The Survival of the Commonwealth an interview with Adam Ulam 

Do you believe that the new change in government from a centralized Soviet Union to the decentralized Commonwealth of Independent States offers a new opportunity for the United States to establish a positive set of relations with these new nations?

Of course it does, yet it is an extremely complicated matter and it involves all sorts of questions which are still very much unresolved. The present appearance of the new Commonwealth is very unstable. There, relations change from day-to-day and there are new problems which arise, such as the division of the armed forces, as well as the nature of economic cooperation. I think for the time being we can simply exercise as much assistance as possible in trying help support elements of stability within the new Commonwealth. In other words, we should be advising these new nations to settle their disagreements and construct the actual forms of cooperation politically, militarily, and economically. Until this is done, the situation will be very unstable and dangerous for these countries and for international stability in general. But we certainly should work very promptly and very energetically in trying to create contacts and representation in all of these twelve new states. There is a great opportunity for establishing positive relationships with these new states.

Perhaps U.S. Secretary of State James Baker's new International "Coordinating Conference on Assistance to the New Independent States" will help establish some support in helping the new Commonwealth ?

Well, they will be discussing various plans for help. Of course there is no shortage of proposals. Dr. Jeffrey Sachs [the Harvard economist who serves as an advisor to Russian President Boris Yeltsin] has just pronounced new plans in Moscow. The point is that any help coming from the West will be fully justified and helpful only if there is some element of agreement in the Commonwealth. Now the situation looks very murky indeed. Let us take a very simple problem, the issue of financial help or stabilization of the ruble, for instance. How can the West help or be forthcoming with any offers as long as there is no agreement between the new states of the Commonwealth which sets down who is responsible for what, who finances which activities, and things of this nature. We are in a position where all these well-intentioned plans from the West sort of hang very much in the air. We really need to urge the new leaders to make concrete agreements on these matters so they themselves know what they are doing. This is necessary in order to build a constructive foundation for these newly emerging nations.

Besides the opportunities in establishing new relations with the Commonwealth, there are also the dangers of nuclear proliferation and a possible conventional arms race which may evolve in the future. How do you think the United States should address these issues?

Well, the primary actor is the Russian state, and we should use all the influence we have in trying to prompt them to do what they promised to do, namely to concentrate all the strategic nuclear weapons under one unified command. We need to know how it is set up and what has been accomplished in this vital area of international security. Almost as important, if not more important, is that tactical and battlefield nuclear weapons are removed from various republics and placed under Russian or joint Commonwealth control.

The United States originally set as a condition for recognition of these new states their adherence to the START Treaty and the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. Apparently, Secretary of State Baker received assurances from these new nations that they would adhere to these treaties.

Well, assurances are not enough. We have to know what is happening, and we should tell them as strongly as we can to stabilize the situation because what happens to their nuclear weapons will be largely a function of a general political and economic agreement. We should certainly urge them to do this rather than to accept ad hoc measures such as removal of price controls. So we should demand very strongly that they reach a general political and economic agreement.

As I mentioned, one of the conditions for recognition was to make sure that Russia, Ukraine, and other states ratify the START Treaty and other important arms control agreements.

My concern is not so much that they are agreeing to ratify certain treaties, but more so how it will look actually in practice; also, correcting the problems within the Commonwealth that would make help from the West meaningful. I do not see how the Russian state, for example, can have a real budget without a distribution of functions among the various states coupled with a general agreement.

I believe what you are alluding to is the fact that since the Soviet system was highly centralized, and now that President Yeltsin has removed the centralized controls, there are no economic structures to be put into its place except for perhaps a barter economy?

The question is who pays for the defense budget? How is the present Provisional Agreement for the Armed Forces going to be resolved? All of these are very important questions which cannot be settled without an agreement between the member states in the Commonwealth?

The stability of Yeltsin's government is now in question as a number of his critics have argued that he has introduced price increases without privatizing state enterprises first. There was a television report of one textile enterprise in Moscow that was willing to privatize itself, with its workers willing to buy shares in this new private enterprise; yet, me government was not prepared to assist them in their efforts.

I think that before we even discuss these problems, I believe they were very ill-advised to go ahead with the price increases without getting some idea of what economic framework they would be dealing with. Is the new Commonwealth going to be a "free trade area"? Obviously, Ukraine and Russia are trying to restrict the trade of certain commodities, erecting tariffs, and creating currencies. I think it was foolish to plunge into this situation without having some general idea of what actually is happening to the framework of the former Soviet economy. There was no real plan or structures to put in its place, just ad hoc measures from day to day, ideas from the West. The main political and economic problems have to be outlined at least because without this all these reforms with be to no avail. This approach is creating more instability.

The situation is reminiscent of when the United States had just won the Revolutionary War and the individual states began to erect tariffs, print their own money, et cetera. This led to economic chaos.

Yes, but it is infinitely more complex because of national differences, problems of modem technology, interdependence on the world level. Our task is to introduce some element of clarity into the situation.

As one of the top Sovietologists here in America, what do you think will happen to Sovietology? Do you think scholars will now focus more on the peoples and cultures of what is know as Eurasia?
There will be a natural division of functions that will naturally depend on the linguistic factor. Up until now, interest in Central Asia was a very specialized field because relatively few people were able to master the language. I think and I hope Eurasian studies will proceed because it will become increasingly important. Our government will still have to concentrate largely on Russia but we should certainly have to develop more specialists in Central Asia, the Caucasus, and those studying ethnic problems.

With the changes that have occurred in the Soviet Union, how will this affect the East Asian communist regimes of China, North Korea, and Vietnam?

Communism as a international movement is finished. You have communist regimes in North Korea, China, and Vietnam but they very much concentrating on preserving power in their own countries. The notion of a world movement of communism collapsed with the fall of communism within the Soviet Union. All of the issues which divided the communist movement, such as attitudes toward the West, are passe. The only problems which these East Asian communist regimes face is the problem of internal development and whether the one-party structure which prevails can be preserved. The old missionary zeal for spreading Communism is far, far gone. The main problems are internal revolutions and internal reforms.

Towards the new century, what security factors should the United States focus on in building a more secure future for our people and the people of the world? For example, should our goal be denuclearization?

We should certainly try to do this; it may be beyond our power. But we should try to minimize the spread of nuclear weapons. In the case of the former Soviet Union, it is a very urgent task. We should proceed without hesitation. We should proceed with representation in the fifteen former republics of the former Soviet Union. We should try to establish close contacts and monitor developments on their armed forces. 

We can advise them about issues which are extremely important, nuclear non-proliferation and preventing a conventional arms race. All of these issues are, of course, extremely urgent.

Adam Ulam is director of Harvard University's Russian Research Center and serves on the Advisory Board for the Center for American-Eurasian Studies and Relations. Dr. Ulam has written extensively on Soviet politics and foreign policy, including the definitive text on Soviet foreign policy. Expansion and Coexistence.

