roman-
ticization of violence as a means to build a new social order had laid the
basis for Stalin’s despotism and allowed unsavory elements to dominate
the system. In the process of his discussion of revolution, he claimed that
the conception of violence as the “midwife” of positive social change
(without identifying this as Marx’s own formulation) had completely dis-
credited itself, and he urged a non-violent path for revolutionaries
everywhere as the only possible basis for international relations.

Yakovlev’s brief discussion of the USSR’s current problems was espe-
cially frank. He not only recognized that many had lost faith in socialism,
but regarded this as a legitimate response to the dogmatism, statism, and
indifference of previous regimes. He concluded that only a “revolution in
consciousness” could restore the system’s vitality, but said nothing about
the CPSU’s role in the process. Instead, he insisted that the new Congress
of Peoples Deputies “may and must become a fundamental turning point”
in the ongoing transformation of the political system.1
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But Yakovlev’s views, while supported by some segments of the Soviet
intelligentsia,119 were not endorsed by the top leadership of the CPSU.
Pravda’s version of his address on the anniversary of the French revolution
indicated that orthodox elements in the leadership retailed sufficient
authority to censor his remarks. While Pravda did report Yakovlev’s
criticism of the Bolsheviks’ misplaced enthusiasm for violence, it did not
publish his conclusion that various elements of enlightenment thought
should be the basis for Soviet 2‘?ractice, or his view of the Congress of
Peoples Deputies critical role.!

Most important, Yakovlev proved to be out of step with the General
Secretary. In mid-July, approximately a week after Yakovlev’s address,
Gorbachev summoned all of the CPSU’s first secretaries to Moscow in
response to the nation-wide crisis created by a surge of miners’ strikes in
early July. Gorbachev’s report on the need for reform in the CPSU in-
cluded many formulations favored by the more orthodox regional leaders
of the party. In particular, Gorbachev balanced his insistence that party
leaders focus on “political leadership” with a reaffirmation of their
responsibility for economic affairs. He gave far more attention to the
needs and aspirations of the working class in his discussion of the “healthy
forces” in society than he had in the past. Furthermore, Gorbachev sharp-
ly criticized cooperatives which ostensibly violated the USSR’s “social
policy” in a variety of ways. He also muted his enthusiasm for the role of
the “market” in the economy, and urged the party’s ideological workers to
work out a new model of socialism as a beacon for the future. At the same
time, however, he grimly acknowledged that the CPSU’s leadership had
virtually run out of new ideas for implementing reform and transforming
the party.121

In this context, Yakovlev temporarily stopped commenting on the
country’s internal policies and turned his attention to his role as director
of the CC/CPSU’s commission on international policy and his newly ac-
quired position as Chairman of the Congress of Peoples Deputies’ Com-
mission on the Nazi-Soviet pact. In a lengthy interview on this
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commission’s progress, Yakovlev balanced his sharp attack on Stalin’s al-
liance with Hitler with a quasi-orthodox attack on the Western
democracies’ anti-Soviet stance and an insistence that the exposure of the
pact and its secret protocols did not change the status of the Baltic
republics within the USSR} At the end of September he represented
the CPSU leadership at a conference of his counterparts in the Com-
munist parties of the socialist bloc, and in November he headed a
Supreme Soviet delegation to Japan in an effort to improve Soviet-
Japanese relations.

Yakovlev resumed his discussion of internal transformation at a press
conference in Japan. While Yakovlev did not refer explicitly to enlighten-
ment thought, he insisted that a fundamental democratization of the
political system was the only possible way to solve the USSR’s immense
problems. Yakovlev recognized that Soviet Union was in a complex and
difficult transition period, but he argued that the intense political debate
and conflict between the various political orientations which had sprung
up in the country (Yakovlev described them as left, conservative,
moderate, and extremist) was akin to the political discourse of the soviets
in 1917 and would lead invariably to fundamental democratic transforma-
tion. Yakovlev concluded that this political pluralism (hinting that it
might lead to a multi-party system) would produce a democratic socialist
system based on a separation of powers and maximum self-government,
and would assure genuine individual freedom and “humanistic” social
relations.]

In addition, Yakovlev elaborated on his earlier contention that the
development of such a democratic order was dependent on the creation of
a mixed economy. This would demand, in Yakovlev’s view, the total
destruction of the old command system, the development of a wage policy
based on individual productivity, the elimination of Soviet citizens’ exces-
sive dependence on the state for goods and social services, the recognition
of a “free market” (the meaning of which was not clarified), the estab-
lishment of free competition between different types of ownership, and
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the cultivation of personal initiative and enterprise. In his discussion of
economic change Yakovlev sharply criticized those members of society
who expected the state to provide the “promised good life” and insisted
that all progress was ultimately dependent on individual effort.!

Upon his return to the USSR, Yakovlev discussed the obstacles to
democratization in an address to the Komsomol higher school. He argued
that many favored democracy “in the abstract” but resisted it when its full
implications became apparent and that the existing political mechanisms
themselves hampered democratic reform. Most striking, Yakovlev sharply
criticized what he called the “spiritual dependency” created by previous
regimes’ attempts to build society on the basis of some predetermined
“truth.” Yakovlev charged that this dependency fostered mass passivity
and a widespread tendency to look to the center for a more coherent
conception of socialism, and a theory of “party or ideological work in new
conditions.” Yakovlev insisted that perestroika could not proceed in such
a fashion, but only on the basis of “initiative and independence.”

Yakovlev’s consistent refusal to discuss the CPSU’s role in assuring
reform set him apart from other leading officials such as G. Razumovskii,
the director of the CC/CPSU’s Commission on party construction and
cadre pohcy,lz7 V. A. Medvedev, the chairman of the Central Committee’s
Commission on Ideology, 128 and the General Secretary himself. Two days
after the publication of Yakovlev’s report to the Komsomol higher school,
Pravda published a lengthy statement by Gorbachev which sought to
demonstrate that his regime did have coherent objectives and had not lost
its sense of direction as many Soviet critics charged. Gorbachev did, how-
ever, incorporate some of Yakovlev’s conclusions into his own essay, par-
ticularly Yakovlev’s critique of those who sought a rigid “truth” as the
basis for action. Yet Gorbachev held to the more orthodox view that his
leadership acted on a Leninist analysis of existing reality and turned to
Marxism-Leninism in the development of guidelines for the future. Fur-
thermore, Gorbachev did not endorse Yakovlev’s repeated emphasis on
the importance of individual action and initiative, insisting that the fate of
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perestroika was largely dependent on actions of the CPSU, the “political
vanguard” of Soviet society. 129

In his discussion of the CPSU, Gorbachev reverted to the view that its
officials should provide “political” and “moral” leadership rather than
“issue commands” to other agencies in directing the process of reform. At
the same time, Gorbachev’s conclusions on the future of “one party rule”
were very tentative. While he argued it was still essential to consolidate
the “healthy forces” in support of perestroika against “populist
demagoguery, nationalist or chauvinist currents or unruly group interests,”
he also hinted that the CPSU would not only work to further pluralism but
also might give up its monopoly of state power.1

With the publication of Gorbachev’s elaborate and often contradictory
manifesto, Yakovlev again turned away from public discussion of internal
affairs to focus on problems of foreign policy. In early December 1989 he
attended the summit conference between Gorbachev and President Bush
in Malta®! and shortly afterwards met with Communist leaders from
Czechoslovakia visiting Moscow.

Conclusion

In the fall of 1988, when Yakovlev had been named chairman of the
CC/CPSU’s Commission on International Policy, it seemed at first glance
as if his career had come full circle. In the late 1960s and early 1970s he
had emerged as an authoritative and articulate spokesman on American
foreign policy for the CPSU’s top leadership, and he regained that role in
1983 after a decade of service (or exile) abroad. After his promotion to
head the Central Committee’s propaganda department sometime in the
second half of 1985, he played a number of significant roles in the Gor-
bachev regime. He served as a special personal adviser on foreign affairs
to the General Secretary, he then became increasingly involved in the
General Secretary’s efforts to curb Ligachev’s authority over ideological
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and cultural policies, and after January 1987, he emerged as a vigorous
advocate for Gorbachev’s program. But from the spring of 1987 until
shortly after the 19th Conference of the CPSU in June 1988, he proved
unwilling or unable to fulfill this role in the face of serious opposition at
the apex of the CPSU. During this critical period, his public comments
seemed to reflect the conflict over perestroika rather than serve as an
instrument for its extension. With the reform of the Secretariat in the fall
of 1988, Yakovlev, while retaining his special role as adviser to Gorbachev
on foreign affairs, initially served as a major spokesman for the regime in
this sphere.

But by the end of 1988, Yakovlev had advanced beyond this role to
emerge as a forthright proponent of broadened individual liberties under
a more humane socialist system. By mid-1989 he had moved beyond the
General Secretary’s vague formulations on the need for socialist
democracy to argue that the democratic theory of the Enlightenment was
not merely the basis for “bourgeois democracy,” but should become the
foundation for policy in the USSR. Most striking, despite clear disagree-
ment with other leaders of the CPSU in the second half of 1989,
Yakovlev’s entire approach to his opponents seemed to change. He did
tone down some of his formulations, but in contrast to an earlier period,
he was now unwilling to endorse the views of his critics. Most important,
when faced with opposition he temporarily stopped public discussion of
domestic developments and focused instead on his functional respon-
sibilities in foreign affairs. Yet after a few months of silence, he returned
to internal matters with his own distinctive voice.

While it is far easier to describe this ideological independence than to
explain it, it may have been linked to the dramatic changes in the context
of his political career created by the reorganization of the Secretariat in
late 1988 and the foundation of the Congress of Peoples Deputies the
following year. Until late 1988, the Politburo-Secretariat directorate had
been the center of political authority and Yakovlev’s public pronounce-
ments seemed to be governed by a set of informal rules associated with
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political strife within the leadership of the CPSU. While Yakovlev had
sometimes championed democratization with great vigor during the 1986-
1988 period, public sources suggest that orthodox elements in the leader-
ship not only had the power to muzzle Yakovlev’s support for Gorbachev
when the General Secretary was faced with serious opposition but also to
convince Yakovlev to make temporary public concessions to the
opposition’s position.

However, with the reorganization of the Secretariat in late 1988, the
establishment of the Congress of Peoples Deputies and Gorbachev’s as-
sumption of a new state executive role as Chairman of the Supreme
Soviet, the Politburo-Secretariat lost its undisputed role as the governing
center of the entire system. At the same time Yakovlev assumed new
responsibilities. His appointment as Chairman of the CC/CPSU’s Com-
mission on International Policy not only gave him a new congenial func-
tional role, but also at least partly freed him from the constant internal
strife over domestic political development. His selection as deputy to the
Congress of Peoples Deputies was probably even more important in
providing the basis for his independent ideological orientation. The crea-
tion of the Congress of Peoples Deputies fostered a sharp surge of politi-
cal pluralism, both within and outside the new legislative body. During
the extraordinary first session of the Congress many deputies who were
members of the CPSU spoke freely with scant respect for “party dis-
cipline,” while in the society at large there were open and vigorous expres-
sions of nationalist and separatist sentiments in the borderlands, the
revival of various strands of Russian nationalist ideology, and the creation
of vigorous political clubs and electoral coalitions which produced a heady
atmosphere of political pluralism. Before 1988, Yakovlev had defended
democratization when the primacy of the General Secretary had per-
mitted it. Yakovlev’s consistent defense of democratization in 1988-1989
suggests that in the context of broader pluralism, Yakovlev transformed
his admonitions about freedom of thought into his own personal ideology.
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Postscript

In the first months of 1990, in the face of staggering problems of
nationalist discord and economic dislocation, General Secretary Gor-
bachev convinced a majority in the Congress of Peoples Deputies to elect
him as the first President of the USSR. The minority who opposed his
election were rightfully concerned about the immense concentration of
executive authority in the President’s hands. Henceforth President Gor-
bachev could rule by decree, declare various states of martial law and
emergency with relative impunity, act as the undisputed Commander in
Chief of the Armed forces, appoint the Chairman of the Council of Mini-
sters (and obviously influence the choice of other Ministers as well), and
dominate the Congress of Peoples’ Deputies and the Supreme Soviet with
his power to set the agenda and to veto legislation. This reform shifted
authority away from the Politburo, the CC/CPSU, and the Council of Min-
isters, and toward the President of the USSR and his advisory Council
appointed in March 1990.

Yakovlev was named to this Council which included key party and state
officials responsible for foreign affairs, internal security, and economic
planning along with individual writers, deputies, and economists who were
evidently selected as representatives of the major ideological tendencies
of the day. A few months later at the 28th Congress of the CPSU in July
1990, the composition and function of the party’s leading organs were
totally transformed, and Yakovlev (along with his colleagues) lost his posi-
tion in the Politburo, Secretariat, and Central Committee. Freed from
these responsibilities, Yakovlev retained his post in the President’s Coun-
cil where he will probably press for the continued democratization of the
USSR rather than revert to his earlier public role as the chief spokesman
for the country’s chief executive.
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