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NATIONAL TRADITIONS
AND TECHNOLOGICAL
DETERMINANTS

IN SOVIET SOCIETY

Shimkin: National Traditions and Technological Determinants in Soviet Soci

{n the United Staies a runaway teeh-
nology, Umited only by its own ability
to expand, has dominated the sociol and
cultural cvolution of the country. In the
Soviet Union technology has, in effcct,
been geared down to the limits of
absorption of a very traditional society,
thus allevinting to a degree the problem
of adjustment. In this article Professor
Demitri I3, Shimkin examines the inter-
action between tradition and tech-
nology in the Soviet Union sinee the
death of Stalin,

A lecture delivered al the Naval War College

Professor Demitri B. Shimkin

Today, | am going lo lry Lo cover a
very large flield in a brief period. My
main lopi¢ is the prohlem of national
traditions and  lechnological deter-
minants in Soviel sociely. In my discns-
sion | will try to sketeh major changes
and developments in the Soviet Union
since the death of Stalin; in addition, Lo
make selective comparisons with the
United Stales; and, finally, to scek to
bring in some alternatives that appear to
be inhercnt in this interaction hetween
traditions and technology which every
country in the world faces Lo a greater
or lesser extent.

In the Soviet Union Lthe ending of the
Stalinist era in 1953 brought very many
differing forecasts as (o the future of
Soviet soeiety. Among a considerahle
fragment of both academic and U.S.
Government pcople at that time, there
was a good dcal of optimism. Allen
Dulles, for example, was a prolagonist
of the viewpoinl that the rise of eco-
nomic standards in the Soviet Union
would inevitably bring about greater

liheralization and a closer approach to
the patterns of American sociely and
that over a period of lime there would
be a social convergenece belween the
United States and the U.3.S.R.

Another hypothesis of a generally
different naturc was cxpressed by
people who were, lo varying degrees,
disillusioned Marxists, James Hurnham,
in his Managerial Revolution, felt thal
the rise of a bureancracy was Lhe major
feature of both Soviet and American
sociely and believed that there would be
an increasing emphasis of control by a
new clasas. This, of course, was also the
position laken in a somewhat later work
by the Yugoslav heretic, Milovan Djilas.

The third kind of viewpoint was that
of the orlhodox Marxists, namely, that
Soviet sociely wonld Decome morc and
more  soeialist, more and move egali-
tarian, and would approach paradise
within a definable period.

It 18 quite clear, by 1969, anyway,
that uone of these predictions has been
very exaetly hrought ont. [n some
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respeets, the Burnham/Djilas viewpoint
of a managerial “new class” lype of
predominance is the closest Lo the truth.
But even here there are some very large
reservations to be taken inlo account,
with the problem being to discover why.
In other words, what were the faetors
that led to the ehanges which took plaee
and which also seem to have inhibited
the development of still other ehanges?

In reviewing this problem, 1 think
that we have to take into aeeount two
broadly different pcriods: the first,
essentially from 1953 to 1964, domi-
nated by Khrushehey; and the other, the
period since 1904, marking Brezhney’s
rise Lo power.

The Khrushehey period can also be
thought of in two phases. One was
essentially thal of the restitution of a
social order which, in many respects,
was deeply distnrbed, on the verge of
fundamental delerioration, eorrupt, and
ready to go into violent spasms of social
upheaval at the time of Stalin’s death. |
think the evidence today is clear that it
was only the intervcntion of the Red
army and the solidarity of the Polithuro
in 1953 that prevented eivil war he-
tween the apparatus of the secret police
and other claimants to power. Khrush-
chev’s subsequent achievements were of
great importance in giving Soviet society
essentially a new deal. One of his most
important steps was the prompt destruc-
tion of the secret poliee leadership and
the reduction of seeret police power
throughout the Soviet system, This in-
cluded the abolition of most of the
slave-labor eamp system, the elimination
of military components of the secret
police, and the reduction of their eco-
nomic facilities. All of this opened up
Soviet soeiety considerably, lnder
Stalin’s regime there had heen a destruc-
tion of the legal structure of the society.
In  Khrushchev’s period, particularly
from 1958 to 1960, a great many
restorations of due legal process, leading
to a mueb more regular soeial order,
were inaugurated. This was a notable

achievement by the Soviet lawyers, and
it represented the elimination of some
of the worst features of terror that had
been prevalent before.

Another important step was the
elimination in 1956 of the State [.ahor
Reserve Act of 1940, whieh had per-
mitted the drafting of 14-, 15-, and
16-year-olds for compulsory service in
the eities, railroads, and industries and
which had also sct up an extremely
restrietive body of direct labor controls.
This was a puarlicularly sore point for
the rank and file of Soviet eitizens.
Khrushchev also placed mueh sharper
emphasis upon the needs of the con-
sumer, particularly in the plans for
agrieulture and the plans for housing.

The Khrushchevian teforms insti-
tuted a limited thaw in intellectual
freedom, although much of this was
highly pragmatie. The Soviet scientists
felt extremely isolated. They knew that
they had to get into the mainstream of
world seientific knowledge, and that
this meant much more interaction.
There was something of a ereative re-
vival, particularly by writers, the eulmi-
nation of which came in the writings of
Alexander Solzhenitsyn, above all, in his
important work, A Day in the Life of
Ivan Denisovich. This work amaong other
things, is an extraordinary historical
pun. The name, fvan Denisovich, be-
longs not only to an individual Stalinist
prisoner in north Russia, it is also the
name of an historic leader of the Old
Believers  (Protestantlike  revolters
against the central church and state in
the 17th eentury). Thus, the story is, in
addition to being an account of Stalinist
ptison life, a well-understood parable on
the position of the peasantry in the
presence of Stalinism. Because of this,
Solzhenitzyn’s work is an extremely
important political traet which was tol-
crated, with some backing and filling, at
the peak of the reform period.

Khrushchev, however, was not con-
tent with this kind of development. Ile
was  also  greatly concerned  with
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rejuvenating communism as an internal
ideology and with consolidating com-
munism as a world movement. [e
began, particularly after 1958, a series
of experimenls which ultimalely led to
his downfall. For example, lo assnre a
rejovenaled commnnism, he fell that
the priority of party conlrols over all
elements of the system had o be
asserted. Thus, the party began Lo inter-
vene direetly in Lhe affairs of the hu-
reaucracy, the army, and other areas
where, previously, there had been much
more of a live-and-let-live situation.
Another important fael was thal he was
also concerned with the social ehanges
needed to shift the Soviel Union from a
mostly preurban sociely to a modern
wrban one. e soughl lo end the eon-
tinuing emphasis upon small property
holdings, e.g., among collective larmers,
which he viewed as a survival of the
past. ‘Therefore, Khrushehey launched
severe atlaeks on privale property and
on engagemenl in private pursuits—Lhe
so-called “anli-parasite” laws, Added Lo
this, his concern with Communist
ideologieal vitality meant an inereased
fight for atheism,

Now, all of these drives were in
contradistinetion to forces and inslilu-
lions which had survived the Soviet
period Lo that date. The peasantry,
despite all of its changes, was Lhen and
is now very deeply religious; this applies
both Lo the Slavie peasants and Lo the
Muslims. 1L also persisls in mainlaining
old economie organizalions eentered on
the extended family, the private plot,
the household cow and pig, and olher
aspeels of peasanl economies. Khrush-
chev’s reforms, including his Lremen-
dous emphasis npon shifling from col-
fective to stale farms, shook up the
peasanl clemenl of Soviel sociely, and,
through the peasantry, the great sup-
plier of manpower for lhe army, dis-
turbed that powerful group very greatly.
In addition to this, ol course, neilher
the army nor the party itself were very
luiippy aboul Lhe drive toward ideologi-
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cal purity, toward that self-saerifieing
Communist who was a little too mueh
of the true believer for the hardheaded
aetual members of Lhe Communist Party
elite,

Finally, and notwithslanding his role
in the [ungarian intervention, Khrush-
chev also sought Lo ehange Soviet rela-
lions wilth other Eastern European
countrics, parlicularly in regard to the
previous strong cmphasis upon direct
Soviet control. tle sought to get some
grealer rceiprocily in relationships; he
had even, a poinl of especial hercsy,
suggested that people like the Poles and
the East Germans might have social
innovations, such as those associated
wilh the zo-called “Comrades’ Courts,”
whieh Lhe Sovicls mighl want Lo cmu-
late,

All of these experiments, all of these
threats to eslablished ways, were instru-
mental in the final fall of Khrushehev in
1964, where [ believe that intcrnal
problems were considerably more im-
portant than the dubious outcome of
the 1962 missile erisis.

In general one of the first problems
of his sucecssors was Lo rcestablish what
they felt were cssential national priori-
ties, ''his has heen done with increasing
emphasis, year after year, in the period
ollowing 1964. The period of Brezhnev
dominalion can be thought of essen-
tially as a kind of pragmatie and ra-
tionaliged Stalinism. 1 want first of all
to emphasize rationality. In eontrast to
the old system and in contrast even to
Khrushehev, who had notious from time
lo lime of being an agrieultural special-
isl and » genius in other ways, the
present rtegime is exlremely matter-of-
fael, and has permitted scientific people
to do scientific work. This has been true
not only in the physical scicnces but in
agriculture, and this poliey is one that
has paid off well. I'or example, Soviet
improvements in sunflower cultivation
in Lhe last 5 years have been so substan-
Lial that the position of ﬁoyboans, one
of the United States major exports, is
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very serionsly threatened by the new oil
ontpnt from the Soviel Union, as well as
palm oil from the Pacific. Unques-
lionably, loo, Lhe Soviets have cffecled
a permanent change in their inercasing
capacily to feed themselves.

An espeeial poinl of interest s that
in arcas of the social seienees, and in
others such as neorophysiology, lhe
Soviet advances have been very impres-
sive. Their aceeplance of new leeh-
niques has been exceedingly broad. Let
me give you two clear-cul areas where
we know Lhal Soviel acceptance of new
ideas hag heen particularly effective:

One is in the rapid expansion of
sociology a8 a means of control, The
publie-opinion poll has provided new
armament for the Communist Party,
which is now able Lo pereeive arcas of
diseontent and to meel those, thercby
isolaling  struclural  dissalisfaclion
among relatively few grave maleontents
from sitnational distresses among Lhe
many. This public-opinion polling has
heeome increasingly sophisticaled; there
i8 evidence that the Soviels are using
probability sampling and other modern
technignes; and there is no doubt that
there is a high responsivencss Lo mass
teaclions in a way Lhal did not exist in
Stalin’s day.

On a quite different level, Soviet
neurophysiological studies have led 1o
some exlremely imporlant resulls which
we ourselves in the Uniled States are
beginuning o ulilize. For example, there
has heen the Soviel discovery, and Lhe
later demonstration with quile rigorous
methods in this eountry, thal behavioral
disturbunces such as mood changes,
ehanges in sleep palterns, and other
types of carefully observed hul ap-
parently minor indications are exlraor-
dinarily sensitive indiealors of major
physiological injuries. The Soviets have
particularly stressed that animals which
are eonditioned Lo perform certain ex-
creiscs will break down this condi-
tioning under acule stress and illness.
One illustration of this was provided by

our own nnhappy space monkey, Bon-
nic. The taet thal the space monkey was
no longer doing the work Lo which it
lhad been conditioned should have ecalled
for its mmediale grounding, because
the animal was desperately ill; yel we
were nol Lhen alert enough to such
behavioral indications, and thus the
space monkey died.

This work has led the Soviets inlo
pioneering in a number of areas where
environmental stresses and modetn tech-
nology, ranging from microwave radia-
Llion on, appear to be impinging on man
and particularly threatening high eogni-
live performances. Such kinds of devel-
opments and performanecs arc eritically
importanl, beeause modern societies are
becoming increasingly dependent upon
preeisely sueh high cognitive controls, Lf
an aircraft pilol has a stress pattern
which causes a deterioration of his
hand, eye, or brain reactions, or if a
lower controllcr or someone who
handles missile operations is disturbed,
you've gol trouble. In this critical area
of environmental stress and cognilion,
the Soviets are doing extremely impres-
sive work which we in Lhe last 2 years
have been able increasingly to confirm
by independent means bul which we are
nol yet systematieally matching.

To really ensure internal eontrols,
the present Soviet regime is also re-
juvenating old elements of prevenlive
terror. There has been an offieial revival,
through legislation, of the MIVD, of a
whole syslem of slave-lahor camps of
varying degrees of severity, with the
maximnm being for “special political
prisoners™ -and Lhis is spelled out in the
legislation. Also, exlensive camps for
juvenile offenders, particularly the so-
called “hooligans,” have been set up.
Llere again Lhe Soviet authorilies have
nnguestionably heen deeply pertnrhed
by Lhe restlessness of youth as reported
from the United States and Western
Furope, and they are determined to
have nene of it. Additionally, there has
lieen a progressive elimination of voeal
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people, the underground writers, and
especially those people who have raised
questions ol utmost sensitivity. That, 1
would say, applies to the so-called
“latar” rials (Kadiyev and General
Grigorenko), which offer a few indica-
tions of the degree to which the Soviet
Union is desperately coneerned about
disgsidence among the Moslem or for-
merly Moslem population.

The most impressive ehanges effeeted
hy the Brezhnev regime have been the
altempts to consolidate support, par-
ticularly from the hureaueracy and from
the peasant. The bureaueracy has, in
general, had greater economie support.
The various new ineentive systems, Lhe
so-called “Licberman systems,” arve par-
ticularly designed to make for wealthier
and happier managers. We also find, for
example, the establishment of luxury
apartment  buildings with gyms and
swimming pools and so on for these
economic elite. One of the complaints is
thal the servant proportion in the
luxury apartment complexes is much
too high: in one, it was reported that 16
percent of the residents eonsist of vari-
ous service personnel. 1 suppose there
arc few luxury apartments in the United
States that have as many.

On the side of the peasantry, the
main [aetors in the seeking by the party
leadership of renewed support has heen
a very deliberate maintenance of high
prices for food and of relatively high
relurns in agriculture. In general, also,
the trend toward establishing state
farms, as opposed to colleetive farms,
has been stopped, and the collectives
have heen given renewed authority to
engage in all sorts of industrial and
other enterpriges. Additionally, the
peasant rights Lo keep private flocks, sell
produce, and engage in other kinds of
actiyities have been strengthened, More-
over, exeept where Lthere are problems
of security, there has been a reestablish-
ment of peasant self-government: use of
customary law, considerahly more
toleration of local religious eults, and so

on. All of this means that the pressures
felt by the peasants under the Khrush-
chevian reforms have been gradually
lessened.

The Soviet Union, as we all know,
has intervencd in Czechoslovakia—but
not in Rumania. This, again, represents
a pattern of limited, carefully thought-
out aetions wherever the Soviets feel
that their vital inlerests are mosl seri-
ously econecrned. In general, apart from
ralionalized Stalinism, there is no doubt
that the grealest eoneern of Brezhnev’s
regime is with international security.
This is measured by heavy resource
alloeation to broad eategories of de-
fense, ineluding cnormous investments
in Egypt and in Vietnam. There is no
question but that the closing of the
Suez Canal, for example, has resulted in
greatly inereasing eosts to the Soviet
Union ol the Vielnam involvement,

Another general element marking the
Brezhnev period has been that of social
ehange, slow but perceptible. Some of
this has been measured in sueh basie
arcas ag family law, where the repressive
and regressive Soviet legislation on bas-
tardy has been finally aholished. The
Soviet Union was the only eountry that
lor years prohibited the mothers of
illegitimate children from putting the
father’s name on birth eertilicales. This
denial of rights, this exclusion of the
illegitimale from Soviet gociety, was
much more extreme in the Soviet Union
than in other nations. [t was one of the
many areas where they have been mueh
more eonservalive than the United
States, and it has only been a year ago
that relorms in this field were iutro-
duecd. But such practices as the obliga-
tion of ehildren to support parents in
old age and their legal subordination to
parents, even as adults, are still main-
tained.

Another important thing is that the
Soviets have been most careful in intro-
dueing elements of soeial and physieal
mohility into their sociely at a very
slow pace. They are still only talking, as
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in the plan for the seventies, of universal
seeondary education. Contributing to
the eomparative physical immobility of
the society is the facl that the Soviet
Union at present uses fewer passenger
vehicles than any other major country
in the world. In the United States we
have over a hundred million vehicles; in
the Soviet Union the annual production
is only 280,000 passenger vehicles, and
the stoek, much of which is for official
usc only, numbers approximately 4 mil-
lion. This means that people stay resi-
dentially fixed, that there is social dif-
ferentiation and eompartmentation; and
that principles of government which
werc aetually inaugurated by Catherine
the Second are still in practice. An elite
that is sophisticated, broadly cducated,
adaptable to change sits on top of a
eountry which is oriented very strongly
toward tradition.

Now, this kind of a solution in which
technology is conecentrated only in the
areas where the state has supreme inter-
est and in which, on the other hand, old
traditions are specifieally emphasized
and promoted so as to encourage popu-
lar support has some real elements of
strength. But there arc at least three
arcas where the Soviets run into severe
trouble and will be running into trouble,
as lime gocs on.

One is the fact that this policy is
highly inefficicnt in terms of the use of
natural resources and physical resources,
We find that even to this day the Sovicts
are still using an agriculture which is
hyperextensive. They are cultivating
over half a billion acres of land, which is
not only terribly costly in terms of
resourees bul whieh limite their reserves
for the future. The Soviets still are
poorly equipped, too, even in their
faclories, with such items as calculators,
typewritcrs, eopiers, lelephones, and so
on, the whole armament of decision-
making which is common to the United
States, Western Europe, and Japan
today. This means that their rcsources
in personnel are badly used teehnically.

Demographically, the Soviet Union
also faccs some very serious questions of
the future. Essentially speaking, the
native Russians are barely inereasing.
Conversely, we find very rapid popula-
tion inereases in Central Asia and the
Caueasus, with only a relative trickling
into the cities of these peasant people,
who have hut slight urban job oppor-
tunities. The Soviet Union has acute
diseriminations against its minorities,
parlieularly in its sehool system, via
differcnt standards for Russian-langnage
and native-language institutions. Gen-
erally speaking, technieal johs and het-
ter jobs overall are not available to
l'urks and other minorities, even within
the Union Republies of these very same
people. They have not, however, been
physically displaced in the way that our
blaek pcople have been foreed from the
South by the agrieultural revolution of
the last 25 years. So, thus far, the
Sovicts have compartmented their prob-
lems. But the fact is that there are
substantial underemployment and rcal
diserimination, in Central Asia; long-
term problems which the Soviets simply
do not know how to handle and about
whieh, as [ have mentioned, they have
cnormous sensitivity.

And the final area of scvere problems
is that of the eompetitive capaeity of
Soviet society in a world of change. 1f
the rest of the world did not change
very rapidly, and we are speaking par-
ticularly of Japan and Western lurope,
the Soviet Union’s polieies would he
highly effective. But unfortunately,
from the Soviet standpoint, change has
taken plaee.

Now, 1 want to say a few words
about the situation in this country and
ecrtain alternatives that come oul of the
total picture. In general, the Ameriean
pieture is almost the reverse of the
Soviet. Rather than having a situation
where tcchnology has, in essence, been
geared down to the limits of absorption
of a very traditional sociely, wc are
permitting, we have permitted, a
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runaway technology to dominate
American society. There are several
areas where this has been most evident.
The policies we have had over the last
25 years, in the mechanization of agri-
culture, have reflected not only the
inherent economic advantages of, but
also extremely heavy subsidies for,
mechanization. These had led to disas-
trous results throughout our rural popu-
lation: mass migrations, a whole set of
disinvestments, breakdowns of small
towns, deteriorations of rural and urban
school systems and other services. For
example, in the Midwestern and Plains
States, we have over 200 counties where
the population no longer reproduces
itself, where essentially only the aged
are left. And, of course, social costs in
the ghettos, up to and including riots,
have also been expressions of an agricul-
tural policy that has been exercised
without the slightest understanding of
its consequences.

Another clear area of this sort has
been in the television industry, where,
in essence, the process has been one of
reducing information and increasing
amplification. The actual information
content provided to the public in the
shift from newspapers to television
represents, in most cases, a reduclion
from 50 to 90 percent in terms of
variety of messages. What you get Is
emotional-shock reinforcement; thus,
less and less capacity in the public to
manage more and more complicated
situations. And this is the essence of a
very serious problem, because, at a time
when more information is needed to
handle great domestic and foreign
issues, we are actually getting less in-
tormation than before, given the highly
repetitive and extremely fragmentary
nature of television messages.

Finally, we have something known as
“diplomaism.” This something that has
come out as one of the great American
diseases, which was augmented by the
scare American education suffered in
1957 with the first orbiting of Sputnik

. Sober analysis has shown that most
increases in so-called “standards™ in our
job positions are simply not justified by
actual work changes. We are calling for
immense Increases in requirements with-
out actual relation to jobs. I give you a
simple illustration:

Our Department of Preventive Medi-
cine and Community Health at the
University of Illinois is very much in-
volved in a community-development
program in black areas of Mississippi.
One of the key elements of that involve-
ment 18 a major health program. Ninety
percent of the mvestigatory operations,
including electrocardiagraphs, are being
or will be done by trained technicians
drawn from the local poorly educated,
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back population. We know, too, from
other experience, e.g., lhe Mile-Square
[lealth Center in Chicago, that this ean
he done with exeellenl results. In other
words, much ol the “mystique” of
pyrayniding requiremenls {or modern
medicine in the United Stales is more a
juslification for limiling services Lhan it
is of aclual gains in performance capa-
bilities. And this is of immense iimpor-
lunce, since Amcrican medicine is notl
providing health services comparable Lo
those in aboul 20 counlries; our bene-
fit-cost rale in this field is exuetly
one-half that of Canada.

To summarize: where does all this
lead us?

In any modern socicly, Lthe conjune-
tion of technology and of the national
historical patlern is a cenlral problem.
The question is not simply the choice
hetween extreme conservalism and a
surccnder  to whatever  happens, bul
ralher of secking alternatives that gain
both progress and sucial conlinuily. Are
these possible? L will simply say here,
“Yes, we do have alternalives about
which we know a greal deal alrcady.™ It
is possible, through our existing knowl-
edge and the advances in syslems analy-

sis, for example, to do environmenlal
{orecasts, lo provide far more cffective
ways of understanding the probable
consequences of all sorts of changes,
and then to control them [for our
maximum wellare.

We have little exploiled capacities,
for example, for reproducing informa-
tion; literally speaking, it would be
possible Lo get the contents of all
seicntifie journals in the United States
in one daily newspaper the size of The
New York Times, that could he distri-
buted universally at aboul the cost we
are now facing for fragmentary and slow
disseminalion via anliqualed systems of
communiecalion,

The problem therefore comes in of
going lo the next gencralion of soecial
and technological capabilities, and this
is the essence of both our national
problem and that of the Soviel Union.
The country which has the vision to use
and to conirol the technology, ineluding
the technology of the social sciences, of
tomorrow is going to have the capacity
Lo order its society in a progressive and
clfective way, and [ think that this ruay
well be the decigsive element in world
leadership in the next eentury.

Thank you,

Having precise ideas often leads to a man doing nothing.

Paul Valery, 1871-1945
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