
On January 27, 1987, at the end of the first
working day of the Central Committee meeting,
the general secretary of the Communist Party of
the Soviet Union (CPSU), Mikhail Gorbachev,
strode to the podium and declared that the peo-
ple should be given an opportunity to have
“their say on any subject of the society’s life.”1

From then on, he avowed, the “outside-criticism
zones” of Soviet life were a thing of the past.
“People must know the whole truth,” Gorbachev
told the startled functionaries of the one-party
dictatorship, which for seventy years had main-
tained total control of mass media, employing
deafening and unchallenged propaganda, censor-
ship, and terror to suppress the emergence and
dissemination of independent thought. “As
never before,” Gorbachev continued, “we need
the Party and the people to know everything.
[We need] [m]ore light!”2

To describe this new policy, Gorbachev used
the nineteenth-century word “glasnost.” Derived
from the old Russian word glas (voice), it had
come to mean the ability to voice one’s concerns
openly. Along with perestroika (reconstruction), 

it would soon enter all the major languages as a
label for the mammoth transformation of the
Soviet Union that was underway. 

There were many perfectly valid tactical expla-
nations for introducing glasnost. One of them was
to avoid the fate of the previous reformist Soviet
leader, Nikita Khrushchev (1954–64), who was
overthrown by the party establishment. By quickly
giving people a stake in the liberalization, Gorba-
chev dramatically expanded the political base of the
reforms. The ploy succeeded brilliantly and made
Gorbachev invulnerable to the party conservatives.
Yet from its beginning as a tactic in the service of a
reform, glasnost quickly evolved into the primary
engine of a revolution that destroyed the political
and economic systems—as well as the very state—
that Gorbachev had intended to modify.

An Astonishing Spiritual Self-Liberation

Twenty years is but a whisk in historical terms, but
even so short a remove enhances our ability to see
glasnost for what it was: an enormous—and enor-
mously inspiring—instance of spiritual self-liberation
of a great nation and people. As we know of no
public opinion data prior to 1985 that dealt with
the essence of the political and economic arrange-
ments of the Soviet Union, it is impossible to say
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whether glasnost is entirely responsible for the appear-
ance of new ideas and values, or if a significant segment
of the Soviet population espoused them before and the
new freedom only helped to disseminate and radicalize
the ideas. If the experience of other great revolutions
applies, both developments most likely unfolded in par-
allel and mutually reinforcing ways. Yet it is undeniable
that glasnost became one of modern history’s most
astonishing examples of the power of the truth; the ideas
that it generates; and these ideas’ ability
to change the values, perceptions, and, in
the end, political choices of millions.

There were, of course, many good rea-
sons why the Soviet Union should have
collapsed as it did. But it is impossible
without taking glasnost into account to
explain how it happened. How, that is,
did a mighty state and a multinational
empire which had crushed or silenced all
its internal enemies; which only a decade
before became the world’s other nuclear
superpower and intimidated the inter-
national community into the permanent
acceptance of its conquests; and which
appeared viable and lasting despite visible
faults, failures, and deficiencies both to
the overwhelming majority of its own
citizens and virtually all the foreign
experts fall within four years virtually
without the firing of a single shot?

Such an examination is particularly timely today
because of the new revisionist mythology, sponsored 
by the Vladimir Putin Kremlin. In this version of the
1987–91 events there was no revolution, no shift 
in values, no new ideas or ideals—only the collapse of a
good, healthy, and mighty state brought about by incom-
petence, malfeasance, or subversion from the outside. The
implication is that those years have left no enduring
legacy in the way Russians think about their past, assess
their present, and construct a vision of a just society. Even
a brief outline of what really happened belies this account.

“The Life-Giving Liquid of Glasnost” 

In the crucial years from 1985 to 1987, Gorbachev
entrusted the propaganda and ideology “portfolio” to his
top aide and one-time confidant, Alexandr Yakovlev.
The general secretary could not have made a better
choice. To Yakovlev, glasnost was the touchstone of 

perestroika. He thought that the society was tormented,
first and foremost, by lies—“ubiquitous and all-consuming
lies”—and without glasnost, perestroika would be
“doomed.”3 “Write about everything but do not lie!”
Yakovlev instructed newspaper and magazine editors.
“Glasnost is the heart of democracy, not a gift by those
in power. Do not run to me asking what to publish and
what not to publish. Take the responsibility!”4

Gradually and wearily, the editors of “liberal” publica-
tions (most of whom Yakovlev had hand-
picked for the job) began to publish as if
there were no censorship and no swift
sanctions from the Kremlin for printing a
questionable phrase. Soon, the circula-
tions of the most daring “flagships of
glasnost” doubled and redoubled and
redoubled again.5 The print runs of most
popular dailies, weeklies, and monthlies
expanded dramatically, yet the publishers
could not keep up with demands. All
over Russia there were long lines to
newspaper kiosks, which were sold out 
of their daily allotments within hours.
Between May 25 and June 9, 1989, the
country quite literally came to a stand-
still, as most adults watched the live tele-
casts of the First Congress of the People’s
Deputies6—the first uncensored account
of the Soviet leaders’ deliberations in
seventy-two years. The “life-giving liquid

of glasnost and freedom of speech slaked the enslaved
society’s thirst for truth,” Yakovlev wrote of those days.7

Like everyone else, at times he felt “intoxicated” by the
“ability to speak freely, to think freely without the fear of
denunciations or camps.”8

The National Self-Scrutiny

Yakovlev watched with satisfaction, and perhaps glee, as
the first “carefully measured dosages of glasnost corroded
the dogmas of the repressive system.”9 He hoped that
the openness eventually would spell “the end of Stalin-
ism and one-party rule.”10

Yakolev’s instincts as a veteran apparatchik-turned-
revolutionary proved flawless. The relentless outpour-
ing of uncensored truth fueled national self-scrutiny,
which at times looked like a vast exorcism. First
revealed were the shocking poverty and backwardness
of what four generations had been told was the world’s
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most advanced society. The “planned economy” was
shown to produce unimaginable waste of resources and
ecological disasters.11

Seventy years after the 1917 Great October Socialist
Revolution, 6.7 million families did not have an apart-
ment of their own and lived instead in one room in 
hostels, barracks, or “communal apartments,” sharing a
bathroom and a kitchen.12 A hundred million Soviet
citizens (a third of the country’s popula-
tion) had less living space than was pre-
scribed by the minuscule Soviet “sanitary
norm” of nine square meters (fewer than
100 square feet) per person.13 Tens of
millions of people spent several hours
every day in lines for milk and soap,
were only able to buy meat twice a year
on the official holidays, and had to use
ration coupons to get a pound of cooked
sausage once a month.14

Organized crime and corruption flour-
ished, while 35 percent of the Soviet
hospitals had no hot water, 30 percent
lacked indoor toilets, and nearly one out
of every six hospital beds was in a facility
with no running water.15 All hospitals
but the ones serving the elite were des-
perately short on everything from basic
medicines to single-use gowns for doctors
to wraps for newborn babies.16 The
Soviet Union was behind all developed
nations in infant mortality, ranking fifti-
eth in the world, with a rate higher than
that of Barbados, Mauritius, and the
United Arab Emirates.17 Of the mini-
mum 3 billion single-use injection nee-
dles annually required, barely 50 million
were produced.18 Forty-three million
Soviet men, women, and children (17 percent of the
population) lived at or below the newly established
poverty level of seventy-five rubles a month.19 Over
one-quarter of the population (80 million people)
earned fewer than a hundred rubles a month, and as a
newspaper put it, they “could barely make ends meet.”20

(In August 1988, the leading national daily, Izvestia,
published a letter in which a reader described how she
and her husband were unable to spend fewer than 150
rubles a month on food.21) 

Pensioners were especially hard-pressed: every third
urban senior citizen and eight out of ten villagers—over 15

million people altogether—received fewer than sixty rubles
a month.22 After decades of sacrifice for the “glorious
future,” people found themselves, as one of glasnost’s trou-
badours put it, “deceived” and “humiliated,” drowned in
“nihilism, spiritual void, and decay,” and living in “social-
ism without freedom and without bread and butter.”23

But the most devastating revelations of glasnost
came from the recovery of the country’s true history: the

mass murder, the horrific blunders, the
lies. In articles, essays, and previously
forbidden novels, the shuddering country
learned of the true scale of the terror: the
millions killed and millions more
arrested and tortured in prisons and labor
camps. The “collectivization” of agricul-
ture, which for half a century had been
touted as the crowning achievement and
the cornerstone of the Soviet economy,
was forged on the bones of millions 
of Ukrainian and Russian peasants.
Women, men, the elderly, and babies
starved in the manmade famine of
1932–33; were thrown out of their
homes in the middle of winter and frozen
to death; were herded into cattle cars,
driven for days without food or water,
and dumped in the swamps or forests
with no food, warm clothes, or shelter. 

The heroic victory in World War II,
which like nothing else had bound the
people and the regime, was now shown to
have caused unnecessary deaths of mil-
lions of soldiers and civilians because of
the executions of the majority of Soviet
commanding officers—from marshals,
generals, and admirals to majors—in the
“Great Purge” of 1937–39. Adding to the

disaster was the Kremlin’s criminal negligence, incompe-
tence, and stubborn pursuit of demonstratively failed
strategies.24 “We did not know how to fight,” wrote popu-
lar writer and war veteran Viktor Astafiev. “We ended the
war not knowing how to fight. We drowned the enemy in
our blood, we buried him under our corpses.”25

The Destruction of Legitimizing Mythology

The key political ramification of glasnost was the erosion
of the official dogmas that sustained the one-party rule,
and that, as Yakovlev noted, held the entire Soviet
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political and economic systems together “like hoops of
steel.”26 Important in any revolutionary endeavor, the
role that ideology played in the emergence and mainte-
nance of the Soviet regime was extraordinary. There are
not many examples of ideas shaping a nation’s destiny so
decisively and for so long, molding and trimming the
economic and social structures to conform to the found-
ing ideological credo. 

Yet it was precisely this rigid ideology, which had so
effectively sustained and energized the regime from birth,
that made it vulnerable to any weakening of the founding
dogmas. “Bolshevism was compatible with nationalism, as
Stalin had shown all along,” wrote the great French histo-
rian François Furet. “Even with some autonomy restored
to the market—as a temporary expedient, of course—as
Lenin had thought to do with the NEP.”27 Yet 

Bolshevism had no flexibility whatsoever in matters
of ideology. Even Khrushchev had to kill Nagy.
Brezhnev put up with Ceausescu and Kádár, but not
with Dubĉek. . . .28 When the Communist regimes
were forced to make way for ideas that the October
Revolution had believed it was destroying and
replacing—private property, the market, individual
rights, “formal” constitutionalism, the separation of
powers—the failure was total, for it wiped out the
original aspiration.29

Soon glasnost began to erode the Soviet state’s legit-
imizing mythology—a set of beliefs about the nature of
the state and society, accepted by the majority of citizens,
and sustaining their allegiance. Without such myths, no
state can survive for long. In less than three years, the
Soviet state’s core political and economic arrangements
began to be seen as shameful, illegitimate, and intolerable
by those in the politically active minority, who every-
where and at all times make revolutions. In the summer of
1989, the leading Soviet historian and the dean of the
Moscow State Institute of History and Archives, Yuri
Afanasiev, declared that the Soviet regime “has been
brought into being through bloodshed, with the aid of
mass murder and crimes against humanity.”30 One has to
admit, Afanasiev continued, that “Soviet history as a
whole is not fit to serve as a legal basis for Soviet power.” 

The Choices of the “Thinking People” 

The anguish over the spiritual decline and the corro-
sive effects of the Soviet Union’s Stalinist past was

increasingly replaced by the desperate search for
answers to the grand questions with which every great
revolution starts: What are the alternative means of
achieving a just social and economic order? What is a
decent and legitimate state? What should such a state’s
relationship with a civil society be? 

By March 1989, there were 60,000 “informal” (inde-
pendent) groups and clubs in the Soviet Union.31

“There are no longer the dark masses which could be
ruled easily, whose minds could be controlled,” leading
Russian sociologist and Gorbachev’s advisor, Tatiana
Zaslavskaya, said of these newly minted civic activists in
1987. “There are thinking people.”32

Already in the first semi-free national election to the
Congress of People’s Deputies of the USSR in March
1989, thirty-eight of the first secretaries of the regional
party committees—until then the Kremlin’s unchallenged
potentates who ruled the Soviet Union day in and day
out—were soundly defeated. A year later, in the election
to the legislature of the Russian Republic, the rejection of
the party elite by the voters was even more decisive.33 In
the election to local Soviets (legislatures) in March 1990,
pro-reform “democrats” won in fifty Russian cities, includ-
ing the three largest: Moscow, Leningrad, and Sverdlovsk.
In Moscow, the voters gave democrats fifty-seven out of
sixty-five seats in the city council.34 Commenting on
these results, one of the most astute Russian political com-
mentators, Igor Klyamkin, wrote that the elections had
“shown that [the party apparatus] is only as strong as the
key element . . . of a totalitarian regime maintained by lies
and violence, but at the time of glasnost and an even lim-
ited electoral freedom, [the apparatus] is revealed to be
completely illegitimate or, which is the same, completely
unable to gain people’s trust.”35

Disenchantment with the prospects for “socialist mod-
ernization” made millions of people increasingly “recep-
tive” to the “non-socialist alternative” and attracted to
the “‘liberal-democratic ideology and values’ of the
Western civilization.”36 Between 1989 and 1991, mil-
lions of Russians chose those who publicly espoused first
reformist and then revolutionary agendas. In the words
of a Russian observer, the elections to the Congress of
People’s Deputies of the USSR and to the Congresses of
People’s Deputies of the Russian Soviet Federal Socialist
Republic (RSFSR) in the spring of 1990 demonstrated
“an inexorable decline” in the popularity of Gorba-
chev’s [moderate] supporters and the increase in the
influence of his opponents: “the politicians who called
themselves radicals.”37 The political leadership passed

- 4 -



from Gorbachev to Boris Yeltsin, who campaigned
“under an anti-communist, pro-Western liberal banner.”38

In May 1990, Yeltsin was elected chairman of the
Supreme Soviet of Russia, the permanent working body
of the Congress of People’s Deputies. 

Forty-five million people voted for Yelstin in the Rus-
sian presidential election in June 1991, giving him 57 per-
cent of the vote in the field of six candidates. At almost
the same time, Yeltsin’s radical allies Gavriil Popov in
Moscow and Anatoly Sobchak in Leningrad were elected
mayors. As if “to underscore the repudiation of socialism,”39

Leningraders voted to change the city’s name to St.
Petersburg. As a Russian historian put it, the “liberal-
democratic and simultaneously anti-communist revolu-
tion” occurred in Russia, “mostly via electoral ballots.”40

When the fate of that revolution hung in the bal-
ance, huge but remarkably peaceful mass demonstrations
in Moscow, smaller showings in other main cities, and a
national strike of miners in spring 1991 came to its res-
cue.41 In August 1991, rallies and strikes in defense of
Gorbachev and Yeltsin and against the attempted com-
munist coup took place in many of Russia’s largest cities.42

An estimated 200,000 people marched in Moscow and
St. Petersburg, and 50,000 held an around-the-clock
vigil at the besieged seat of the Russian Federation’s gov-
ernment, the “White House.”43

Years later, Popov, the first elected mayor of Moscow,
wrote of these men and women: 

But the main and decisive factor in the victorious
revolution was people themselves. Thousands, hun-
dreds of thousands citizens participated in the revolu-
tion. Young and old, men and women, workers and
students, Russians and representatives of our other
peoples. They voted in the elections. They, time and
again, went into the streets. Taking risks for them-
selves, their families, their loved ones. On workdays
and on holidays. In sunlight and in rain. They did not
shoot. Or break windows. Or storm the buildings. Or
burn cars. And in this opposition won those who, to
use Tolstoy’s expression, were stronger in spirit.44

“The Radical Break in Consciousness” 

Writing to a Soviet magazine in 1987, a Russian reader
called what he saw around him a “radical break in con-
sciousness.”45 We know that he was right because Russia’s
was the first great social revolution whose course has

been charted in public opinion polls almost from the
beginning. “For the first time in history, we can study a
social revolution from within,” leading Soviet pollster
Yuri Levada told an interviewer in 1989. “[A]t the time
of the American and French and other great revolutions,
there were no sociologists out polling.”46

So exhilarating was this self-discovery—this sudden
ability to learn what one’s fellow citizens really thought
after seven decades of enforced muteness and deafness,
and so central this element to the entire enterprise of
democratization—that in early 1988, reborn Russian soci-
ology, understood primarily as study of public opinion,
was declared “one of the most democratic sciences.”47

In 1989 and 1990, the surveys of the Soviet popula-
tion, including the Russian Republic, traced fissures in the
ideological foundation of the ancien régime. Russians first
doubted the erstwhile certitudes, then revised and finally
discarded them: the one-party rule and the suppression of
dissenting views; the state monopoly over mass media and
economy; the Soviet Union’s rule in Eastern Europe; and,
by 1991, the legitimacy of Moscow’s rule over other
republics of the Soviet Union. Gradually replacing these
seemingly eternal values, the polls revealed, were visions
of another political and economic organization in which
everyone would be entitled to free expression and political
representation, and under which the state’s total control
of people’s livelihoods would be augmented and perhaps
eventually supplanted by private property and individual
responsibility for one’s own welfare.

After four generations under a one-party dictatorship
(and with independent parties still illegal), in late 1989
there was an overwhelming support for competitive elec-
tions and the legalization of parties other than the
CPSU.48 Unanimity as a cornerstone of a political order
and the perception of dissent as treason were being
abandoned in favor of freedom of speech, plurality of
opinions, and tolerance.49 Like other Soviet citizens,
Russians welcomed “political views that are fundamen-
tally different from the [views] of the majority.”50 Over
two-thirds of them disagreed with the opinion that soci-
ety should not put up with such views, while 90 percent
felt that it was necessary for everyone to “express them-
selves freely,” regardless of their [view].51 Almost one-
third of the sample preferred a free society to an orderly
one.52 Along the way, Russians evinced no universal
longing for a “strong hand,” commonly attributed to
them by an age-old stereotype. Of those surveyed in
1989, half felt that “under no circumstances” should all
the power be given to one person.53
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By an overwhelming majority, a sample of the resi-
dents of the Russian Federation agreed that everyone
should be entitled to “the same legal rights and protec-
tions,” no matter what their political beliefs.54 In their
emphatic assertion of over a dozen basic political and
human rights—among them freedom of speech, associa-
tion, and conscience; equality before the law; and rights
to privacy and to travel abroad—the residents of the
Moscow region were found to be “uncannily” like the
citizens of twelve Western European nations.55

The State Ownership of Economy 

Although not as quickly and decisively as in the case of
the Soviet political system, the Soviet people began to
question “core components of socialist
ideology,” including the equality of
incomes and the “beliefs about the role
of the state,” especially its responsibility
for the well-being of individuals.56

Already by the end of 1989, an over-
whelming majority thought that the
state should provide the opportunity for
everyone “to earn as much as he can,”
and almost half of the national sample
believed that “people should look out for
themselves for success in life.”57

In early 1990, over half of a sample in
a Russian region agreed that “a healthy
economy” was more likely if “the govern-
ment allows individuals to do as they
wish.”58 Six months later, an all-Russian
poll found that 56 percent of respondents
supported a rapid or gradual transition to
a market economy.59 Commenting on
the results, Tatiana Zaslavskaya, who was
also the director of the Russian Center of
Public Opinion Studies (VTzIOM), con-
cluded that “in people’s consciousness there could be no
way back [to socialism].”60 Within a year, the share of
pro-market respondents among the citizens of the RSFSR
increased to 64 percent.61

From Questioning to Rejection 

By early 1990, almost two-thirds of respondents in a
national sample believed that the Communist Party had
“led the country along a wrong path.”62 Nine months
later, VTzIOM’s polls revealed a “crisis of socialist 

ideology”: the “moral code” that “cemented” the ancien
régime was “falling apart” and there was no “renewed
socialist idea” that could replace it.63 By then, depend-
ing on the wording of the question, the “socialist choice”
was supported by between 10 and 20 percent of the
Soviet people. This segment diminished rapidly in the
previous two years and consisted largely of “older peo-
ple,” while the “overwhelming majority” of the younger
generations turned away from socialism.64

The younger, better-educated, and urban among the
respondents were considerably more susceptible to ideo-
logical revolution than those who were older, less edu-
cated and rural.65 Age was especially relevant, with
“striking differences” found among age groups’ attitudes
toward democratization.66 Younger Soviets in general

and Russians in particular were also more
supportive of private ownership of indus-
try and the right to demonstrate or strike,
and were more tolerant of dissent,
demonstrations, and strikes.67

While in February 1989 a majority of
Russians favored a “socialist way of the
development of the USSR,” in May
1991, 56 percent agreed that “commu-
nism has brought Russia nothing but
poverty, lines [in stores] and mass repres-
sions.”68 By the summer of 1991, in the
words of a Russian historian, “the passive
part of the population” looked on with
indifference at the agony of the regime,
while “the active were inspired by com-
pletely different ideas.”69

The end of the Soviet regime in mid-
1991 coincided with what a leading stu-
dent of Russian post-Soviet political
history called an “unprecedentedly
sharp” change in Russian people’s atti-
tudes.70 In September 1991, 73 percent

of respondents thought that “all our political system
must be radically transformed.”71 Continuing the trend
noted by pollsters a year before, solid majorities were
now in favor of some key features of liberal capitalism:
openness to the outside world (74 percent), a multi-
party political system (69 percent), and a market
economy (63 percent).72

Six months later, when asked about the events that
gladdened them the most in 1991, more Russians men-
tioned the demise of the CPSU than they did any other
development. The next most popular occurrence, cited
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by one-fifth of the sample, was “the abandonment of
communist ideals.”73

The “Proud and Generous Aspirations” 

Like any truthful historiography, the twenty-year-old
story of glasnost is valuable not only as a record of the
past, but also as something to keep in mind for the
future. The key lesson—seemingly obvious but clearly in
need of reiteration today—is that ideas matter. They
legitimize political, economic, and social arrangements—
and, by the same token, are capable of eroding them
quickly and decisively. When formerly guiding principles,
no longer shielded by terror and lies, are tested by the
truth and found wanting, they are discarded without
mercy. Unless stopped by violence, as happened in China
following the Tiananmen Square massacre in May 1989,
a search for alternatives could evolve into a revolution. 

Following other great revolutions, the Russian
upheaval has also shown that the ideals that inspire and
shape epochal political, economic, and social transfor-
mations are never implemented quickly or completely.
Following the overthrow of the ancien régime, they may
weaken and retreat, seemingly forgotten and irrelevant,
like rivers that go below the ground in Tocqueville’s
superb metaphor.74 Yet if they inspire millions, as glas-
nost certainly has, these ideals are never extinguished.
Without acknowledgment, they continue to inform new
arrangements even during reactionary restorations, and if
the stories of other great revolutions serve, may suddenly
reemerge in force. 

Thus, a century and a half ago, Tocqueville also may
have written the best epitaph for glasnost: “That [was
an] age of fervid enthusiasm, of proud and generous aspi-
rations, whose memory, despite its extravagances, men
will forever cherish: a phase of history that for many
years to come will trouble the sleep of all who seek to
demoralize the nation and reduce it to a servile state.”75

The author is grateful to AEI research assistant Igor Khrestin and
editorial associate Nicole Passan for their help in editing and pro-
ducing this essay.
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