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FROM MOSCOW TO BAGHDAD

ANOTHER AMERICAN SUCCESS STORY





  

editor’s note:

          In "From Austerlitz to Moscow"   [American Heritage, Dec. 1977]  Charles Mack described how Napoleon's victory at Austerlitz ushered in the era of "total mobilization".   In that article we saw how the physical safety of modern nations came to require them to retreat into primitive garrison states complete with intense public indoctri�nation and universal military training.  We saw how a daily diet of "mobilization propaganda" became a necessary part of national de�fense, made necessary in order to convert a previously civilized soci�ety into a united and mindless group of automatons capable of de�fending themselves from similarly mobilized neighbors.  "Total mobi�lization" then, was a technique of national defense that destroyed na�tions in order to save them.

       In "From Austerlitz to Moscow" we traveled from the Grande Armée's victorious battlefield of 1805 to the champagne toasts of SALT negotiators in the Kremlin's St. George's Hall in 1972.  In it we traced the route of humanity's perilous escape from the spectre of total mobilization, an escape that carried with it the price of constant anxiety in a world of hostile nations armed with nuclear weapons.

       "From Moscow to Baghdad" picks up the story in 1972 and car�ries it into 1991, a journey every bit as perilous as

the previous one, but resulting again in that rare event in history:  a happy ending.



+ + +



FROM MOSCOW TO BAGHDAD 

ANOTHER AMERICAN SUCCESS STORY





       Having each of them come into possession of power capable of destroying civilized life on our planet, America and Russia sat down together in Moscow in 1972 to cooperate in the awesome arithmetic of the nuclear age.  The ink was hardly dry on the agreement before they were hurling at each other every other weapon available to them:  political subversion, conventional military threat and economic sanctions.

       Why did the Soviet Union, indeed the entire Communist world, seek the destruction of the West, especially the United States, so fa�natically?  All of the traditional causes of war were lacking.  We had no common borders, we sought none of each other's territory.  It was not a war of tribe against tribe since tribes all over the world were divided by the conflict.  Even religion, prohibited in some, fervently practiced in others, played no role in the relentless malice held by the Communist nations toward the West.  In fact, the worldwide struggle between Communism and the modern world was rooted in a differ�ence of opinion over how to earn a living.

       Carrying the sword of economic justice into ugly conflicts clear round the globe, the Communist world provoked, from 1972 to 1990, all of the traditional circumstances that have led to history's cata�clysmic wars.  There were massive see-saw arms races, rampaging hired armies, wanton intervention in Western domestic affairs, Communist conquests on two continents, expanding areas of hostile military confrontation, betrayals of historic proportions, and nerve-wracking political ineptitude.  But there was also a series of triumphs of the human intellect that led from Helsinki in July 1975 to the windswept apron of Moscow's southern airport in August 1990, that led to the end of nuclear hatred between the superpowers.  There, at Vnukovo airport, a transformed Russia stood up to be counted beside its new American ally in the mission of keeping peace in the world, stood up to sacrifice all it had gained in decades of strenuous and dangerous military effort, all of its dreams of international power and stolen prosperity, stood up to denounce in public the most profitable of all its allies, the Republic of Iraq.

       To a non-Communist country, the economic loss of a profitable ally can be viewed with equanimity -- if the political gains make it worthwhile.  But Communist nations cannot afford to abandon sources of unearned income quite so casually.  The most fundamental reality in Communist Russia is the fact that it takes six Soviet workers to produce what one American worker produces, nine Soviet collective farmers to grow what one American farmer grows.  The reason for this crippling inefficiency lies at the heart of the conflict.

       The organizing principle of a Communist state is envy.  It is pre�cisely envy that creates a Communist nation in the first place.   In 1968, Andrei Amalrik, a Russian historian, pointed out that the con�cept of justice in his country means that "nobody should be better off than me".  He went on to explain that "peasants become more upset by other people's successes than by their own failures" and that "if the average Russian finds that he is having a hard life and his neigh�bor a good one, what he thinks about is not how to get himself orga�nized as well as his neighbor, but how to arrange things so that his neighbor, too, is as badly off as himself."

       And thus the dead hand of social envy presses down on the na�tional economy of Communist states, presses down on any individ�ual's attempt to better his circumstances by working harder, by risking his savings on productive innovations, by sacrificing today's living standards for a better life in the future.  Of what use is dili�gence and enterprise when making himself a better life also makes him an "enemy of the people".  The fifteen Communist states of the world thus found themselves, in 1972, with machinery and industrial processes designed in the 1930s, with torpid work forces, with squalid housing, and with environments that were rapidly becoming uninhabitable.  In Russia, less than 12% of rural houses had central heat, running water and sewerage;  only 5% had hot water.  Nevertheless, as long as everyone had a place to crawl in out of the summer's rain and winter's cold, as long as his hovel was as good as his neighbors' hovel, the requirements of mass envy were satisfied, the promise of Communism was fulfilled.

       Even with their shortened lifespans and appalling infant mortal�ity, the people of the Soviet Union would have been able to enjoy themselves indefinitely in their squalid paradise had it not been for a satanic presence on the same planet, namely "The West", specifically, the United States.  We often overlook the fact that Amalrik's peasants have, from their point of view, a legitimate bone to pick with us.  The savage division that eventually put the Communist world in the trenches against the free world was primarily our fault.  Two hun�dred years ago, we changed the circumstances of human life on this planet in fundamental respects and, since then, we've left most of the members of our species lagging behind in painful resentment.  Now we stand before them:  provocative, shameless, flaunting our stan�dard of living in plain sight, blatantly guilty of prosperity and doubly damned for the rampant injustice to be seen in our domestic eco�nomic life:  the injustice of diversity.



The good old days



       For over twenty thousand centuries before 1800, the human species had provided for its political and economic necessities in large tribes of low life expectancy living at subsistence levels.  In the tra�ditional tribes of the past two thousand years, they had lived out their lives as utterly equal serfs scratching in the furrows of someone else's land for a few decades, then dying in their thirties or early for�ties within a few thousand meters of their birthplace.

       Up until the late 18th century, there was little question of the equality of men.  Of course they were equal;  they were as equal as the ants in an anthill.  Multitudes of identical peasants performed simple repetitive tasks with simple identical implements:  hoes and rakes in the fields;  spinning wheels and butter churns in crude, identical houses.  The work of our species was done by people of more or less equal status and equal living conditions straining away with their muscles for as many hours as the day provided.

       And in the anthill societies of Man's long childhood, a single au�thoritarian ruler had no trouble at all supervising the simple work of "his" peasant masses.  He could make all the decisions necessary to operate such an economy during breakfast and spend the rest of the day recovering from his efforts.  And so it was, everywhere on earth.



The Horror of Progress



       Then came a colossal upheaval in the affairs of Man.  First in Great Britain, then in the United States, there came a stage in Man's development during which he replaced animal power with the prod�ucts of his mind.  It was later called the Industrial Revolution and, for a handful of nations, it was the end of the age-old herd economics of human tribes.  It was the source of many troubles to come:  the be�ginning of The Age of Anxiety, the cause of mass envy, and the midwife of Karl Marx.  It was a searing emotional experience for mil�lions of human beings grown accustomed to the habitual ways of our species.  They never forgave us for turning our backs on "the good old days", for replacing the justice of the anthill with the provocative in�justice of free and individual producers.

       It was a development in our lives that we all take too much for granted.  Indeed, we tend to think of the modern world as the way human beings live, the way they organize their societies.  Far from it!  Barely two dozen nations have entered the modern world, either po�litically or economically, and fewer yet have truly embraced the modern world emotionally.

       And while the specialized and complicated activities created by the advanced economies of the West were rapidly making mass handicraft and mass agriculture obsolete, they were also leaving the traditional method of supervision far behind.  No longer could a king direct his nation's economy with instructions issued at the breakfast table.  In fact, no king on earth could even understand an industrial economy -- -- no king and no government and no Central Planning Committee.  The economy was in the heads of the nation's tradesmen, foremen, entrepreneurs, farmers, lawyers, doctors, accountants, builders, shopkeepers, craftsmen and engineers.  The Industrial Revolution was shaking the old feudal system down like a castle of loose stones.

       To one set of people, however, the new machine-made prosperity was a sin against humanity.  Their quarrel with the machine age wasn't over how many pairs of socks they could now afford, but with the fact that there were others who could afford more of them.  For these people, how much cloth the new factories made in one hour was completely beside the point, what they wanted to know was:  Who gets it?  Who gets how much of it?  Who gets more than I do?   This furious response to human diversity was to reach epidemic propor�tions in the Europe of the 19th century.  And in the 20th century, it would punish some of the world's least advanced societies with the terrible misfortune of becoming Communist states.

      What divided the United States from the rest of the world in those harrowing decades was its total lack of feudal experience, of the habits and preferences of serfs, of the decisive factor of envy in the making of its national policies.  (Envy certainly exists in the U.S., some of its politicians harp on it incessantly, but it is not decisive, as it is recurrently throughout the rest of the world.)  Eventually, America's unique historical experience, its size and strength and its relative safety behind two wide oceans would require it to play the principle role in defending the modern world against the implacable crusaders of the Communist world.



Empire Building



       The Communist crusade turned from political agitation to mili�tary confrontation after the Second World War when Russia re�sponded to its European victory with a typically feudal grab of land and slaves in Eastern Europe.  Still responding to an atavistic quest for captive bodies to row triremes and build pyramids, the Russians stationed huge armies in their new Empire as they looked hungrily across the "iron curtain" at what was left of Europe.  The United States, realizing that slaves in the machine age are merely extra mouths to feed, pumped $100 billion (1950) dollars into a vast West European Perestroika while the Soviet Union was tearing machine tools up from their mountings in East European factories and carting them back home to haphazard installation in its makeshift factories.   America's efforts spawned new industries producing Volkswagens, household appliances, cameras and powerful machine tools while Russian factories are still to this day trying to turn out modern goods with looted machines whose chattering drive trains and worn bear�ings are now far out of dimensional tolerances.  The value of Russia's war booty was rapidly turning into a deficit.



The Burdens of Empire



       Worse yet, the value of the East European Empire itself was also turning into a deficit.  At the end of the war, Soviet soldiers in the streets of Europe enjoyed the "fruits of victory" wearing a dozen wrist watches from wrist to elbow while long trains of booty wended their way back to Russia each day from the gold mines of machinery and manufactured goods in the new European Empire.  Then the Soviets killed the goose that had been laying all those golden eggs.  They didn't kill the goose by chopping off its head, but by inducting it into the Communist Party.  Once the East Europeans embraced Soviet con�cepts of economic justice, they turned out to be just as torpid in the workplace as the folks back home.  According to CIA reports, the Empire began to turn into an economic burden for the Soviet Union in 1955.  It wasn't long before its East European satellites were being paid to live better than the Russians!  But in the final analysis, the idea of living better than the Russians was attractive only to the Russians;  Eastern Europe was used to better things.  Colonial de�mands increased steadily from year to year until they far exceeded Russia's normal ability to earn foreign exchange.

       Without agricultural or industrial exports to balance the imperial books, Russia had to pay for its satellites with its own natural re�sources.  Gold went part of the way, timber helped a bit, but the chief source of foreign exchange was Russia's oilfields, the largest in the world and potentially the most valuable.  And so Russia started lay�ing pipelines into the satellites to supply them with oil and natural gas.  That was the beginning of the fall of the Russian Empire.



Oil on the Waters



       Run by a few dozen wildcatters from Oklahoma, the two vast oil�fields of Soviet Russia would have made Saudi Arabia's output look puny.  But the same "work ethic" that operated in the Proletarian flophouses of Russian industry and agriculture operated just as sul�lenly out there in the oilfields.  The painstaking process of maintain�ing pressure reserves and the careful conservation of casing-head gas employed in the United States were too laborious and slow for the Russians;  they wanted more oil with less effort.  Looking around for an easier way to get rich, the Soviets seized on an old American technique developed in Pennsylvania during the 1890s.  Once again, in complete innocence, the example of the United States provoked a disaster in the Soviet Union.  West of the Urals it took twelve years to ruin the giant Romorantin oilfield;  east of the Urals it took only three years to wreck the even larger Somotlor field!

       What happened in the Soviet oilfields during the late 1960s and early 1970s was far more wasteful of the world's oil resources than the Iraqi dynamiting of Kuwait's oilfields in 1991.  It stemmed from the fact that teasing oil out of spongy rocks several kilometers under the ground is a slow and exasperating business.  All those movies showing oil gushers shooting fountains of crude oil a hundred meters into the sky have left many of us with the impression that there are big bottles of black champagne down in the earth just waiting for somebody to pull out the cork.  In reality there is nothing down there but limestone and shale and sandstone and, sometimes, sand and gravel.  Occasionally we find a pocket of one of these porous rock formations that is saturated with oil.  When a well is drilled down to it from the surface, it is like sticking a hypodermic needle into an oily section of sidewalk.  The heavy, viscous oil must squeeze through tortuous microscopic pathways in the stone until it comes to the nee�dle for a quick ride up to a grateful driller.  What pushes it through all that rock is something very much like the fizz in a real bottle of champagne, viz., dissolved gas.

       That gas, known as "natural gas", is the best friend an oilman ever had.  If it is carefully preserved and isn't permitted to blow out with a merry pop, it will slowly force the heavy oil out of its stony coffin while keeping it reasonably slippery.  That is the way oil is produced in the Western world:  slowly and evenly and carefully.  What gas comes up to the surface in the oil itself is carefully sepa�rated out and pumped back down again through a "driving well" to work its underground magic over and over again.  It is a slow and complicated process, it takes a lot of special machinery, it can take half a century to get the oil out, but it allows us to "squeeze the rocks" of more valuable oil (and gas, too), than we would be able to recover if we went faster.

       Eventually, the dissolved gas is exhausted and the oil stops flowing, but in the 1890s, American oilmen found that pushing water down into one well in a field sometimes pushed oil out of other wells in the immediate area.  In this case it is water pressure rather than gas pressure that drives the oil through those microscopic pathways in the stone.  But Soviet geologists estimated that it would take 250 years to flush the oil out of the giant Romorantin field by the rela�tively safe American procedure -- -- far too slow and far too much work for Soviet oilmen.  They decided to skip the careful gas-drive stage altogether and begin water drive at once!  And they carried the American technique to higher pressures and closer spacings to drive the oil up to the surface eight times faster!

       But, going back to our sidewalk analogy, if the pressure in the hypodermic needle is too high, the sidewalk will crack and the water will simply flow through the cracks, bypassing the oil.  Which is ex�actly what happened at Romorantin.

       Far, far worse, the Soviet oilmen applied high-pressure water drive to the immense Somotlor oilfield in Western Siberia where the oil bearing strata are extremely inhospitable to water drive.  Inhomogeneous and sandy, they offer many opportunities for high-pressure water to push its way from well to well.  And the oil-bear�ing strata under Siberia are twice as far below the surface as those of Romorantin.  If the Soviets used American drilling techniques in those relatively soft structures, each well would cost them about half a million dollars to drill.  But with Soviet techniques, the wells cost over four million dollars each and take considerably longer to drill.

       It wasn't long, then, before the hotdog drillers in Soviet oilfields were forcing water down into cracked rock with high pressure pumps (at great expense), and then drilling a network of four-million dollar holes to bring the water back up to the surface.  And that is not a paying proposition.

      By 1971 Romorantin was waterlogged and Soviet pumps couldn't keep up.  On the other side of the mountains, Somotlor was riddled with pockets of by-passed oil and had to be drilled incessantly just to stay even.  That year, 1971, the U. S. saved the day for a temporarily cooperative Soviet Union and removed trade controls on high-speed submersible pumps.  The Soviets bought a thousand of them, enough to lift three million barrels a day, almost 40% of the total lift capacity of the U. S. itself.  Those new pumps stabilized oil production in Romorantin.

       To help matters even further, the OPEC cartel drove up world oil prices far enough, in 1974, to give the Soviet economy a second chance.  With détente putting Western technology at its disposal, Russia bought West German drilling pipe in addition to its American high-speed pumps and rescued the drowning oilfields. The imperial budget was temporarily balanced.



The Adversity of Success



       Then disaster struck from an unexpected direction:  the Soviet Union won the war in Vietnam.  With its clients swarming into Saigon in Soviet tanks, the empire builders among Russia's leadership groups couldn't resist the siren song of military opportunity.  They mounted the largest military airlift in history and brought Angola into the empire.  They exploited Fidel Castro's overweaning ambition to play an important role on the world stage and converted Cuba's army into a valuable source of imperial cannon fodder.  Soon Russian troopships were distributing their mercenary Cuban army to over a dozen African nations.  That was the end of détente and the end of American oil-lift technology, indeed of Western technology in general.  In the oilfields, at least, the Soviet Union had shot itself in the foot.

       Without "easy" oil, the Soviets couldn't afford to keep supplying Eastern Europe at prices below OPEC's;  they could no longer pay the rent on their empire.  When Russia failed to meet their quotas, the satellites had to make up the difference by buying OPEC oil with hard currency.  The cost of living in Eastern Europe steadily increased.  Disgruntled workers began striking for higher wages and disgruntled mobs began looting stores.  The Gomulka government fell in Poland.  And if the revolts continued to spread, the sympathetic nations of Western Europe would almost certainly be drawn in -- one way or another.



Hearts and Minds



       That was the world that confronted the United States in 1975.  In Europe, two large groups of nations were at each others' throats, both politically and militarily.  The Soviet Union was spending huge sums of money each year to subvert domestic politics and control foreign policies in the West.  Now, faced with the loss of its empire, it was en�gaged in the largest weapons production program in history.  As for the U.S., it had just finished burying 55,000 of its citizens, killed by a Soviet client state in bloody conquest on another continent.  It knew every detail of Russia's collapsing economy and could easily forecast the coming turmoil in its East European empire.  If traditional states�men had been in charge of America's foreign affairs, if it had acted vengefully to stir nationalist feelings among Russia's satellites, if it had responded to the massive outpouring of tanks, warplanes, ar�tillery and missiles with a mirror-image arms race of its own, the historic pattern would have been complete, the power of fear and hatred and anger and despair would have been loosed once again on the European continent in mindless warfare.

       But the ghastly wars of the twentieth century had taught America and its allies that nations do not suffer in isolation.  In 1914, Serbian terrorism had been considered Austria's problem, but it had exploded into the death of 20 million people during World War I.  After that terrible war, the starvation and economic ruin visited on Germany by its vengeful European neighbors was ignored by an iso�lationist United States, but it had later exploded into a furious Nazi storm that caused at least 40 million deaths in the western theaters of World War II.  What the United States and its allies wanted in 1975 was some means to keep satellite revolts from dragging the rest of the world into a mindless conflagration on the same pattern.

       And so we went to Helsinki and we offered the Soviet Union solid guarantees that we would respect the de facto borders that had come into use after World War II, and that we would not fish in troubled waters in the meantime.  It was just the sort of agreement Russia had been striving to obtain and they rushed to the table to sign it  —  rushed to the table too hastily to read the menu.  In the Final Agreement of the Helsinki Conference was a poison pill that con�tributed substantially to the peaceful termination of Russia's European empire in the next fourteen years.

       The treaty obligations Russia publicly undertook to honor in Helsinki's "Third Basket" were called "human rights".  What they were in fact honoring was the American Bill of Rights, a view of Mankind that violated every aspect of Russian government.  A comprehensive set of limits to government authority, the Bill of Rights outlawed the traditional feudal government of ruling classes who owned serfs — the basic concept of a central government that “owned” its citizens — and forced a modern government in which citizens "hire on" a ser�viceable government:  a group of public servants to pick up the trash on Thursdays, repair holes in the roads and otherwise make them�selves useful.

       The bloody revolution that had taken America from a Declaration of Independence to the archetype of modern constitutions was to work its magic during the next fourteen years in a peaceful transition of reasoned argument and popular choice.  Russia's signature on Helsinki's human-rights provisions amounted to the formal foreswearing of the feudal political ideal.  It declared to its shaky satellites and to its own citizens that the individual counts for some�thing against the tribe.  It set internationally guaranteed legal limits on the previous despotic democracies administered by the Communist Party.  From "Charter 77" to the spreading "Helsinki Watch" groups, the energies of modernists in Eastern Europe and in the Soviet Union itself were focused on the political, rather than the military, road to independence.  Ultimately, that made more trouble for imperial Russia than any West European "interference" they could ever have dreamed of.

       During the 1970s the world attended a television seminar on the two starkly contrasting systems of government.  During its half of the seminar, the Soviet Union responded to its people's squalid living conditions with a massive production program of military weaponry.  During its half of the seminar, the United States called its president, together with his "dukes and viscounts", to public account before the bar of democratic justice.  He had obstructed the search for truth in a criminal matter.  (How the feudal lords of the East must have snig�gered over that one.)  He had been responsible for bribing witnesses to conceal wrongdoing within his administration.  (Eastern potentates must have been rolling on the floor gasping for breath over that one!)  Despite his international preeminence, despite having recently won the greatest political mandate in modern history, the "powerful" American president was impeached by the free citizens of a modern democracy and driven from office in front of the entire world.

       Many Americans had long been demanding that more attention be paid to winning people's "hearts and minds".  In Eastern Europe, and in the Soviet Union itself, the United States won hearts and minds at a prodigious rate -- -- and the Russians lost them despite the overwhelming military superiority they were soon to deploy on Europe's borders.

       But why was Russia, in the wake of Helsinki's formal guarantees, rushing planes and radars and ever-more-increasing numbers of in�termediate range missiles to the guaranteed borders?



Drowning in the Red Sea



       Because the economic crisis at home was taking a drastic turn for the worse and the desperate economic solutions attempted by Kosygin and Brezhnev had, every one of them, failed completely.  We have seen that nations did not become Communist to increase their living standards, they became Communist because the majority of their people considered a disparity among economic producers a crime against humanity.  Clinging fervently to the faceless solidarity of mankind's past, they created weak economies and strong armies.  The United States discovered how strong the social glue of feudalism could make a backward nation when the bamboo hordes of North Vietnam cut through American national resolve during their furious struggle on the continent of Asia.  The strength of primitive social polarization was the crucial edge that an intrinsically weak Soviet Union had always used to overcome the fact that it wasn't a modern nation.  Since World War II, that edge had been converted into mili�tary strength and it had carried the Soviet Union a long way. Could military strength solve the terrible problems of the 1980s?

       Conservatives among the Russian leadership and a clear majority among the Russian people thought it could.  And everyone, whatever his politics, knew that something had to be done -- -- and fast.  Why?  Because the Russian ship of state was rapidly sinking as the waters rose steadily in its oilfields.

       America's high-tech pumps had saved the day on the western side of the Ural Mountains, but that didn't help Somotlor.  When a high-speed pump is put at the bottom of a Siberian well, it gets chewed to pieces by Siberia's gritty oil sands.  As things stood in the late 1970s (and as they still stand), Soviet oil drillers are on a treadmill they can't get off.  As soon as existing fields flood, they have to drill them all over again to escape the water.  When they drill a new set of wells they, too, soon flood out of production.  It currently requires the drilling of over 4,000 wells each year just to keep pro�duction constant!

       It isn't a problem that money can solve.  The fact is, the Soviets already spend as much money producing oil as does the rest of the world combined.  To escape the expensive and pointless recirculation of water in the fractured oilfields the Soviets must find fresh areas where the cost of producing a barrel of oil is less than the price of that barrel on the international market.  But the bottleneck has be�come the drilling itself.  It takes almost a year for Russia's inefficient drillers to sink wells down to the very deep West Siberian strata.  U. S. drillers, for example, sink wells five times faster, in meters per hour, than Soviet drillers.  After 1975 the race to keep the Russian economy afloat was slowly but steadily lost.

       The typical Russian response to calamity is to pretend it doesn't exist and then hope it will go away.  It was a strange decade between 1975 and 1985.  At first, there wasn't a whisper of the true state of affairs, indeed there was a steadily mounting clamor about Soviet economic success.   But then the major newspapers of the Soviet Union began filling their first four pages with angry denials of any difficulty in the oilfields and filling their last four pages with angry denunciations of those responsible for the disaster.  Alice in Wonderland!

       Could the military strength of primitive social polarization come to the rescue?  It seemed highly likely, in the 1970s, that it could.  Russia's armed forces and their clients had scored an unbroken string of victories on the field of battle.  Politically speaking, America was more fractured than a Siberian oilfield.  Surely the nations of Western Europe could be frightened into lopsided trade deals and biased cur�rency valuations to trim up the deficits.  The Soviet armed forces promised joy through strength and set out to intimidate their way to prosperity.



The Road to Peace



       There have been few occasions in history when the choices facing our ambivalent species have been so starkly drawn.  Everyone in the world has been stirred by the glorious spectacle of human liberation that followed in the wake of the Soviet reforms of the late 1980s.  But if the Soviet Army had been able to deliver on its promises, if Russia's military assets had been able to usher in the 1980s with a string of successes in the world arena, there would have been no Glasnost, no Perestroika, no Gorbachev, no wave of reform in Eastern Europe and certainly no defeat of a domestic military coup in 1991.  If the events of 1975 to 1985 had gone the way Soviet military lead�ers planned them to go, they would have enjoyed the enthusiastic support of the majority of Soviet citizenry and the army's mighty feudalistic power would have looked like "the answer" to all of Russia’s problems.  The nation would have given the back of its hand to the modernists of 1985 without a second glance.  Even if pudgy old Konstantin Chernenko had had to be modeled in wax and propped up in a lifelike pose, the brash young group around Mikhail Gorbachev would never have risen to power over a successful Soviet military establishment.

       So what happened?

              ◊ For the Soviet military, the death of a thousand cuts.

              ◊ For the peace of the world, a steady fall of manna from a merciful heaven.

       The relentless series of military defeats that discredited the rampaging army of the Soviet Union began during the civil war in Afghanistan.

       ◊ Despite its stringent economic circumstances, the Soviet Union had no reason to believe, in 1979, that its military couldn't project the political will of Russia's Communist leadership into the barren hills of Afghanistan.  It was crucial, however, that the Soviet Army be able to move men, ammunition and supplies through the mountain passes to attack the rebels in their home territories.  When the Mujaheddin rained down destruction on Soviet convoys from the heights above, there was only one practical military response and that was aerial gunships.  But the modern world had a decisive re�sponse to that tactic;  America's technically advanced Stinger missiles.   Sixty-eight percent of the Stingers fired against the Soviets in Afghanistan destroyed their targets.  They drove Soviet gunships out of the sky and, without airpower, the war on the ground became hopeless.

       If Russia couldn't swat down the Afghan rebels within budget, it seemed likely that it would have really serious difficulties putting the lid on an Eastern Europe in revolt.  And how would the Red Army stand up against all those technically advanced nations of Western Europe if things went wrong?  Doubts grew, both in the Politburo and in the General Staff.

       ◊ Then in June 1982, Israel invaded Lebanon.  Using American weapon systems, the Israelis casually swept aside a Syrian Army equipped with the best warplanes and tanks in the Soviet inventory.  The battlefields of Lebanaon were strewn with the "modern" weapons designed by Russia's military planners.  When the full results were in, the Soviet military-industrial complex went into catatonic shock.

       ◊ In March of 1983, those high-powered but carefully concealed projects working in the Russian hinterland to produce an anti-ballis�tic-missile defense bore unexpected fruit.  An exasperated Ronald Reagan launched the American military-industrial complex into an all-out, high cost effort to produce a "Star Wars" missile defense with technology so advanced the Soviets hadn't even had time to hear about it, much less steal it.  Billions began to flow into a huge American effort that dwarfed what Russia had been doing on the sly.  Already awed by American planar silicon technology (at that time sweeping the world), and by the extraordinarily sensitive infra-red crystals being incorporated in the new American night-fighting weapons, the Soviet military and political leaders were convinced America could really pull off a “Star Wars” defense.  Those Soviet technical people who explained why it could not be done were viewed with the jaundiced eyes of a Politburo used to the glowing as�surances of its technocrats that no one was as advanced as they.  Thus a technical absurdity became one of freedom's most powerful political weapons, just when the world needed it most.

       ◊ In September 1983, the inept air defenses along the Soviet east coast shot down a Korean airliner that had fed incorrect infor�mation into its navigation computer.  The world was outraged by the event and by the fact that the plane was merely skirting islands off the Russian coast when General Romanov ordered it destroyed.  Soviet political leadership, in the midst of strenuous and important international negotiations, was not amused by the demonstrated "benefits" of Soviet air defense.

       ◊ And still there was the unrest in Eastern Europe.  Russia had to find a way to keep the lid on its empire and keep the sympathetic West out of it.  Here again it looked like a military solution was pos�sible.  A lifelong practitioner of military intimidation, the Soviet Union deployed hundreds of multiple-warhead SS-20s to carry out a campaign of nuclear blackmail against Western Europe.  And Western Europe was impressed.  You would be too if you lived in countries the size of Michigan and saw six thousand large and unstoppable war�heads move in next door.  The Europeans promptly asked the U.S. to restore the nuclear balance in the area, which we proceeded to do — with a frightening vengeance that hit the topmost Soviet military leaders "where they live".  For the leaders personally, this was the unkindest cut of all.  Already disenchanted with the "military solu�tion" to its problems, the feudal lords of Communist Russia found themselves immeasurably worse off after the magnificent SS-20 campaign than before it.  That requires a word of explanation.

       During the years before the SS-20 campaign, the military and political leaders of the Soviet Union had thoughtfully provided them�selves with deep, underground command centers to which they could be "deployed" in their hand-tooled Zil limousines if an attack should ever be launched against the motherland.  Once tucked away in their shelters, they could continue to lead the country from underground as successfully as they had been leading it up on the surface for the past 66 years.  These comfortable holes were dug 90 to 100 feet deep into the earth near every important military headquarters and large city in the Soviet Union.

       Now, in December 1983, at the behest of the frightened West Europeans, the Americans were deploying a new type of missile, called the Pershing-II, in West Germany.  The characteristics of this missile were of hypnotic interest to the Soviet leaders.  First of all, the short distance it would have to travel meant that it would take less than 8 minutes from launch to impact.  Second of all, the Pershing-II's re-entry body has terminal guidance which delivers it within 40 meters of its designated target (which it recognizes by local terrain features).  Third of all, the W-86 warhead on that missile is a deep penetrator, designed by Los Alamos to plunge 90 to 100 feet beneath the surface and "destroy by earthshock and cratering" what�ever it finds down there.

       Those Soviet leaders, both political and military, who had been dreaming of themselves as the only survivors of World War III, ve�hemently objected to this sudden turn of events.  Furious articles ap�peared in the Soviet military press denouncing the fiendish American plot to launch "decapitation attacks" against the peaceful socialist homeland.  The Russian political and military "capos" who had in�vested all that expensive military equipment to blackmail Western Europe now saw it serving only to create a new European capability to dig them out of their comfortable holes quite violently.  While their attitude toward the previously celebrated "military solution" quickly turned sour, their attitude toward the military organization itself turned positively sullen.



The Road Into the Modern World



       Much has been made of the fact that the eagle of the State Department seal has an olive branch in one claw and a cluster of ar�rows in the other.  Far too often the argument has raged over whether the arrows or the olive branch should take precedence.  In the 1980s the American government demonstrated once again that, in keeping with the duality of Man's nature, it must be the arrows and the olive branch.  The discrediting of the Soviet military estab�lishment was a necessary condition to enable the Soviet Union to be�gin modernizing itself.  With the military discredited by its own in�eptitude, and with the Party discredited by the economic collapse of the nation, the field was open for political discussion.  The problem was:  how on earth could a nation with a seventy-year habit of un�broken totalitarianism ever hold a free political discussion in public?

  	You'll find it hard to believe, but the answer turned out to be the KGB!

       In normal human activities the opportunity for waste and cor�ruption is severely limited.   If you run a barber shop and spend the proceeds on wild living, you'll soon run out of money and go bankrupt.  But if you hold a political office, the sky's the limit;  you can waste all the money you can extract from the hapless taxpayer.  Just as the primitive potentates of poverty-stricken countries are fa�mous for their lavish life styles, the commissars of a Communist state set their own living standards by perks and gifts and privileges and corruption.

       The Committee for State Security (the KGB), has three different departments responsible for keeping tabs on corruption.  Its files on the busy members of the Soviet power structure have grown so large the KGB had to build itself a huge new complex of buildings next to the peripheral highway outside Moscow.  Yuri Andropov, the head of the KGB for 16 years and very highly regarded by that organization, held the keys to its files.   In February 1984, dying of kidney disease,  Andropov passed along the mantle of the KGB to a modernist, con�structive and talented reformer, Mikhail Gorbachev.  Elected General Secretary of the Communist Party on the 11th of March 1985, Gorbachev promptly put those files "into operation".  The name of that operation was "Glasnost".

       When it was first introduced in the fall of 1985, the whole con�cept of Glasnost (Openness) was that the high living and misdeeds of Soviet officials, (which had always been hushed up in the past), would now be publicly condemned in the national press.  Glasnost was the quick-start engine of Gorbachev's national power in the early years, 1985 to 1987, when any reformer who swung the axe as en�thusiastically as he did would have been crushed by an enraged op�position without those files and the means of using them.  It didn't matter whether the misdemeanors were from the past or the present, Gorbachev, the keeper of the files would, at his discretion, make them known to "The People" in the name of "The People's Justice".

       At first, the Glasnost power tool was used according to its design instructions — it was merely a continuation of Andropov by other means.  Obstacles were cleared.  Ministers were given sick leave.  Republic bigwigs retired (some retired to the Gulag).  As for the pub�lic propaganda campaign that was going on at the same time, it was merely a rerun of Nikita Khrushchev's anti-Stalin campaign, ex�panded in knowledge and style but frequently using the same argu�ments in the same words.  There was little enthusiasm among American Kremlin watchers in that first year and a half  — it all looked so very familiar.   It seemed to most of us that an old power-struggle technique was being brought into play.  Nothing more.

       What happened then is not only intriguing, but it is highly in�structive for anyone who has slipped into the bad habit of thinking human affairs can be planned in some orderly way.  After the Spring of 1987, the ongoing operation of Glasnost gradually took on new di�mensions.  It expanded to reflect the extraordinary character of the people involved in the reform movement.  The modernists were sup�posed to use the press to advance reform, so they began to use it.  But they used it in ways no one, Russian or foreign, had ever thought possible.  Modernist concepts began to appear.  Expressions of sup�port for political and economic freedom that would have landed their authors in the Gulag during the days of Samizdat now appeared rou�tinely in the pages of Pravda and Izvestia.  Yearnings for liberal democracy, more urgent and better stated than could be found any�where in the pages of the jaded Western press, began to show up in the newspapers of a Russia that had been Communist for three gen�erations.

       No American who lived through those years in close contact with events will ever forget the feeling of elation, of disbelief, of being present at a great historical event.  In fact we were "present at the creation".  What had been created was freedom of speech.  What fol�lowed in its wake was freedom of thought, of assembly, of political organization -- -- and that most frightening of all developments in human affairs:  fundamental change.

       But one of the most obvious requirements for successful change was Soviet prosperity, and the prerequisite for that was economic freedom.  From the very beginning of Perestroika, the reformers en�couraged latent entrepreneurs to go into business for themselves, in�sisted that decisions be made by those doing the work, not by a feu�dal bureaucrat, by a faceless aristocrat in the castle.  Soon, private business was flourishing from coast to coast.

       But not without resistance.  Mass resistance.  Alas, eventually, majority resistance.  The People responded with a vicious backlash.  In the opinion of many workers in Russia's Proletarian flophouses, "people making high wages [are in] conflict with the principle of social justice".  Such a thing, it was pointed out, "makes honest workers in�dignant".

       Leonid Abalkin, one of the leaders of the economic reform, re�cently reviewed the terrible lessons of Russian history in the pages of Komsomolskaya Pravda:



               "We fought too long ... against higher-than-average abilities and skills .... We moved backward in too sustained a way for us to be able to "leap" in just a few years to the quality of life that our highly developed neighbors have achieved over decades, or even centuries. ...

               [our system has] deep roots in a powerful, massive leveling psychology.

               We are now in a more difficult sit�uation than our homeland has experienced for a long time. ... Let's be honest with one another:  Everything is not all right with us.  And the first thing that is alarming now is that we have forgot�ten how to work.  But what is worse, we don't fully realize it.  We have not recognized it as a na�tional disaster.  We have not realized that only with our own hands will we be able to pull our�selves out of the 'hole'... in which we have found ourselves ....

               We must learn anew ... to value honest, high-quality work."



          Abalkin, now a high official in the Soviet government, has been working with the Harvard Business School to design the transition from a leveled, work-shy economy into one in which every citizen earns his own living, freely and honestly.



Triumph and Tragedy



       Our history abounds with stories of fierce struggles interrupted by the efforts of one side to save the other from drowning in a sud�denly capsized boat.  American students of the Communist World have undergone that exhilarating experience during the past five or six years.  But despite the best wishes and advice and efforts of many Americans since 1985, the results of Russia's struggle to join the twentieth century have been excruciatingly slow and disappointing.  One reason for that is the fact that Russia's middle name is "tragedy".

       To the problems and troubles that had already accumulated, Mother Russia added an unbroken string of calamities for its brave reformers to contend with on their road to modernity.  A praisewor�thy anti-drunkenness campaign created a severe budget deficit from loss of liquor-tax revenue.  A nuclear power plant burned and con�taminated large areas of the country.  A leaking gas pipeline inciner�ated a trainload of children on their way to summer camp.  Earthquakes, nationalist riots, massacres, inter-ethnic warfare.  One could add to this list of obstacles all the silly popinjays in the Congress of Deputies who come straight out of Dostoevsky's The Idiot, and who consume with meaningless hot air the precious few hours and days the Soviet Union has left to solve its terrible problems.  And then there are the demagogues who seek personal careers by stirring up their ethnic or ideological peers in anger and violence.  During the past few years the Soviet Union has frequently broken up into a pack of hysterical mobs, endlessly shaking their fists in the streets and oc�casionally erupting into tribal violence and military coups attempted by feudal-minded oafs.

       Russia's misfortune, and saving grace, is that Mikhail Gorbachev is not a leader in the classical sense.  He is a listener, a compromiser, a conciliator, but he has no fixed agenda of his own for which he will lay down his life and fortune in bitter political battle.  The fact that he is a skillful politician at a moment in history when the Soviet Union desperately needs a skillful politician can be seen in his re�sponse to a flood of personal criticism aimed at him in the Congress of Deputies:

               "Many questions have been raised:  that there have been grave miscalculations and there have been tragedies.  And some of these could have been avoided.  I suffer, just like you do.  I don't think you suspect me of wanting things to get worse."

       But neither Gorbachev nor any of his modernist colleagues have ever found it easy to respond to the political challenge hurled at them by their right-wing opposition.  The great majority of the Russian people mourn the loss of the various empires they ruled in Communist Russia's heyday.  They hate the incessant newspaper ar�ticles telling them of present weaknesses and past crimes, and hold the reformers responsible for their current economic straits.  Those politicians and professional soldiers who claim there was and still is a military solution play on such discontents with their siren songs of Russian grandeur and prosperity.  They can always count on a large and sympathetic audience for their appeal to tribal military solidar�ity.  Taking the people's incessant bellyaching at its face value, some of the more retarded members of Soviet officialdom staged the abortive August coup of 1991 

        Unfortunately, not all of the siren songs of the right-wing politi�cians and the professional soldiers have been unrealistic.  There was one right-wing cause whose promise was true to life.  Its promise didn't lie in the creation of modern efficient production (a prospect currently out of the reach of Russian workers), but in a return to the old-fashioned extortion that Russian armies had been practicing ever since 1939.

        Despite the fact that its own oil was no longer "easy", the Soviet Union could have paid for its empires by exchanging military hard�ware for "easy" oil produced by its old buddy, Iraq.  Not only was Iraq a valuable source of bartered oil, but it was engaged in an ener�getic extortion scheme of its own that suited Soviet needs perfectly.  Saddam Hussein had launched a vigorous campaign to hold the world's oil consumers hostage to his army, his missiles, his poison gas and his nuclear weapons.   If Iraq could force its neighboring oil ex�porters in the Persian Gulf to reduce their output and drive oil prices up to $100 a barrel, it could put itself on easy street and, in the pro�cess, make Soviet oil an economic asset again.  Prosperity would re�turn to the land of economic justice.  A chicken in every pot!  A vote for military alliance between Russia and Iraq was a vote for effortless prosperity!

       It is against just such atavistic demogoguery that Gorbachev and his reformers have struggled since 1985.  Despite the hazards of hysterical dissent, they have put together an elected government that protects the public's alternative views. The future depends on whether that new democratic government can educate the unrealistic masses fast enough to immunize them against pie-in-the-sky dema�gogues.  We have every right to hope for the best in view of the re�sponse of Soviet modernists to the sight of tanks rumbling along Moscow's boulevards in August of 1991.  But we would never have reached that milestone had the Soviet leadership not responded with equal courage to the sight of tanks rumbling into Kuwait in August of 1990.  The break with Iraq was a prerequisite, a course that had to be passed first, an educational stepping stone out of the feudal age, a mid-term examination that the Soviet leadership passed with flying colors.



Electronic Classroom



       As President Gorbachev pointed out at the time, the years lead�ing up to the August coup prepared Soviet modernists to defend their freedom.  But the defense of the modern world against primitive ex�tortion in the Persian Gulf was made possible by a string of lucky co�incidences that history seldom provides, even to its most favored.  The years leading up to Vnukovo seemed to be constructed by a be�nign deity to permit the United States to solve the modern world's desperate problem with Iraq.  If you change any detail the whole thing becomes impossible.  Any normal circumstances would have left Iraq victorious in the Persian Gulf, the fourth largest military power in the world, dictating its terms to the world's principle oil-ex�porting nations.

       • The first bit of American luck involved a fortuitous change in military armament.  While the Baathist regime in Iraq was putting together its coalition of Shiites, Palestinians and Arabs to carry the sword to the Persian Gulf, an alarmed America was putting together a microchip air force and an infra-red army to shield Europe from the Soviet sword.  With one eye on the rising waters in Somotlor and the other on Russia's massive deployments to keep the "military option" alive, the Reagan/Weinberger administration hurriedly provided the American armed services with what it called "force multipliers".  These products of solid-state physics used topographic information gathered by satellite to guide cruise missiles to the imprinted radar portrait of their targets.  Aerial bombs no longer splattered mud on the innocent countryside but were guided through the third air shaft from the northern end of an opponent's bunker.  Modern war no longer gave primitive opponents an equal chance to shoot back.  It came in the night and blinded old-fashioned radars;  it cut off food and water to feudal armies sprawled across deserts;  it penetrated armor by understanding the relative density of fluids instead of making loud ineffectual noises.  It was a terrifying series of pinpoint lightning bolts followed by the military paralysis of its unprepared victim.

       • But all that modern weaponry had been designed and pur�chased to defend Europe from a Russian army, not to defend the Persian Gulf from an Iraqi army.  Without Gorbachev and his rational modernists, those "force multipliers" would have been frozen in place in Western Europe, ready to protect the cradle of Western civilization from a medieval Russian response to violent revolts in its satellites.  The timing was exquisite:  the military requirements in Europe evapo�rated just a few months before Saddam Hussein made his move in the Gulf.

       • Another fortuitous circumstance involved American influence in Europe.  Before Gorbachev took up the reins of power in 1985, Western Europe had been eager to rescue the old Soviet regime by injecting the ailing Soviet economy with high-tech transfusions.  The United States was having none of it:  we threatened and cajoled and tightened the screws on the Europeans, forcing the aggressive Soviet leadership to contend with the consequences of its own policies.  Had that effort been required in the 1990s instead of having been completed during the 1980s, the U.S. would have failed.  Europe today is too robust and economically inde�pendent to respond to American arm twisting.

       •  Then there was the fortuitous timing of Iraq's extortion cam�paign.  When its oil-rich neighbor, Iran, came apart at the seams in 1979 and started executing every competent military officer it could find, Iraq couldn't resist the golden opportunity to seize Iran's west�ern oilfields.  Eight years later it had won nothing and had suffered severe casualties.  Hussein wanted a quick victory to take the bitter taste out of his people's mouths.  The fact that he had to hurry, they fact that he couldn't wait until the United States had withdrawn its forces from Europe and expended its powerful new toys in stateside training exercises, put his sole potential adversary in the right place at the right time with the right equipment.

       • And if the United States had lacked that prodigious inventory of suitable weapons when Iraq invaded Kuwait, there isn't a chance in a hundred that the American electorate would have been willing to pay for and build from scratch the forces needed to destroy the Iraqi military machine.  The fact that this was, for the Americans, simply the expenditure of a weapons inventory that would otherwise be go�ing to waste was a crucial factor in making the operation politically possible.



       And thus it was that multiple circumstances conspired to enable America to fight its microchip war with the Persian Gulf’s menacing extortionist without being required to make the heavy sacri�fices so often required by the "military solution".  And in the wake of Desert Storm's "17-inch classroom", the bloom has been taken off the military road to prosperity.  It has become a reasonable hope that the populations of the northern Gulf will settle down to earning an honest living now that the exciting alternatives have turned out to be so dangerous.

       Even nations far from the sound of battle profited from the tele�vised object lesson.  After Desert Storm, the expansion-minded mili�tarists in Argentina canceled a ballistic missile project on which they had spent a billion dollars (with contributions from Iraq), turning yet another aggressor to more peaceful pursuits.

       It is in precisely this context that we can appreciate the crucial significance of Vnukovo, of Gorbachev's decision to break with a vital tradition of Soviet foreign policy and to stand at last with the civilized world against Iraq's campaign of military extortion in the Persian Gulf.  Make no mistake:  the Soviet decision concerning Iraq was of historic importance.  For if the Soviet Union had stood by its Iraqi ally, there would have been no "Desert Shield" and no "Desert Storm".

       Think about it.  If Mexico were to invade Guatemala and the Soviet Union sent a massive military armada over into the Caribbean to punish Mexico, that armada would end up on the bottom of the sea, a victim of overwhelming American superiority in the area.  And if the United States had tried to send an armada to attack Iraq against Soviet resistance, it too would have ended up on the bottom of the sea, a victim of 300 Soviet submarines, 1500 Soviet ballistic missiles with conventional warheads and 7000 Soviet aircraft, not to mention ground forces ten times the size of those available to the United States -- all operating out of their own home bases next door.  The vital satellites that linked together America's widely dispersed com�mand and control systems and that provided topographic information to the vital first wave of cruise missiles against Iraqi air defenses could have been quickly destroyed by Soviet laser arrays in Tadzhikistan.  No rational American president would have tried to force the issue so far from home against such formidable opposition.

       In the event, Russia honored its Vnukovo pledge completely.  Soviet military units, sympathetic to Iraq, watched from their surveillance satellites every move the U.S. and its allies made in the war theater, including the crucial "end run" shift in our forces just before the ground assault.  Fierce discipline exerted by the leadership prevented the slightest leak of that vital information to their erst�while Iraqi allies.  Had it been otherwise, we would have suffered considerably higher losses.

       And when the Soviet leaders ordered their military advisors, caught in Iraq by the allied air assault, to render no assistance to the Iraqis despite open threats of reprisals against them, many Soviet military men were outraged at this betrayal by the chicken-hearted reformers.  They raised a continual uproar in the newspapers and in the Supreme Soviet until Eduard Shevardnadze resigned, his Georgian dignity offended beyond endurance.  Although his resignation was troublesome to all concerned, he had stood up to be counted when it counted most, and still commands American respect and gratitude.

       A phrase seen repeatedly in the Soviet press these days is that the Soviet Union is "re-entering the civilized world".  The fact that neither the Soviet Union nor the civilized world is a smoking ruin in the wake of mindless warfare, the fact that Western civilization is moving forward in prosperous peace, is a tribute to the successful efforts of millions of hardworking people who manned the ramparts for forty years and blocked Communist military success while other millions fought the bloodless battles of peaceful example, disciplined tolerance and cooperative good faith.

       Europe has been the cockpit of feudal rivalries and bloody con�flict for a thousand years.  Because there was always a winner, there was always an incentive for the next conflict:  a parcel of land to be seized, a few thousand peasants to be put behind the plow.  After the Industrial Revolution, the ability to design complex production equipment became far more valuable than the ability to kill large numbers of people.  It took them two hundred years, but modern na�tions have finally learned that modern wealth is not a parcel of land to be fought over by feudal lords, but a productive process to be fought over by entrepreneurs, engineers, salesmen and consumers.  The struggle between nations has subsided, the struggle for better standards of living has taken its place.  Today even the most back�ward politician, the most retarded apparatchik, understands that prosperity does not grow out of the barrel of a gun.

 



                              END
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