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Historically, the Soviet Union and Russia had been virtually indistin-
guishable. Now Yeltsin for the first time was drawing a distinction and
asserting Russian interests against the Soviet Union.

As in the old czarist empire, Russia and Russians. formed the geo-
graphical and political heart of the republics and their imposed union.
Russia was by far the largest republic in both territory and population—
with close to 140 million people, over 80 percent of whom were ethnic
Russians. As Gorbachev often pointed out, Russians also formed sub-
stantial minorities in some of the other republics. Russia was inextri-
cably associated with the political system of the Soviet Union, as well
as the dominance of the Communist Party over the republics and the
nationalities they represenfed. What emerged in the 1920s as the Soviet
Union was not only the child of the Russian Revolution and Civil War,
but also a powerful echo of the old empire. In the throes of those up-
heavals, along with the post-World War I settlements, the empire had
broken up, some of its nationalities asserting and briefly enjoying inde-
pendence and sovereignty after centuries of Russian rule, only to be
bloodily recaptured by revolutionary Russia in the name of international
communism. Lenin and Stalin brutally imposed a union of republics—
ostensibly a free association of socialist states each governed by its
own one-party system, but all controlled by what was then still called
the Russian Communist Party. They began a calculated and systematic
campaign to remove or repress nationalism and national cultures—
including the Russian—in the hope of establishing a broader, socialist
identity.
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In retrospect, when Yeltsin started to reject the authority of the Union
and the Party and to reassert Russian political and economic control over
the republic’s own affairs, he was attacking the very basis of the Soviet
state, shaking its political structure to the roots. In withdrawing Russian
support, Yeltsin, perhaps at this point unintentionally, may have helped
remove the very means by which the other republics were forcefully
bound to the Soviet center, emboldening them to pull further away.
Without Russia, the ability of the center to enforce its will on the other
republics would be cast into doubt—although ultimately much still hung
on the loyalty of the military and KGB forces.

Gorbachev may not have recognized the depth of the smoldering
resentment of national groups to Soviet authority, or the full threat of the
nationalities problem to the survival of the Union. Apparently, he confi-







