
Motherland: Soviet Nostalgia in Post-Soviet Russia 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By Charles J. Sullivan 

 

B.A. in Political Science, May 2003, University of Delaware 

M.A. in International Studies, August 2006, University of South Carolina, Columbia 

 

 

 

 

 

A Dissertation submitted to 

 

 

 

 

 

The Faculty of 

The Columbian College of Arts and Sciences 

of The George Washington University 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements 

for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

 

 

 

May 18, 2014 

 

 

 

 

 

Dissertation directed by 

 

Henry E. Hale 

Associate Professor of Political Science and International Affairs 

 

 

 

 



ii 
 

The Columbian College of Arts and Sciences of The George Washington University 

certifies that Charles Joseph Sullivan has passed the final examination for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy as of February 26, 2014. This is the final and approved form of the 

dissertation. 

 

Motherland: Soviet Nostalgia in Post-Soviet Russia 

 

 

Charles J. Sullivan 

 

 

Dissertation Research Committee: 

 

Henry E. Hale, Associate Professor of Political Science and International Affairs, 

Dissertation Director 

 

James Goldgeier, Dean of the School of International Service, American 

University, Committee Member 

 

Henry J. Farrell, Associate Professor of Political Science and International 

Affairs, Committee Member 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



iii 
 

Dedication 

 

 

 I dedicate this dissertation to my mother and father, my uncle, my wife and son, 

my wife’s family in Kazan, and everyone else in Russia who helped make this possible. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



iv 
 

Acknowledgements 

 

 

I wish to acknowledge the following individuals for assisting me in my efforts to 

complete this dissertation: Dr. Henry E. Hale of The George Washington University’s 

Department of Political Science for his exemplary service as my dissertation chairperson, 

academic mentor, and distinguished colleague, as well as for his kindness and good 

nature; Dr. James Goldgeier, Dean of American University’s School of International 

Service, and Dr. Henry J. Farrell of The George Washington University’s Department of 

Political Science for serving as my dissertation committee members; Dr. Muriel A. Atkin 

of The George Washington University’s Department of History and Dr. Eric M. 

McGlinchey of George Mason University’s Department of Public and International 

Affairs for serving as my outside readers; the Institute for European, Russian and 

Eurasian Studies along with A. Michael Hoffman for his generosity; the Levada 

Analytical Center; and The George Washington University’s Department of Political 

Science (faculty, administration, and fellow graduate students). Additionally, I would like 

to thank my parents, Joseph and Denise Sullivan, along with the Rev. Charles J. Sullivan 

for their much appreciated support throughout the duration of my tenure at The George 

Washington University; our family members and mutual friends in Russia; as well as my 

fieldwork research participants in the federal subjects of Samara Oblast, Volgograd 

Oblast, and the Republic of Tatarstan. Finally, I would like to thank my wife Gulnur, who 

has stood firmly by my side throughout the duration of this endeavor, and my son Oscar, 

whose birth has forever linked me to Russia, a country which I have come to know and 

love throughout my time spent as a graduate student at The George Washington 

University. 



v 
 

Abstract of Dissertation 

 

Motherland: Soviet Nostalgia in Post-Soviet Russia 

 

Over the course of the past two decades, Russia has undergone a dramatic 

transformation. On the surface, it appears as if most people view the Union of Soviet 

Socialist Republics as an extinct entity. Yet if one tours the streets of any city in Russia 

today, they can see that pieces of the USSR remain very much alive. I thus pose the 

following question: To what extent and why do citizens of the Russian Federation harbor 

feelings of nostalgia towards the Soviet Union? 

My dissertation seeks to expand upon academia’s inquiry into the politics of 

memory. To date, scholarly discussion in this field focuses on the role of historical 

legacies in influencing political outcomes, as well as how politicians “shape” 

interpretations of historical events for political purposes. In my efforts to complement 

such studies, I seek to highlight how popular perceptions regarding the differentiation of 

the past from the present can influence politics today. 

My dissertation is based on a mixed-methods design, consisting of survey analysis 

with a fieldwork-based comparative study of three federal subjects in the Russian 

Federation. In partnering with the Levada Analytical Center to carry out a nationally 

representative survey, my results reveal nostalgic sentiments to be quite pervasive. 

Furthermore, my fieldwork indicates that such feelings are largely based on materialistic 

considerations, namely in how Russians unfavorably compare contemporary public 

services to that of previous provisions afforded under Soviet rule. In addition, I argue that 
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feelings of nostalgia appear to flourish independently of how the USSR is portrayed in 

the media and educational system today. Finally, while most Russians do not believe that 

the Soviet Union will ever be reconstituted, some nonetheless hold out a sense of hope as 

they contend with the complexities of life in Russia today. Thus, I conclude that such 

nostalgic sentiments are quite genuine and will likely persist into the foreseeable future. 
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Chapter One: Nostalgia in Theory 

 

How do popular perceptions regarding the differentiation of the past from the 

present influence the politics of today? In raising this question, this dissertation seeks to 

expand upon academia’s inquiry into the politics of memory, a theoretical exercise 

currently taking place within the political science discipline. The topic analyzed 

throughout the following chapters can be stated in a single word: nostalgia. Conceptually 

speaking, this study focuses on a particular type of nostalgia, that being of the Soviet 

variety.  In the coming pages, I present my analysis of how citizens of a country that has 

ceased to exist for more than two decades perceive their former governing entity, namely 

by uncovering how they compare what life was once like under the old regime to how life 

is today under their new regime. In doing so, I seek to broaden the contours of the 

discussion underway within the politics of memory subfield of comparative politics, as 

well as provide an assessment of the legitimacy of the new regime in question. This study 

analyzes the phenomenon of Soviet nostalgia by focusing on three case studies within the 

Russian Federation. 

 To what extent and why do citizens of the Russian Federation harbor feelings of 

nostalgia towards the Soviet Union today? In terms of objectives, this study seeks to 

reveal the extent to which Russian citizens harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia today; to 

identify the forms these feelings take; and to explain why some of Russia’s citizens 

harbor such feelings today. I adhere to a multi-methods scientific research agenda in this 

study, consisting of a variety of quantitative and qualitative research tools. Hence, 
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although this study is by no means exhaustive in terms of its empirical findings, the 

conclusions that I reach are nevertheless firmly grounded in social science research. 

 My dissertation serves to advance the academic discussion underway within the 

politics of memory subfield, albeit in a somewhat innovative manner. Scholarly 

discussion in this subfield focuses mainly on the role of historical legacies in terms of 

influencing political outcomes,
1
 as well as on how historical events are either 

manipulated or “shaped” by political elites for political purposes. Studies of the latter 

variety reveal an “elite-centric” focus vis-à-vis the process of how history comes to be 

disseminated, absorbed, and internalized by a given populace.
2
 That said, although the 

influence which elites wield in terms of establishing shared understandings of the past 

should not be discounted, the scholarly community’s overbearing interest in studying 

elite activity hinders theory-building. Thus, in addition to the aforementioned focus on 

uncovering how popular perceptions regarding the differentiation of the past from the 

present influence the politics of today, this study explores how history comes to be 

disseminated, absorbed, and internalized by a given populace, but from a more inclusive 

perspective. In my efforts to complement those “elite-centric” studies within the politics 

of memory subfield, I thus seek to showcase the value of analyzing topics of social 

scientific inquiry by studying the powerless as well, or in contra-elitist terminology, the 

masses. 

                                                           
1
 As an example, I would classify the following scholarly works concerning the role of historical legacies 

as belonging within the politics of memory subfield: Keith Darden and Anna Gryzmala-Busse, “Literacy, 

Nationalism, and the Communist Collapse,” World Politics Vol. 59, No. 1 (2006): 83-115; Grigore Pop-

Eleches, “Historical Legacies and Post-Communist Regime Change,” The Journal of Politics Vol. 69, No. 

4 (2007): 908-926. 
2
 As an example, I would classify the following two scholarly works as belonging within the politics of 

memory subfield and adhering to an “elite-centric” focus: Kathleen E. Smith, “Whither Anti-Stalinism?,” 

Ab Imperio Vol. 4 (2004): 433-448; Oxana Shevel, “The Politics of Memory in a Divided Society: A 

Comparison of Post-Franco Spain and Post-Soviet Ukraine,” Slavic Review Vol. 70, No. 1 (2011): 137-164. 
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Puzzle 

 

Over the course of the past two decades, Russia has undergone a dramatic 

transformation. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the newly renamed Communist 

Party of the Russian Federation (KPRF) has come to serve as a loyal opposition party 

within Russia’s new political system, the Stalinist command economy has been replaced 

with a new market economy, and many Russian citizens have chosen to venture outside 

of their home country in search of a better life. On the surface, it thus appears as if most 

people view the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics as an extinct governing entity. Yet if 

one tours the streets of any major city in Russia today, they can see that pieces of the old 

USSR remain very much alive. The vast majority of Russia’s population still resides in 

Soviet-era apartment units. City districts to this day are named after Sergey Kirov, Felix 

Dzerzhinsky, Kliment Voroshilov, and other prominent Soviet historical figures. Statues 

of Vladimir Lenin and grandiose memorials commemorating the Soviet Union’s victory 

in the Second World War remain standing. And although the Marxian ideal of “from each 

according to his abilities, to each according to his needs” appears to ring quite hollow, 

many nonetheless express feelings of admiration towards the Soviet Union. In my 

observance of such features, I pose the following research question: To what extent does 

the Russian citizenry yearn for the USSR today, and why do some Russian citizens long 

for a return to the Soviet Union? 

 

Yearning for the USSR 
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The idea for this dissertation originated in the summer of 2008 when I first 

traveled to the city of Volgograd (formerly known as Stalingrad). As an aspiring political 

scientist who is married to a native Russian citizen, it has become a family tradition of 

ours to travel to a new city each time we visit Russia. In 2008, my wife (an ethnic Tatar 

from Kazan) along with my teenage nephew accompanied me on a trip to Volgograd. I 

thought that traveling to the city once named after Iosif Stalin would help me conjure up 

an interesting topic for my dissertation. The journey was grueling. The summer heat was 

overbearing, our train was jam-packed with travelers, and the ride to Volgograd lasted a 

full day. 

Although the city does not measure up to the likes of Moscow or St. Petersburg in 

terms of history or culture, Volgograd is a must-see for Russia enthusiasts. Upon arrival, 

I distinctly remember feeling that the city seemed to be “stuck” in the past. By design, 

Volgograd seeks to impress upon visitors its significance not simply in Russian history 

but in a world context. As one walks the streets and observes the still-standing World 

War II-era residencies aside a voluminous spectrum of tanks, planes, bullet-riddled 

buildings, and monuments to the heroic defenders in the Battle of Stalingrad (1942-

1943), one cannot help but feel the city’s attachment to the Soviet past. Volgograd thus 

stands as a modern day version of Carthage, but with one crucial difference; the 

defenders here won, staving off the Soviet regime’s downfall, or at least for the next few 

decades. To this day, the city serves as a testament, not simply to Russia’s importance in 

an historical sense, but to the lasting imprint which Stalingrad has made in shaping the 

contours of the international system. 
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The main tourist attraction in Volgograd is the Mamayev Kurgan battlefield 

complex, a massive geographical clearing titled after the Grand Prince of Moscow 

Dmitry Donskoy’s victory over the Golden Horde under Mamai’s command at the Battle 

of Kulikovo in 1380. Yet a great deal of heavy fighting also took place on this very same 

spot during the Battle of Stalingrad. As visitors ascend the gargantuan complex, they are 

greeted by a variety of statues and murals commemorating the Soviet Union’s victory 

over Nazi Germany in the Great Patriotic War (1941-1945). At the summit, one comes 

face-to-face with the colossal statue “The Motherland is Calling” (Rodina Mat’ Zovët!). 

Upon reaching the statue, I decided to take a photograph of it from underneath, with the 

intention of capturing the view from the ground. While doing so, my wife took notice and 

said, “Why are you taking this picture? No one will know what it is from this angle.” My 

wife then paused, “Well, maybe some people will know what it is…maybe the older 

generation…maybe those who really love and miss the Soviet Union, they will know for 

sure what it is.” Upon hearing these words, the idea of Russians’ longing for the USSR 

entered into my mind. Over the course of the next few weeks, my thoughts honed in 

around a particular topic for my dissertation: feelings of nostalgia for the Soviet Union. 

 Perhaps the most interesting aspect of nostalgia as it is discussed in political 

science is that it has yet to be adequately defined. Scholars commonly reference nostalgia 

in studies concerning post-Soviet Russia, but only in a passive manner. For instance, 

Mendelson and Gerber (2005-2006) argue that Soviet nostalgia is somehow hindering 

Russia’s democratic prospects. Yet nowhere in their work here do they actually define 

this concept. Instead, much of their analysis focuses on how Stalin is remembered today, 

popular opinions on democracy and authoritarianism, and how U.S. developmental aid 
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should be better targeted to promote the spread of democratic values (particularly among 

the youth).
3
 Similarly, in discussing how Russians interpret the Stalinist period, Sherlock 

(2011) argues that Soviet nostalgia is not widespread among the youth today. Yet 

although he cites survey findings to which he directs his audience’s attention, Sherlock 

merely brushes over the topic of nostalgia. Instead, his work (similar to Mendelson and 

Gerber) on “Russian attitudes about the Soviet past” focuses on how Russians view Stalin 

today and how the Russian government addresses the Stalinist period.
4
 Lastly, certain 

scholars claim to know why Soviet nostalgia flourishes in Russia, though they have yet to 

actually conduct an extensive study on this phenomenon. As the following quote reveals, 

Way (2011) argues that feelings of Soviet nostalgia have contributed to the reassertion of 

authoritarianism in Russia and serve as a support for the current ruling regime: 

 

In the early 1990s, public opinion throughout the former Soviet Union was seized by 

hatred of communism, which citizens associated with empty shelves, shoddy products, 

and geriatric leaders. A few years of economic collapse and hyperinflation changed all 

that, turning the communist era into something remembered much more fondly as a time 

of stable expectations, guaranteed benefits, and global power. Such nostalgia has been 

one source of support for Vladimir Putin in Russia.
5
 

 

In analyzing Way’s argument, he seemingly implies that Soviet nostalgia is a 

widespread phenomenon, originating from the socioeconomic difficulties of the 1990s 

and the loss of Russia’s “global power” status. Yet Way offers no evidence to support 

any of his claims. Furthermore, Way contends that Soviet nostalgia enhances the 

legitimacy of the Russian government. But if Russians truly yearn for a return to the 

                                                           
3
 Sarah E. Mendelson and Theodore P. Gerber, “Soviet Nostalgia: An Impediment to Russian 

Democratization,” The Washington Quarterly Vol. 29, No. 1 (Winter 2005-2006): 83-96. 
4
 Thomas Sherlock, “Confronting the Stalinist Past: The Politics of Memory in Russia,” The Washington 

Quarterly Vol. 34, No. 2 (Spring 2011): 93-109. 
5
 Lucan Way, “The Lessons of 1989,” Journal of Democracy Vol. 22, No. 4 (Oct. 2011): 22. 
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Soviet past, then how do such feelings serve as a “source of support” for the government 

today? In summary, in taking all of these points into consideration, if the phenomenon of 

Soviet nostalgia is not initially defined as a concept, then social scientists will continue to 

issue unsubstantiated arguments about its supposed origins, processes, and consequences. 

So, what is nostalgia? In referencing Boym (2001), I conceptualize nostalgia for 

the purposes of this dissertation as a type of feeling which emphasizes a return to a 

specific “place” or “time” from the past.
6
 More specifically, Boym says the following:  

 

At first glance, nostalgia is a longing for a place, but actually it is a yearning for a 

different time…In a broader sense, nostalgia is rebellion against the modern idea of time, 

the time of history and progress. The nostalgic desires to obliterate history and turn it into 

private or collective mythology, to revisit time like space, refusing to surrender to the 

irreversibility of time...
7 

 

Boym characterizes nostalgia as a “rebellion against the modern idea of time” and 

as a “side effect of the teleology of progress.”
8
 With this definition in mind, nostalgia 

entails both a “positive” appraisal of the past (influenced by memories and recollections) 

and a negative appraisal of the present (resulting from comparing the difficulties of the 

present to a rather idealized depiction of the past).
9
 In speaking of an idealized past, 

Davis notes that “…nostalgic feeling is almost never infused with those sentiments we 

commonly think of as negative…”
10

 This is so because feelings of nostalgia tend to 

originate in response to some “abrupt social change” which, in turn, causes uncertainty 

about the future to thrive. Davis thus argues that “untoward major historic events” cause 

                                                           
6
 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001), xv. Boym also defines 

nostalgia as “…a longing for a home that no longer exists or has never existed” (xiii). 
7
 Ibid., xv. 

8
 Ibid., xiii, 10. 

9
 Fred Davis, Yearning for Yesterday: A Sociology of Nostalgia (New York: Free Press, 1979), 9-16, 101-

103. 
10

 Ibid., 14. 
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people to experience “identity discontinuity.”
11

 Consequently, the inherent purpose of 

nostalgia is to strengthen people’s former sense of confidence within themselves: 

 

…the nostalgic evocation of some past state of affairs always occurs in the context of 

present fears, discontents, anxieties, or uncertainties…and…it is these emotions and 

cognitive states that pose the threat of identity discontinuity…that nostalgia seeks, by 

marshaling our psychological resources for continuity, to abort or, at the very least, 

deflect.
12

 

 

Nostalgia is part of a process whereby uncertain individuals undergo what Peters 

(1985) refers to as “individuation.”
13

 That said, it is important to emphasize that, in 

quoting Nadkarni and Shevchenko (2004), “…a sense of break from the past is necessary 

for nostalgia to exist…”
14

 Hence, some clear distinction must spring up, delineating the 

past from the present, in order for feelings of nostalgia to flourish. As an example, in 

discussing the “logic of nostalgic desire” as it applies to the Soviet past in the “post-

socialist” world, Nadkarni and Shevchenko posit that the roots of this phenomenon stem 

from a general disenchantment with the “fantasy” world of the West that never 

materialized in many of the countries of the former Soviet Union.
15

 In this sense, it is 

rather simple to ascertain as to when this phenomenon came into existence (since Soviet 

nostalgia could not have existed prior to the collapse of the USSR). Therefore, nostalgia 

for the Soviet past as it applies in Russia today entails a comparison between the 

socioeconomic and/or sociopolitical system that once existed in Russia (or the Russian 

                                                           
11

 With regards to “identity discontinuity,” see Davis, Yearning for Yesterday, 32-39, 44-50. For more on 

what Davis refers to as “untoward major historic events and abrupt social changes,” see 101-103. 
12

 Ibid., 34-35. For more on how nostalgia serves as a “psychological or emotional prop,” see Dominic 

Boyer, “From Algos to Autonomous: Nostalgic Eastern Europe as Postimperial Mania,” in Post-

Communist Nostalgia, eds. Maria Todorova and Zsuzsa Gille (New York: Berghahn Books, 2010), 18-19. 
13

 Roderick Peters. “Reflections on the Origin and Aim of Nostalgia,” Journal of Analytical Psychology 

Vol. 30, No. 2 (Apr. 1985): 144-145. 
14

 Maya Nadkarni and Olga Shevchenko, “The Politics of Nostalgia: A Case for Comparative Analysis of 

Post-Socialist Practices,” Ab Imperio Vol. 2 (2004): 493. 
15

 Ibid., 494-496. 
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Soviet Federative Socialist Republic) and the socioeconomic and/or sociopolitical system 

now in place. Bearing this in mind, Nadkarni and Shevchenko argue that Soviet nostalgia 

possesses a political significance in that it serves “…as a critique of the present and of 

capitalist triumphalism that would discard the legacies of socialism wholesale…”
16

 Yet 

what are these “legacies” of which they speak? What is it about the USSR that makes 

Russians yearn for it today? What is it about post-Soviet Russia that merits popular 

criticism and so causes ordinary Russians to long for a previous era? 

 

Nostalgia in Theory 

 

In the following quote, Rosen (1975) summarizes the evolution of the 

phenomenon of nostalgia, tracing its origins from the seventeenth century to the modern 

era: 

 

Nostalgia, a psychopathological condition affecting individuals who are uprooted, whose 

social contacts are fragmented, who are isolated and who feel totally frustrated and 

alienated, was first described in the 17
th
 century and was a problem of considerable 

interest to physicians in the 18
th
 and 19

th
 centuries. By the 20

th
 century it seemed to have 

disappeared, but reappeared under other labels.
17

 

 

 “Nostalgia” was first coined by a physician named Johannes Hofer in 1678 in 

Basel. Upon studying the reports of several human subjects who exhibited certain 

symptoms (such as “a continuing melancholy, incessant thinking of home, disturbed 

sleep or insomnia, weakness, loss of appetite, anxiety, cardiac palpitation, stupor, and 

                                                           
16

 Ibid., 494-498. 
17

 George Rosen, “Nostalgia: A ‘Forgotten’ Psychological Disorder,” Psychological Medicine Vol. 5, No. 4 

(Nov. 1975): 340. 
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fever”) along with his analysis of Swiss soldiers, Hofer “invented” the term by combining 

the Greek words “nostos” and “algia,” characterizing it as a “disease” of the brain.
18

 In 

discussing this pathogen, Hofer offered his own assessment on who would be most 

susceptible to contracting this illness: 

 

The persons most susceptible to this disease are young people living in foreign lands, and 

among them especially those who at home lead a very secluded life and have almost no 

social intercourse. When such individuals…come among other peoples, they are unable 

to accustom themselves to any foreign manners and way of life…They are apprehensive 

and find pleasure only in sweet thoughts of the fatherland until the foreign country 

becomes repugnant to them, or suffering various inconveniences they think night and day 

of returning to their native land and when prevented from so doing, they fall ill.
19

 

 

 Over the course of the next century, Hofer’s work was evaluated by other 

physicians (one who seemingly criticized his thesis because he perceived it as an affront 

to Swiss soldiers and thus instead attributed contraction of the disease to a change in 

“atmospheric pressure”).
20

 Others improved upon Hofer’s work by positing that nostalgia 

could affect other nations besides the Swiss. Studies on nostalgia in France and Great 

Britain around the late eighteenth century essentially endorsed Hofer’s classification of 

this phenomenon as a disease which could be contracted by anyone (though particularly 

soldiers serving outside of their home country) who experienced some type of “forced 

removal from an accustomed milieu associated with a sudden rupture of emotional 

attachments,” thereby “giving rise to an acute feeling of isolation and powerlessness…”
21

 

                                                           
18

 Ibid., 340-342. 
19

 As cited in Rosen (1975), 341: “Hofer, J., Diss. de nostalgia, Basel, 1678. Reprinted in Herrn Albrecht 

Hallers Samlung academischer Streit-schriften die Geschicte und Heilung der Krankheiten betreffend. In 

einen vollstandigen Auszug gebracht und mit Anmerkungen versehen, Lorenz Crell, Von D. Helmstedt, 

verlegts Johann Heinrich Kuhnlin, 1779, vol. 1, pp. 182-183.” In reference to Hofer’s dissertation, Rosen 

states that “All quotations are taken from the German text of 1779” (352). 
20

 Rosen (1975): 343. 
21

 Ibid., 346. 
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Yet sometime during the next century the association of nostalgia with pathology began 

to lessen. In turn, the scholarly discourse on this topic changed, in light of that the cause 

of nostalgia began to be perceived as dealing less (though still to some extent) with the 

“forced removal” from a particular location and more with the loss of a particular way of 

life. Rosen cites the works of Begin (1834) and Jessen (1841) in emphasizing this point in 

the following quote: 

 

Those who have not achieved such a state of independence are very closely linked to 

their social and physical environment in which their feelings and ideas are firmly rooted. 

Removal of such individuals from their native situation is therefore not simply a loss of 

external objects, but an uprooting from everything with which they have been linked and 

which has given life direction and made it meaningful. When this displacement occurs, 

such a person loses a large part of the self and develops nostalgia.
22

 

 

Rosen also cites Haspel’s (1873) work in discrediting the theoretical notion that 

the presence of nostalgia is related to the “forced removal” from a particular location, 

because technological advancements have served to “decrease sharp differences in 

customs and behavior between regions and countries.”
23

 Additionally, the classification 

of nostalgia as a disease started losing credibility during the nineteenth century as 

scholars started conceptualizing it as an incurable malady related to a longing for 

childhood. Starobinski (1966), in referencing Kant (1798), highlights this point in saying: 

 

For the Romantics, nostalgia was a disease which could neither be cured nor assuaged. In 

the eighteenth century, doctors stated plainly that it would be cured by returning to one’s 

native land. This was too simple. The nostalgic did not stop eating his heart out; the 

wound did not heal…Kant has given a subtle interpretation to this irrational desire: what 

a person wishes to recover is not so much the actual place where he passed his childhood 

but his youth itself. He is not straining toward something which he can repossess, but 

toward an age which is forever beyond his reach. Back in his native land, he is still 
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unhappy, for he finds that people and things no longer conform to his idea of what they 

used to be.
24

 

 

Despite it being initially thought of as a contagious and potentially fatal disease, 

instances of doctors reporting “cases of nostalgia” began to diminish with the 

concomitant improvements made in the fields of “pathological anatomy and 

bacteriology” throughout the nineteenth century. Hence, the scholarly community 

eventually relegated the phenomenon of nostalgia to the scientific realm of psychiatry.
25

 

In interpreting Hofer’s thesis, Starobinski (whose own work traces the evolution 

of nostalgia from being perceived as a curable disease during the eighteenth century to 

that of a psychological disorder concerning the “loss of childhood” today) attributes the 

“deprivation” of a maternal figure of some kind as the root cause of feelings of nostalgia: 

 

Why, Johannes Hofer asked himself, are the young Swiss so frequently inclined to 

nostalgia when they go abroad? Obviously because many of them have never left home 

before, have never been forced to establish themselves within a foreign milieu. It is hard 

for them to forget the loving care with which their mothers surrounded them…The 

modern psychologist should be thankful to Johannes Hofer for understanding straight off 

the role of this deprivation: the loss of childhood, of “oral satisfactions,” of motherly 

coaxing.
26

 

 

 Starobinski eruditely states that “it is not the uprooting which causes trouble; it is 

rather the conflict between the exigencies of integration into the adult world and the 

temptation to conserve the unique status of the child.”
27

 Furthermore, Starobinski 

contends that psychiatrists no longer treat nostalgia as a “disease” but rather as a 
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“reaction” to the changing contours within a society. Today, psychiatrists “no longer 

underline the desire to return but, on the contrary, the failure of adaptation.”
28

 

 

Soviet Nostalgia 

 

More than twenty years have passed since the USSR succumbed to collapse. 

Aside from whether Russians ultimately welcomed the Soviet Union’s demise, many 

seemingly long for it today. On this point, a series of surveys have been conducted in 

Russia in an effort to uncover the manner in which Russians reflect on the Soviet Union. 

Accordingly, recent findings by Levada (2005) indicate that a sizable portion of Russians 

continues to both express regret over the Soviet collapse and identify themselves as 

“Soviet” citizens.
29

 In 2009, the Levada Analytical Center also found that approximately 

60% of its survey respondents expressed feelings of regret over the Soviet collapse. That 

said, only sixteen percent supported the restoration of the USSR “to its original form.”
30

 

Survey research conducted by the New Russia Barometer (NRB) in 2005 also revealed 

that 58% of respondents were opposed to a return to Communism.
31

 Herein lies 

somewhat of a puzzle, for such results indicate that although many Russians yearn for the 

USSR today, they do not want Russia to revert to Communism either. Why is this so? 

Perhaps a portion of Russia’s citizens remain Soviets at heart because they have 

yet to redefine their identities (defined by Hale (2004) as “the set(s) of points of personal 
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reference on which people rely to navigate the social world they inhabit”)
32

 by embracing 

new values and emotionally distancing themselves from the Soviet past. So, how then 

have Russia’s citizens responded to their newfound social environment? Interestingly, 

scholarly research shows that most Russians have not sought to make a drastic break with 

their recent history. White, McAllister, and Feklyunina’s (2010) survey research shows 

that a majority of respondents in Belarus, Ukraine, and Russia either “seldom” or “never” 

identify themselves as Europeans, thus implying that not everyone in the former Soviet 

Union has chosen to embrace Western values and ideals. Additionally, Russians 

(specifically in comparison to Byelorussians and Ukrainians) express the most regret over 

the collapse of the Soviet Union and the strongest support for the formation of a unitary 

Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS).
33

 Similarly, McFaul (2003) contends that 

although support for democracy, markets, and the West tends to divide along generational 

lines in Russia with the youth expressing the highest levels of support (since they became 

“politically aware” after the fall of Communism), this demographic does not regularly 

participate in politics. Thus, McFaul warns that “…Russia’s transition from Communism 

is far from complete.”
34

 Yet why is this so? Although such studies yield many interesting 

findings, they fail to explain why many Russians hold such views vis-à-vis the USSR, 

Communism, and the West today. 

Recently, several academic studies have been conducted on the topic of Soviet 

nostalgia. Unfortunately, however, such studies do not offer much in the way of a 

convincing explanation as to why a considerable portion of Russia’s citizens feel 
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nostalgia for the Soviet Union. Nikolayenko’s (2008) study on Russia and Ukraine shows 

that Russians tend to view the Soviet collapse more negatively than Ukrainians. Yet upon 

conducting surveys in several Russian cities (Moscow, Tula, and Rostov-on-Don) and 

Ukrainian cities (Kiev, Lviv, and Donetsk), Nikolayenko finds Soviet nostalgia levels to 

be highest in Donetsk and Tula and lowest in Lviv and Moscow, respectively. In her 

efforts to explain such findings, Nikolayenko conducted interviews in all of these cities. 

Overall, although her argument that Soviet nostalgia adheres to a regional logic in 

Ukraine (with low levels in the West and high levels in the East) is quite convincing, 

Nikolayenko does not provide much of an explanation for the variation found in Russia.
35

 

Similarly, White’s (2010) study seeks to gauge the extent to which Russians 

harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia today. His results show that although a majority of 

Russians regret the Soviet collapse, they also view certain features of the USSR (such as 

its lack of respect for “human rights,” “excessive” bureaucratization, and “economic 

stagnation”) negatively. In addition, White argues that certain demographics (the elderly 

and the poor) are likely to harbor the strongest feelings of nostalgia. Yet it remains 

unclear as to why such people feel this way vis-à-vis the USSR.
36

 Hence, although such 

studies provide a general understanding of the extent to which Russians harbor feelings 

of Soviet nostalgia (as well as who in Russia tends to hold such views), academics have 

yet to account for what specifically is causing some to feel this way. 
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In setting nostalgia aside, some scholars outside of the political science discipline 

posit that the reason why many Russians choose to not disassociate themselves with the 

Soviet Union is because they do not wish to revise their respective understandings of 

their earlier lives. Accordingly, Khazanov (2008) argues that Russians seem to suffer 

from some type of amnesia when it comes to the Soviet past. On this point, although the 

Kremlin over the past two decades has sought to rewrite the history of the USSR in a 

particular light, many Russians choose to accept this interpretation because they do not 

seek to question the “dark sides” of their identity.
37

 Adler (2005) issues a similar 

argument: 

 

For many Russians, coming to terms with the nation’s past requires reassessing the 

meaning of their personal past, and that can be wrenching. For the older generation, so 

much of the meaning of their lives was intertwined with the goals and aspirations of the 

Party that recognizing how badly things turned out would be especially unsettling.
38

 

 

In general, such arguments emphasize the notion that nostalgics “selectively” 

recall history, for feelings of Soviet nostalgia can only flourish if Russian citizens are 

discontent with the status quo.
39

 That said, Khazanov and Adler do not discuss the 

concept of Soviet nostalgia in any great detail. 

Other scholars contend that Soviet nostalgia flourishes in Russia because of a 

yearning for the lost values of the past. In discussing how the collapse of the USSR 

turned out to be “unsurprising” to the Soviet populace (despite that ordinary people never 
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anticipated such an event), Yurchak (2006) tangentially discusses what he believes to be 

fueling feelings of Soviet nostalgia today: 

 

…for great number of Soviet citizens, many of the fundamental values, ideals, and 

realities of socialist life (such as equality, community, selflessness, altruism, friendship, 

ethical relations, safety, education, work, creativity, and concern for the future) were of 

genuine importance…An undeniable constitutive part of today’s phenomenon of “post-

Soviet nostalgia”…is the longing for the very real humane values, ethics, friendships, and 

creative possibilities that the reality of socialism afforded…and that were as irreducibly 

part of the everyday life of socialism as were the feelings of dullness and alienation.
40

 

 

Similarly, in discussing how Russians have come to embrace the “patriotism of 

despair” through a “language of trauma” and collectively identify as a “community of 

loss,” Oushakine (2009) speaks of Soviet nostalgia in terms of a longing for past values, 

particularly among those who came of age around the time of the collapse and the early 

1990s: 

 

Nostalgic feelings, predictably, are decreasing among younger generations, yet they are 

still very prominent among those who have been shaped in the 1990s, both during and by 

the collapse of the USSR. The generations that ended up in between are already 

determining the country’s cultural development and will increasingly influence its 

political agenda as well. Their investment in the past should not be misread, though. Most 

of these children of reform have no illusions about state socialism, and they have learned 

their lessons about purges, repressions, and the gulag. But they have also experienced 

their own share of the Soviet experiment, associated mostly with the Politburo’s elderly 

members rather than with Stalin’s iron fist. Their socialism was more domestic than 

political, and their Soviet legacy is one of the very few sources through which they can 

explain, if not understand, the historical forces that so dramatically split their lives into 

Soviet and post-Soviet segments.
41

 

 

Again, however, the main drawback to these works (which tangentially touch 

upon Soviet nostalgia) is that they fail to define nostalgia as a concept. Furthermore, 
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some scholars who actually offer a definition do not adequately define the concept. To 

serve as an example, Munro (2006) delineates nostalgia from any attempt or desire to 

“restore” the past, thereby restricting nostalgia’s definition to a “longing” for the past: 

 

Nostalgia may be defined as a positive view of the past regime, based on a holistic 

evaluation of its faults and merits. It should be distinguished from reaction – a desire to 

return to the status quo ante. In the Russian context, this means returning to the 

Communist regime, or to a feasible reincarnation of it. Reaction is a more extreme 

position than nostalgia, and it is also more “action oriented.” While one can point to the 

past regime and express approval without taking any view on what is to be done now, the 

reactionary starts from the present situation and wants to go back. He or she expresses a 

preparedness to see through the trauma of a second regime change, in order to be rid of 

the present system.
42

 

 

I disagree with this definition because such wording significantly reduces the 

scope of studying this phenomenon. Instead, in order to gauge the extent to which a 

society feels nostalgia for the past, it is necessary to analyze various “aspects” of 

nostalgia, with some focusing on the “nostos” or “return home” element and others 

emphasizing the “algia” or “longing” element.
43

 In this sense, I concur with Boym in 

saying that nostalgia consists of different “tendencies,” particularly of the “restorative” 

and “reflective” varieties: 

 

Restorative nostalgia puts emphasis on nostos and proposes to rebuild the lost home and 

patch up the memory gaps. Reflective nostalgia dwells in algia, in longing and loss, the 

imperfect process of remembrance.
44

 

 

The scholarly community thus needs to focus on analyzing various “aspects” of 

Soviet nostalgia which highlight both the “restorative” and “reflective” elements of this 
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phenomenon at the aggregate level. Accordingly, I argue on behalf of assessing the 

pervasiveness of the following “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia: feelings of regret over the 

Soviet collapse; feelings of pride and shame vis-à-vis the USSR; feelings on the 

restoration of the Soviet Union; and feelings on a return to rule by the Communist 

Party.
45

 That said, in order to uncover why Russian citizens harbor feelings of Soviet 

nostalgia, I further argue that scholars must come to acquire a nuanced understanding of 

the social, economic, and political features of ordinary life in Soviet times; scientifically 

assess such features in comparison to the social, economic, and political features of 

ordinary life in post-Soviet Russia; gain an appreciation as to how Russian citizens 

conceptualize and remember the most consequential periods of the Soviet past; and 

acknowledge that the causal mechanism of Soviet nostalgia may be multidimensional in 

nature, before issuing any scientific proclamations.
46

 

 

Hypotheses 

 

 To what extent and why do citizens of the Russian Federation harbor feelings of 

nostalgia towards the Soviet Union today? In my attempt to answer this research 

question, I propose seven hypotheses. In terms of formulating my hypotheses, I drew 

upon what I consider to be the three primary features of the nostalgic experience. First, in 

order for nostalgia to flourish, this phenomenon must be preceded by the occurrence of 

some “abrupt social change.” Such an even must have been very significant, in terms of 
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causing people to feel significant uncertainty.
47

 Second, the occurrence of an “abrupt 

social change” must, in turn, initiate “a sense of break from the past” so that people come 

to perceive the commencement of a new era in time. Thus, the change in the ordering of a 

given environment (be it social, economic, and/or political) must be stark, for “collective 

nostalgia” cannot flourish without the widespread existence of a perceived differential in 

terms of the past and the present.
48

 Lastly, the sense that one cannot return to the past 

must be pervasive. Nostalgia in this context implies a sense of the “impossibility of 

mythical return,” in that although people long for the past they know that the past cannot 

be experienced anew.
49

 

 Based upon such an understanding of the main features of this phenomenon, I 

drew upon a variety of sources from several disciplines in formulating seven hypotheses. 

Generally speaking, the collapse of the Soviet Union set the stage for feelings of Soviet 

nostalgia to flourish. Yet such a statement does not tell us what Russians long for in 

terms of the past. Hence, my hypotheses seek to account for what Russians miss about 

the Soviet Union today. 

 

Superpower Hypothesis: 

 

1) Russian citizens tend to harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia for a previous era in which 

the Soviet Union served as a superpower in the international system of states. 

 

For my first hypothesis, I seek to test whether feelings of Soviet nostalgia are 

related to the Soviet Union’s former superpower status in the international system during 
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the latter half of the twentieth century. Ever since the collapse of the Soviet Union, 

Western policymakers have expressed concern over Russia’s revanchist tendencies.
50

 

President Vladimir Putin’s own words have also sometimes helped fuel speculations, for 

in April of 2005 in an address to the Federal Assembly, Putin was quoted as saying that 

“…the collapse of the Soviet Union was a major geopolitical disaster of the century.”
51

 

Since the occurrence of the 2008 Russia-Georgia War (a conflict between Moscow and 

Tbilisi over the territories of Abkhazia and South Ossetia which lasted for five days), 

some academics has stressed that Russia now stands as a resurgent power with imperialist 

aims. Nodia (2009) argues that the reason behind Russia’s military actions stems from the 

desire on behalf of the Kremlin to restore Russia’s former great power status: 

 

The concept of nationalism mostly brings to mind small nations striving for independence 

from larger ones. But big-nation nationalism is no less important, even if many 

contemporary analysts of international relations fail to gauge its significance…But great-

power nationalism is about participation in determining the world order, about having a 

voice in setting international norms. It is about the recognition not merely of sovereignty, 

but of greatness. Failure to attain such recognition leads to deep feelings of 

resentment…The syndrome is mostly characteristic of nations that once had, but have 

now lost, great power status. Russia is one of the most conspicuous cases of great-power 

resentment.
52

 

 

Nodia further contends that “For Russia…the 1990s…were a time when the 

nation lost its superpower status,” while “…the Soviet era in fact marked the peak of 

Russia’s global influence – a point that it had never reached before and will probably 

never reach again.”
53

 Based upon such reasoning, perhaps ordinary Russians feel 
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nostalgia for the Soviet Union today because they long for the days in which Russia 

served as a great power in the international system.
54

 In formulating this hypothesis, I 

thus sought to determine the extent to which the USSR’s former global stature plays a 

role in influencing popular perceptions of it today. Assuming that my hypothesis is valid, 

I would expect to see little or no variation in terms of feelings of nostalgia among 

Russian citizens. 

 

Age/Socialization Hypothesis: 

 

2) Elderly Russian citizens tend to harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia, whereas young 

Russian citizens do not tend to harbor any feelings of nostalgia towards the Soviet Union. 
 

For my second hypothesis, I seek to test whether feelings of Soviet nostalgia are 

more pervasive among the elderly than the youth. Generally speaking, I contend that the 

time frame in which Russian citizens came of age politically influences how they, in turn, 

look upon the Soviet Union today. Although it is difficult to approximate when someone 

attains “political consciousness” in the sense that they come to view the governing entity 

that exerts authority over them as legitimate, I posit that most Russian citizens who were 

born either prior to or during the early post-Stalinist era received state-sponsored political 

indoctrination via schooling and (as a result of this process) continue to view the USSR 

as such.
55

 Consequently, those Russian citizens who were born during the late-Soviet era 
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or after the collapse of the USSR likely do not hold such political views vis-à-vis the 

Soviet Union today on account of when they attained “political consciousness.”
56

 

 Pop-Eleches and Tucker (2012) posit that the socialization process may play a 

significant role in terms of shaping ordinary citizens’ political values and preferences: 

  

First, it may be the case that being educated under communist rule leads – on average – to 

individuals developing a different set of political preferences from people who are not 

educated under communist rule. If we then subscribe to the idea that political 

preferences…take hold during one’s adolescent or early adult years and then rarely waver 

from that starting point, then we might expect to see a very different set of attitudes from 

citizens who came of age (i.e. were educated) under communist rule than those who did 

not…To put this most starkly, we might expect that someone who came of political age 

in Moscow under Stalinism in the early 1950s to have been socialized into somewhat 

different political preferences than someone who came of age under Mikhail Gorbachev’s 

perestroika.
57

 

 

Moreover, Sherlock cites survey findings which essentially show that the Russian 

youth do not harbor feelings of nostalgia for the USSR.
58

 Perhaps the youth then do not 

harbor such feelings because they attained their respective “political consciousness” 

either during the reformist period of the late-Soviet era or after the end of Soviet rule. 

Relatedly, another factor may influence feelings of Soviet nostalgia among the 

elderly today: the opportunities (or lack thereof) made available to such people in Russia. 

In his study on how Russians view the Soviet past, Ohan (2008) notes: 
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In the 1990s, older Russians enjoyed a sense of optimism that greater freedoms means 

greater opportunities. Those Russians – now pensioners – consider themselves abandoned 

by the political apparatus. They, therefore, look to an ideal past which they defend.
59

 

 

Thus, perhaps the elderly are nostalgic for the USSR because they long for a 

return to a pervious era in which the values and beliefs which were instilled within them 

still carry significance. Or perhaps such people harbor feelings of nostalgia for the Soviet 

past because they, in the words of Boyer (2010) have “…lived half their lives in a state-

imposed stasis…”
60

 and now must contend with living the remainder of their lives in an 

altogether new economic and political system which they do not fully comprehend. In 

formulating this hypothesis, I thus seek to determine the extent to which a differentiation 

exists with respect to feelings of Soviet nostalgia between elderly and young Russians. 

Assuming that my hypothesis is valid, I would expect for feelings of Soviet nostalgia to 

be pervasive among the elderly and considerably lesser (or nonexistent) among the youth. 

 

Income Hypothesis: 

 

3) Poor Russian citizens tend to harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia, whereas wealthy 

Russian citizens do not tend to harbor feelings of nostalgia towards the Soviet Union. 

 

For my third hypothesis, I seek to test whether feelings of Soviet nostalgia are 

related to financial status. In socioeconomic terms, I posit that Russian citizens who 

harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia do so because of their relatively low income standing. 

Other scholars claim that Russia’s haphazard economic transformation from socialism to 
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capitalism stirred feelings of nostalgia during the 1990s.
61

 Additionally, Pop-Eleches and 

Tucker argue, “…it is conceivable that differences in political attitudes and behavior are 

primarily driven by the economic and political outputs which citizens of different 

countries get to observe,”
62

 thus alluding to the notion that former Soviet citizens may not 

support their respective post-Communist governments on account of the substandard 

“economic outputs” provided to them today. Despite Russia’s recent economic rebound, 

the country is still wrestling with a variety of socioeconomic problems. On this matter, 

Yarett (2009) contends that since the time of the Soviet collapse, Russia’s population has 

contracted from approximately 147 to 142 million people. Russia’s “economically active 

population” has sharply declined since the 1990s, and the country has also 

simultaneously experienced a substantial increase in recorded crimes (up from 2.76 to 

3.21 million) over the same period.
63

 Overall, such findings lead me to posit that difficult 

economic conditions in Russia may be causing feelings of Soviet nostalgia to flourish. In 

formulating this hypothesis, I seek to determine the extent to which Russian citizens 

harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia today as a result of how they have fared economically 

over the course of Russia’s transition to a market economy. Assuming that my hypothesis 

is valid, I would expect to see feelings of Soviet nostalgia to be more pervasive among 

financially insecure Russians and considerably lesser (or nonexistent) among wealthy 

Russians. 

 

Public Services Hypothesis: 
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4) Russian citizens who were more content with the provision of public services in Soviet 

times than public services provisions in Russia today are more likely to be nostalgic for 

the Soviet Union. 

 

For my fourth hypothesis, I seek to test whether feelings of Soviet nostalgia are 

related to contemporary living standards in Russia. Accordingly, I posit that Russian 

citizens harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia today because they have become disillusioned 

with the transition to a market economy and wish to return to a previous era in which the 

state provided the population with more adequate public services. In discussing living 

standards in Soviet Russia during the Stalinist period, Kotkin (1995) highlights why 

many Soviet citizens found certain aspects of life in the USSR to be rather appealing: 

 

Inside Stalin’s USSR, the appeal of socialism had several layers, including…a broad 

conception of social welfare and a sense of social justice that was built into property 

relations…the USSR under Stalin meant something hopeful. It stood for a new world 

power, founded on laudatory ideals, and backed up by tangible programs and institutions: 

full employment, subsidized prices, paid vacations for workers, child care, health care, 

retirement pensions, education, and the promise of advancement for oneself and one’s 

children.
64

 

 

In formulating this hypothesis, I seek to determine whether Russians’ perceptions 

of Soviet-era living standards (in terms of public service provisions) influence popular 

perceptions of the USSR today. Assuming that my hypothesis is valid, I would thus 

expect to see little to no variation in feelings of Soviet nostalgia among Russian citizens, 

based upon the assumption that many perceive a substantial differential between Soviet 

and post-Soviet living standards (in terms of the overall quality of public services) today. 

 

Nationality Hypothesis: 
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5) Ethnic Russians will be more likely to harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia than ethnic non-

Russians. 

 

For my fifth hypothesis, I seek to test whether feelings of Soviet nostalgia are 

related to nationality. Accordingly, I posit that Russian citizens who harbor feelings of 

nostalgia towards the Soviet Union today do so because of their ethnic affiliation. In 

other words, I posit that ethnic non-Russians are less likely than ethnic Russians to harbor 

feelings of Soviet nostalgia today on account of their nationality. 

 Throughout the history of the Soviet Union, nationalism played a key role in 

helping the Bolsheviks establish the territorial borders or the USSR, as well as instill a 

sense of national consciousness within the various ethnic groups which comprised the 

Soviet peoples.
65

 Yet some scholars maintain that the mobilization of nationalistic 

sentiments during the 1980s contributed to the collapse of the Soviet Union and to further 

calls for independence by certain ASSRs in the Russian Federation.
66

 Certain ethnic 

minorities were also treated unjustly under Soviet rule, particularly during the Stalinist 

period when such groups were subjected to forcible resettlement.
67

 Based upon such 

reasoning, it thus seems plausible that ethnic non-Russians do not harbor feelings of 

Soviet nostalgia today. Hence, in formulating this hypothesis, I seek to determine the 

extent to which feelings of Soviet nostalgia are based along ethnic (i.e. Russian vs. non-
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Russian) lines. Assuming that my hypothesis is valid, I would expect for feelings of 

Soviet nostalgia to be more pervasive among ethnic Russians and less (or nonexistent) 

among ethnic non-Russians. 

 

Military Greatness Hypothesis: 

 

6) Russian citizens tend to harbor feelings of nostalgia for a previous era in which the 

Soviet Union exuded a sense of military greatness. 

 

For my sixth hypothesis, I seek to test whether feelings of Soviet nostalgia are 

related to the remembrance of the Second World War. Specifically, I posit that Russian 

citizens harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia today because they view the USSR’s victory 

over Nazi Germany in the Great Patriotic War as a major historical achievement, thus 

signifying the former military greatness of their country.
68

 Weiner (2001) essentially 

characterizes the Great Patriotic War as the most defining event of the Soviet era: 

 

The “Great Patriotic War”…transformed the Soviet polity physically and symbolically. It 

served to validate the original revolutionary prophecy while at the same time almost 

entirely overshadowing it; it appeared as proof – and perhaps the cause – of both the 

regime’s impotence and its legitimacy…For Soviet citizens, the war was a crucial, 

integral link in the ongoing Bolshevik revolutionary enterprise. The war reinforced key 

institutions of the Soviet system, primarily the socioeconomic order, the endurance of the 

party, and the drive to purge the polity of elements that hindered the desired social and 

political harmony…Within the pantheon of myths that endowed the permanent revolution 

with legitimacy and historical relevance, the Great Patriotic War loomed large.
69
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By the 1980s, however, Tumarkin (1994) argues that the “war cult” as depicted 

by the Soviet regime came under fire during the glasnost’ campaign, thereby causing 

Soviet citizens to endure a traumatic identity reevaluation.
70

 In her work, Tumarkin 

discusses the devastating effects which glasnost’ wrought vis-à-vis the “war cult”: 

 

At the same time, the loss of the war cult was another loss of something familiar, and to 

many citizens, comforting. Once the imposed, standard story of the war had been 

exploded, the public memory of World War II – once envisioned by its managers as a 

unifying, cohesive force – now reflected, and indeed exacerbated, the fragmentation of 

the troubled society at large.
71

 

 

Along this line of thought, Russians may harbor feelings of nostalgia towards the 

Soviet Union not simply because the USSR exemplified military greatness in defeating 

Nazi Germany, but also because the period of the Great Patriotic War is perceived of as a 

time in which Soviet society was united. Hence, perhaps Russians harbor feelings of 

Soviet nostalgia today because of a perceived contrast between the time of the victory in 

the Second World War and the absence of a sense of social unity in Russia today. In 

formulating this hypothesis, I seek to determine what significance the Great Patriotic War 

carries today, as well as the extent to which Russian citizens (particularly those residing 

within federal subjects that witnessed heavy fighting during World War II) harbor 

feelings of nostalgia for the war. Assuming that my hypothesis is valid, I would expect 

for feelings of nostalgia to be most pervasive in such regions of the Russian Federation. 

 

Media Hypothesis: 

                                                           
70

 Nina Tumarkin, The Living and the Dead: The Rise and Fall of the Cult of World War II in Russia (New 

York: Harper Collins, 1994), 158-170. 
71

 Ibid., 225-226. 



30 
 

 

7) Russian citizens tend to harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia on account of the Russian 

government’s propagation of nostalgic sentiments pertaining to the Soviet Union. 

 

Lastly, I seek to test whether a relationship exists between how the Russian 

government (allegedly) portrays the Soviet Union and feelings of Soviet nostalgia among 

Russia’s citizens. Specifically, I posit that Russian citizens harbor feelings of Soviet 

nostalgia because the Kremlin positively portrays the USSR to the general public today. 

 Scholars such as Khazanov maintain that Russian citizens are aware of the horrors 

of the Soviet era, yet they choose to remain “indifferent” about the Soviet past and accept 

a distorted historical interpretation of it instead.
72

 Relatedly, others contend that the 

Russian government seeks to present the Soviet era in a certain light so as to help the 

Kremlin enhance its legitimacy.
73

 Overall, much of the debate concerning this issue 

centers on how the Russian government portrays the history of the Stalinist period. Smith 

(2004) argues that the Putin administration adheres to a “statist approach” with an 

emphasis on “strengthening state power.”
74

 In terms of the Stalinist period, Smith argues: 

 

Putin has not echoed Zyuganov’s praise of Stalin as a great military leader, sincere 

nationalist, or nurturer of Russian culture…But the statist motivation does require 

remembering industrialization and the conduct of World War II at the very least as 

unmitigated successes. While liberals and historians will ask to what extent Stalinist 

policies facilitated or undermined these processes, these questions are to be absent from 

state commemorations of the past.
75
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But does the Russian government seek to propagate nostalgic sentiments among 

the populace? Sherlock contends that “Putin’s efforts to avoid painful historical issues 

during most of his presidency, coupled with the growth of diverse sources of historical 

information, has helped produce ambivalence and indifference toward Stalin, not 

support.”
76

 That said, Mendelson and Gerber (2004) espouse less optimism, arguing 

instead that it is important for Russia’s citizens to learn the full truth concerning the most 

terrible features of the Soviet past so as to prevent the further dismantlement of Russia’s 

fledgling democratic system.
77

 Elsewhere, Mendelson and Gerber discuss how feelings of 

Soviet nostalgia could possibly come to hinder Russia’s political development, 

particularly if the Russian government refuses to emphasize the horrors of the Soviet 

era.
78

 In formulating this hypothesis, I thus seek to determine whether any relationship 

exists between how the Russian government (allegedly) portrays the Soviet Union and 

how Russia’s citizens feel about the USSR today. Assuming that my hypothesis is valid, I 

would expect to see little to no variation in feelings of nostalgia among Russian citizens. 

 

Methodology 

 

In analyzing the phenomenon of nostalgia, political scientists can utilize a variety 

of quantitative and qualitative research tools. For my dissertation, I conducted a multi-

methods study, utilizing all of the following research tools: textual analysis, survey 

research, and field interviews, along with some ethnography within my case studies. 
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Historical Research and Contemporary School Textbooks Analysis 

 

Initially, I conducted a considerable amount of research on the history of the 

Soviet Union (relying mostly on secondary sources based upon archival research that has 

recently been made available) by focusing on the following historical processes: the state-

led collectivization and industrialization drives of the 1930s; the nature of state repression 

throughout the Soviet era; Soviet culture, traditions, and lifestyle; social and political life 

in the Soviet Union; and dissent, ranging from the publication of literary works which 

were initially banned in the USSR to the glasnost’ campaign of the 1980s. In doing so, I 

sought to understand what life was like in Soviet times and how the nature of state-

society relations evolved over the course of the Soviet era. Additionally, I sought to 

identify the major influences (be they social, political, and/or economic in nature) which 

could plausibly engender feelings of Soviet nostalgia to flourish. I also sought to 

comprehend how such influences are commonly depicted in contemporary Western 

scholarship, for purposes of comparison to how Russian citizens incorporate such 

influences into their own recollections of the Soviet past.
79

 

In my efforts to ascertain how the Russian government portrays certain historical 

events of the Soviet era, I analyzed a sampling of four Russian school textbooks, ranging 

in publication dates from 2000 to 2011. I acquired these school textbooks by visiting 

local bookstores in Samara and Kazan. The same textbooks were available during the 
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times of my visits to stores in both of these federal subjects.
80

 I analyzed these textbooks 

with the aim of assessing how the authors depict certain historical events of the Soviet 

era.
81

 

 

Survey Research 

 

To effectively gauge the extent to which Russian citizens harbor feelings of 

Soviet nostalgia today, I contracted with the Levada Analytical Center out of its 

headquarters in Moscow to conduct a nationwide survey on feelings of Soviet nostalgia 

in May of 2012. In terms of stature, the Levada Analytical Center has a strong reputation 

as an independent sociological research organization. My survey consists of 1,604 

participants and includes a nationwide sampling of 130 cities and towns across the 

Russian Federation. Upon receiving my data set, I conducted a variety of statistical and 

regression analyses. 

 

Case Studies, Interviews, and Ethnography 
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My study initially analyzes feelings of Soviet nostalgia from an aggregate 

perspective. Upon examining patterns across the Russian Federation, I thereafter focus on 

three case studies, that being the federal subjects of Samara Oblast, Volgograd Oblast, 

and the Republic of Tatarstan. I do so mainly because while my survey findings reveal 

some interesting correlations, they do not actually show causality. As such, in my efforts 

to uncover the causal mechanism(s) fueling feelings of Soviet nostalgia today, I analyze 

my three case studies. I selected these cases mainly because of my familiarity with their 

respective administrative centers (i.e. Samara, Volgograd, and Kazan) but also because 

these federal subjects differ with respect to their development trajectories, historical 

significances, and ethnic compositions.
82

 Hence, I reasoned that by diversifying my case 

studies along such demographic lines, I would be able to effectively test my hypotheses. 

In regards to my case studies, although the former Kuybyshev was designated as a 

“closed city” during the Cold War, the newly renamed Samara is widely considered to be 

one of the most economically advanced cities in Russia today. Recently, the Kremlin has 

sought to refashion this World War II-era “alternative capital” into a leading commercial 

center, by transforming the city and surrounding areas into a specialized economic zone. 

In contrast, while Volgograd (formerly Stalingrad) remains economically 

underdeveloped, the city nonetheless possesses tremendous historical significance on 

account of that Stalingrad served as the primary battlefield in which the Red Army halted 

the German Wehrmacht’s military advance in the Great Patriotic War. Lastly, despite that 

the Tatar capital has retained its name and title for nearly a thousand years, Kazan has 

                                                           
82

 In terms of ethnic compositions, according to the 2010 All-Russian National Census, Tatars constitute 

approximately 53% of the population in the Republic of Tatarstan, while Russians constitute 39%. See 

“Vserossiĭskaia perepis' naseleniia 2010” (All-Russian Population Census 2010). See also 

http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/new_site/perepis2010/croc/Documents/Vol4/pub-04-09.pdf. 



35 
 

recently undergone a substantial renovation, as evidenced by the construction of a series 

of mosques and Islamic learning centers within this predominantly Muslim federal 

subject. In brief, by utilizing these three cases, my dissertation yields a great amount of 

insight into some of Russia’s most diverse yet largely unexplored regions to date. 

In terms of fieldwork, I conducted seventy interviews with Russian citizens across 

three federal subjects. Specifically, I conducted thirty interviews in the Republic of 

Tatarstan (twenty in October - November 2011, followed by ten in December 2012 - 

January 2013), twenty in Samara Oblast (November 2011), and twenty in Volgograd 

Oblast (March 2012). In terms of recruitment, prospective candidates were initially asked 

by local contacts of mine if they would like to participate in my study by agreeing to sit 

for an interview. Interviews were then scheduled with those who expressed interest to 

take part in my study.
83

 In addition, I utilized the “snow-balling method” for further 

recruitment purposes by asking some of my interviewees if they knew of anyone who 

might want to take part in my study and thereafter repeating this process. Overall, my aim 

in conducting interviews was to acquire a more thorough understanding of the extent to 

which and the reasons why Russian citizens harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia today.
84

 

 To supplement my interviews, I also conducted some ethnographic research. I 

spent approximately three months in-country (consisting of three separate trips to 

Russia). Douglas (1976) contends that social scientists who conduct ethnographic 

research engage in “participant field research,” which “involves some form of natural 
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social interaction with those being studied.”
85

 In my endeavors to uncover the extent to 

which Russian citizens harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia, I thus sought to immerse 

myself within Russian society by partaking in a semi “depth-probe.” Douglas maintains 

that “depth-probes are vital in getting at the deeper, more secret aspects of social life, 

those about which the members often would not talk or possibly even think.”
86

 

Specifically, I sought to observe the extent to which Russian citizens revisit the Soviet 

past through preserving Soviet-era traditions, customs, and linguistic practices (i.e. what 

Kotkin refers to as “speaking Bolshevik.”)
87

 In light of visiting Russia on the eve of the 

2011 Duma elections, shortly after Vladimir Putin’s return to the Presidency in 2012, and 

during the 2013 New Year’s holiday season, I also observed the social, economic, and 

political environments within which Russians subside today. I was able to accomplish all 

of this in a somewhat truncated time frame on account of that I possess a large social 

network of contacts throughout the regions analyzed in this study. 

 

Overview 

 

This dissertation consists of eight chapters. In Chapter Two, I provide an 

explanation as to why the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991. I posit that the nature of the 

Soviet collapse (characterized by the governing styles of Iosif Stalin and Mikhail 
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Gorbachev) alongside Russian President Boris Yeltsin’s inability to manage the various 

challenges of the early post-Soviet era contributed to the establishment of an environment 

conducive for feelings of Soviet nostalgia to flourish. In Chapter Three, I address the 

quantitative-based portion of my research question by analyzing my survey findings. 

Chapters Four, Five, and Six thereafter address the qualitative-based portion of my 

research question. In discussing the case studies of Samara Oblast, Volgograd Oblast, and 

the Republic of Tatarstan, I analyze my fieldwork findings. Chapter Seven addresses 

whether Russian citizens harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia on account of the Russian 

government’s supposed propagation such sentiments via the media and public education 

system. In Chapter Eight, I discuss the theoretical contributions and implications of my 

study. 

 

Summary of Findings 

 

At the outset of this study, I surmised that feelings of Soviet nostalgia would turn 

out to be most varied in Samara Oblast on account of the Kremlin’s recent economic 

modernization drive in this federal subject; most pervasive in Volgograd Oblast on 

account of that this federal subject formerly served as one of the primary battlefields in 

the Great Patriotic War; and least pervasive in the Republic of Tatarstan on account of 

the ethnic makeup of this federal subject. I thus posited that different variables are 

responsible for influencing feelings of Soviet nostalgia within each of my case studies. In 

general, I hypothesized that the extent to which Russian citizens harbor feelings of Soviet 

nostalgia varies considerably based upon the premise that ordinary people belonging to 
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different generations, hailing from different classes and nationalities, and residing within 

different regions of the Russian Federation recall the USSR differently today. 

The following chapters reveal that many Russian citizens still mourn the passing 

of the USSR. Nostalgics tend to yearn for one feature of the past; the Soviet welfare state. 

Overall, it is best to conceptualize the Soviet welfare state in an abstract sense. Kotkin 

argues that “socialism was a kind of antiworld” in comparison to capitalism, particularly 

in its commitment to “social justice.”
88

 Thus, Soviet socialism stood in stark contrast to 

capitalism: 

 

…the Soviet regime’s official ideology…did in fact contain certain fixed ideas that 

shaped both the course of state action and popular interpretations of state action. Those 

ideas centered on the proposition, “socialism is the antidote to capitalism.” Capitalism 

had bourgeoisie parliaments; socialism would have soviets of workers’ and peasants’ 

deputies. Capitalism had selfish individualism; socialism would have collectivism. 

Capitalism had the chaos of markets; socialism would have planning. Capitalism would 

have private property; socialism would have societal property…To put it another way, 

one achieved socialism by eradicating capitalism.
89

 

 

Moreover, Kotkin argues that the Soviet Union played an integral role in fostering 

the growth of the modern welfare state by providing citizens with a variety of social 

protections.
90

 Thus, because of its commitment to “social justice,” the USSR (at least in 

theory) sought to ensure that “no one went without food, all children attended school, 

every sick person received medical care, and there was no unemployment.”
91

 Based upon 

this understanding, I conceptualize the Soviet welfare state as a conglomeration of social 

policies (such as universal employment, healthcare, and education, along with pensions 

for retirees) and assistance programs (ranging from the provision of security, housing, 
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and public transportation, to the socioeconomic advancement and cultural development 

of ethnic minorities). Taken together, such policies and programs (broadly referred to as 

public services) were designed to enhance the overall quality of life for Soviet citizens. 

In summary, my research findings indicate that feelings of Soviet nostalgia are 

largely based on materialistic considerations, namely in how Russians unfavorably 

compare contemporary public services to that of previous provisions afforded under 

Soviet rule. Most Russians though do not believe that Communism will ever be reinstated 

or the USSR reconstituted. Nevertheless, such nostalgic sentiments vis-à-vis the Soviet 

Union are quite genuine in nature, show sparse signs of letting up, and will likely persist. 

Thus, the legacy of the Soviet welfare state continues to influence Russian politics today. 
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Chapter Two: The Collapse of the Soviet Union and the Onset of Soviet Nostalgia 

 

 This chapter sets out to explore the reasons behind the collapse of the Soviet 

Union. In doing so, I analyze what I perceive to be the primary cause of this “untoward 

major historic event.”
1
 I posit that the key to understanding the USSR’s downfall is 

rooted within how two Soviet leaders, Iosif Stalin and Mikhail Gorbachev, governed 

during their respective tenures as General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet 

Union. Stalin and Gorbachev’s governing styles are thus consequential in terms of 

accounting for the collapse of the Soviet Union. Additionally, I argue that the manner in 

which President Boris Yeltsin, Russia’s first post-Soviet leader, guided the country 

during his tenure in office (1991-1999) led to the establishment of an environment 

conducive for feelings of Soviet nostalgia to flourish. 

 I begin with a discussion pertaining to the end of Soviet rule. Thereafter, I discuss 

what I classify as the main institutional features of Stalin’s governing style. Accordingly, 

I argue on behalf of Stalin’s importance vis-à-vis the USSR in terms of steering the 

country’s economic, political, and social development during the 1930s. Afterwards, I 

discuss how the main institutional features of Gorbachev’s governing style significantly 

undermined the achievements of the Stalinist period. In summary, the collapse of the 

USSR was an “elite-centric enterprise” (with Stalin serving as the progenitor and 

Gorbachev as the destructor of Soviet socialism) which few citizens supported at the time 

of its downfall. Lastly, I conclude with a discussion on how Yeltsin’s governing style (in 

terms of his guiding of the country through the haphazard transition from socialism to 

capitalism, handling of domestic political conflicts during the early 1990s, and failure to 
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induce a shift within the collective mindset of Russia’s citizens) assisted in the 

establishment of an environment conducive for feelings of Soviet nostalgia to flourish. 

 

The Collapse of the USSR 

 

 Throughout the course of my fieldwork, I conducted a total of seventy interviews. 

The first grouping of questions that I asked my interviewees reads as follows: 

 

Could you please tell me, how did you view the collapse of the Soviet Union? Did you 

welcome the end of Soviet rule? Have your opinions on the USSR changed since 1991? 

 

More than half of my interviewees responded by saying something along the lines 

of “I did not welcome the end of Soviet rule.” Some people stated that they simply did 

not understand what was happening at that point in time; that they initially perceived the 

Soviet collapse as some type of “trick”; or that although they were discontent with the 

status quo they did not foresee what the fall of the USSR would bring. Many of my 

interviewees also laid blame upon the shoulders of those in power for ushering in the 

Soviet collapse, thus implying that the fall of the USSR was a man-made endeavor. 

Finally, some interviewees mentioned the March referendum in our discussions. In 

discussing this matter, on March 17, 1991, the following question was put forth to the 

Soviet populace via a referendum by General Secretary of the Communist Party Mikhail 

Gorbachev: 

 

Do you consider necessary the preservation of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics as 

a renewed federation of equal sovereign republics in which the rights and freedom of an 

individual of any nationality will be fully guaranteed? 
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Out of 148.5 million people, 76.4% answered in the affirmative.
2
 That said, six 

union republics did not partake in voting on this question.
3
 In light of this absence, the 

significance of the March Referendum can be called into question. Still, as Siegelbaum 

notes, in spite of that six SSRs did not partake in the referendum, “…in all nine republics 

the question of retaining the Union was approved by at least 70 percent of voters.”
4
 

 Other scholars such as Beissinger (2002) contend that the results of the March 

Referendum are susceptible to criticism due to the abstract wording of the question itself: 

 

Though the March 17 referendum produced a majority vote in favor of preserving the 

USSR…it did not resolve the issue of the future of the country, nor did it provide a clear 

signal about where public opinion stood. For one thing, the wording of the question…was 

ambiguous. It was not clear what was being “renewed” and how rights and freedoms 

would be “guaranteed.” “Equal sovereign republics” could be interpreted as implying a 

state based on the superiority of republican over all-union law, while “federation” 

implied precisely the opposite.
5
 

 

Although Beissinger highlights an important point, his focus here is somewhat 

misplaced. In regards to the nature of the governing framework of the USSR, it can 

simply be argued that the Soviet Union was both a “federal” and “centralized” state, 

owing to its ethno-political structure and various governing tiers.
6
 Furthermore, while the 

Soviet Union regularly espoused the notion of “nationalist in form, socialist in content” (a 
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catchphrase which alluded to the political supremacy of the Party), the Soviet constitution 

nonetheless bestowed upon the union republics the right to secede from the USSR 

(though this was never a distinct possibility, of course, until 1991).
7
 Finally, it is worth 

mentioning that the inherent purpose of the March referendum was to strengthen 

Gorbachev’s position vis-à-vis the ruling elites of the union republics (particularly in 

light of the heightened calls for independence emanating from the Baltics), in that by 

showcasing popular support for the preservation of the Soviet Union the General 

Secretary could influence key SSR powerbrokers to agree to the terms of a new Union 

Treaty.
8
 Siegelbaum, however, contends that it was rather clear in the spring of 1991 that 

the terms of the Novo-Ogaryovo Treaty (which was never officially ratified owing to the 

occurrence of the 1991 August coup) would favor the union republics: 

 

The treaty that eventually was published on August 14 and was to be signed on August 

20 ceded to the republics ownership of virtually all natural resources including mineral 

deposits on their territories. It also stipulated the supremacy of republic laws over Union 

legislation, as symbolized in the replacement of Socialist by Sovereign in the official title 

of the USSR. Finally, it called for the popular election of the President of the Union, 

something that Gorbachev had resisted as recently as March 1990.
9
 

 

 Irrespective of what type of governing arrangement was most preferable at the 

time, however, the vast majority of Soviet citizens in March of 1991 did not support the 

dismantlement of the USSR. Thus, unless the 1991 August coup ushered in a massive 

change in public opinion, it is impossible to ignore that the Soviet Union enjoyed 

widespread popular legitimacy prior to its sudden collapse. This chapter thus argues that 
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in order to comprehend the origins of the phenomenon of Soviet nostalgia, it is necessary 

to point out that the Soviet collapse was both an unforeseen and unwelcome event. 

 

The Stalinist Fortress 

 

Scholars continue to debate whether the USSR could have successfully undergone 

reform. Accordingly, Kotkin (2001) argues that Gorbachev’s efforts to transform Soviet 

socialism into “socialism with a human face” ultimately brought about the collapse as 

ruling elites and ordinary citizens alike gradually became aware of just how far the USSR 

had fallen behind the West. Thus, reform was not possible.
10

 In contrast, Cohen (2001) 

argues that had it not been for the occurrence of the 1991 August coup, Gorbachev would 

have likely succeeded in reforming the Soviet economy and political system.
11

 In 

considering such arguments, I contend that the Soviet Union was capable of reform. The 

key point, however, is that Gorbachev’s dismantlement of the USSR’s main institutional 

features (as designed by Stalin) significantly weakened the Soviet state as well as the 

concept of the “Friendship of the Peoples,” thereby leaving himself and the union 

vulnerable to overthrow by ambitious political actors. Hence, the key to understanding 

the Soviet collapse lies within analyzing the unique governing styles of two Soviet 

leaders (Stalin and Gorbachev) and how the latter’s policies unraveled the former’s 

achievements. 

 In order to comprehend the collapse of the Soviet Union, it is necessary to 

understand the consequentialness of the Stalinist period. This chapter contends that the 
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most important historical figure of the Soviet Union was Iosif Stalin, primarily because it 

was during his reign (est. 1929-1953) in which the USSR became a fully consolidated 

state. Today, much of the scholarly work on the Stalinist period focuses on the horrors 

which he inflicted upon the Soviet populace (such as the resettlement of ethnic groups, 

the GULAG system of forced labor camps and penal colonies, and the political 

repressions of the 1930s, commonly referred to as the Terror).
12

 In spite of the many 

horrors of the Stalinist period, academics should not overlook other economic, political, 

and social developmental processes that were realized during Stalin’s reign. To be 

certain, Stalin was a tyrant whose rise to power was defined by intrigue, deception, and 

mass murder. In assessing the Stalinist period from a social scientific perspective, 

however, Stalin essentially constructed the Soviet Union (heretofore referred to as the 

“Stalinist fortress”
13

) by adhering to a unique governing style consisting of three main 

institutional features: the establishment of a command economy; the employment of 

terror; and the development of a state-sponsored “Soviet narrative” concerning the 

interethnic harmony, history, and global orientation of the USSR. Thus, Stalin’s 

governing style spurred the economic, political, and social development of the USSR. 
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The Command Economy 

 

 In initiating this discussion, I begin at the end of the 1920s. I do so not with the 

explicit intention to discredit either Vladimir Lenin’s contribution to the founding of the 

Soviet state or the importance of the Russian Civil War (1918-1921) in terms of deciding 

which political faction (be it either the “Reds” or the “Whites”) would ultimately gain the 

opportunity to exert  authority throughout the former Russian empire.
14

 Rather, I begin 

with the late 1920s because the Soviet Union had yet to become a fully consolidated 

entity in control of a nationally-cognizant populace during the first decade of Soviet rule. 

In truth, these processes commenced during the early 1920s. Yet the main policies that 

ultimately led to the economic, political, and social development of the Soviet Union 

were instituted under Stalin’s stewardship during the 1930s. In this sense, although 

Lenin’s embalmed corpse remains on display in a mausoleum on Red Square to this day, 

another leader (who incidentally was removed from this same mausoleum several years 

after his own death in 1953) is more deserving of credit in terms of actually building the 

Soviet Union. 

 Tilly (1992) describes the state-building process as a type of competition between 

rival “coercion-wielding organizations” for political supremacy.
15

 In a sense, the Russian 

Civil War can thus be conceptualized as an engagement in state-building, with one 

“coercion-wielding organization” triumphing over another. Yet it would be wrong to 

assume that the state-building process simply came to an end with the conclusion of the 
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civil war. For the Bolsheviks at this point in time did not exercise much authority 

throughout the former Russian empire. Moreover, Lenin halted the policy of “War 

Communism” in the aftermath of the civil war on account of that this policy devastated 

agriculture and angered the peasantry. Hence, in the early days of Soviet rule, the 

Bolsheviks were forced to institute the “New Economic Policy” (NEP) to accommodate 

the peasantry.
16

 In quoting Viola (2007): 

 

The New Economic Policy of the 1920s combined a largely socialist economy in the 

cities with a traditional market economy in the countryside. It was an implicit admission 

of the Party’s failure to bring socialism to the village.
17 

 

 It is important to note that the nature of the economic relationship between the 

Party and the peasantry during the 1920s was unsustainable, for “Z” (1990) points out 

that the intolerant nature of the Bolsheviks (characterized by ideological rigidity and a 

refusal to share power) rendered the New Economic Policy a temporary arrangement.
18

 In 

other words, in spite of that many academics focus on the rift between NEP proponents 

and opponents in the Politburo as an epoch worthy of scholarly analysis, it was but a 

matter of time before the opponents would gain the upper hand, namely because had 

industrialization occurred under the guise of the NEP then the Party would have 

eventually had to vie for power with an autonomous force in the peasantry.
19
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 Service (2005) thus aptly states that Stalin “trampled on the New Economic 

Policy like an angry bull.”
20

 In doing so, the General Secretary’s primary aim was to 

collectivize the Soviet countryside, or exert authority over agriculture through coercion. 

In terms of strategy, Stalin called upon Party loyalists (deemed as the “25,000ers”)
21

 

along with the OGPU (later NKVD) secret police to partake in an historic endeavor to 

collectivize the rural countryside. In the end, Stalin’s collectivization drive was instituted 

in an extremely violent and barbaric manner, resulting in the liquidation of resistant 

peasants, the destruction of much of the countryside, and the deaths of millions of people 

owing to starvation.
22

 Yet all of this was instituted in furtherance of the industrialization 

of Soviet urban centers, consisting of smokestacks, steel mills, smelting complexes, and 

factories designed to produce heavy industry outputs.
23

 In liquidating the peasantry, 

confiscating their lands, and coercing them into working for the state on newly designed 

large-scale collective farms, the Party (at Stalin’s behest) also managed to destroy the last 

“coercion-wielding organization.” In summary, the policy of collectivization, operating in 

tandem with industrialization, is normally perceived through an ideological prism with 

the Bolsheviks transforming the peasantry into proletarians through a grueling, violent 

process. Alongside this ideological aim, collectivization was instituted so that the 

Bolsheviks could come to assert authority over the peasantry. To be certain, this process 

was extremely brutal, resulting in the creation of an economy equipped with a multitude 
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of shortcomings.
24

 Still, perhaps the most remarkable aspect of this new socioeconomic 

order was the speed at which it was instituted, for by 1933, the Soviet Union had 

successfully completed its first 5-year plan.
25

 

 

Terror 

 

 In furtherance of the state-building process, Stalin relied upon a particular policy, 

terror, to cow the Soviet population into submission. In utilizing terror, Stalin succeeded 

in further cementing the Party’s control over society through atomizing the populace. As 

an instrument of rule, it is worth noting that this policy was not founded by Stalin. As 

Applebaum (2003) illustrates, the usage of the secret police or “Cheka” predated the 

Stalinist period.
26

 That said, the manner in which the Stalinist regime restricted civil 

society cannot be compared to any other epoch, owing to the magnitude to which terror 

was instituted under Stalin. 

 In terms of analyzing this policy, it is tempting to jump to December 1, 1934. For 

it is well-known that on this particular day Sergey Kirov, a high-ranking member in the 

Politburo, was murdered. Despite that the details of the Kirov murder remain murky, 

Stalin utilized Kirov’s death as a pretext to institute martial law, unleash the 

OGPU/NKVD secret police, and liquidate the Party leadership.
27

 In issuing such a 
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statement, the nightly house visits by the secret police, the GULAG, the show trials of the 

Old Bolsheviks along with the purging of the Red Army high command during the mid-

to-late 1930s, and Stalin’s propagation of ideas concerning the presence of “saboteurs,” 

“wreckers,” and “spies” comprise various features of the “Terror.” Yet in discussing this 

concept more generally, our focus of analysis here is on terror with a lower-case “t.”
28

 

 Terror was first employed by Stalin against the “kulaks,” or prominent peasant 

landowners, during the Party’s dekulakization campaign of 1929-1932. During this 

period, those designated as kulaks were either executed or rounded up by Soviet 

authorities and deported to the barren wastelands of the USSR, where remaining 

survivors of these grueling expeditions were forced to live in miserable conditions. In 

carrying out a full-frontal assault against the kulaks, Stalin sought to remove (what was 

believed to be at the time) a major obstacle to the collectivization of the countryside.
29

 The usage of terror became even more widespread during the mid-1930s with 

Stalin’s elevation of the secret police to an organization capable of operating above the 

law. Accordingly, Stalin successfully crafted a social environment in which his acolytes 

could operate with impunity, arresting people on false charges, eliciting confessions by 

means of torture, and either murdering or exiling fellow Party members to forced labor 

camps. In part, the GULAG served as a reservoir of slave labor from which the Soviet 

Union could draw upon to support its industrialization drive. In truth, however, the 
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economic gains derived from the usage of terror are, at best, highly questionable.
30

 Still, 

the practice of terror contributed to the state-building process, not so much by providing 

the USSR with a large slave workforce, but by denying civil society the ability to 

flourish. 

 During the Stalinist period, the ruling regime decimated virtually any individual 

who sought to criticize Soviet power. Consequently, the best and the brightest that had 

come of age in pre-Soviet times in the arts, sciences, and various other walks of life were 

mostly removed from their posts, ridiculed in their professional fields, and (if unlucky 

enough) liquidated by state agents, only to be replaced by Stalinist sycophants. Yet Stalin 

did not simply stop with the selective targeting and slaughtering of intellectuals. In 

propagating the idea of evil-doers hiding amongst loyal citizens within Soviet society, the 

General Secretary set the stage for terror to be utilized against the entire population. In 

turn, Stalin’s employment of terror touched off a whirlwind, causing ordinary people to 

essentially live in a state of total fear, dreading that they could be reported to the secret 

police by covetous friends, jealous neighbors, ambitious administrators in need of 

fulfilling production quotas, or colleagues for speaking out.
31

 Hence, by utilizing terror as 

an instrument of rule to such an extent, Stalin transformed the USSR into a highly 

monitored society. 
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The Soviet Narrative 

 

In addition to overseeing the economic and political development of the Soviet 

Union, Stalin orchestrated the USSR’s social development by leading a multi-pronged 

campaign designed to create Soviet citizens. Over time, such citizens came to be bound 

together by what is referred to here as a “narrative,” highlighting the interethnic harmony 

of the Soviet peoples, a shared sense of history, and the global orientation of the USSR. 

In discussing the concept of nation-building, Weber (1976) argues that nations are 

primarily constructed through three processes: urban migration; conscription; and 

schooling.
32

 Yet the Soviet Union did not constitute a typical nation-state. In the 

following quote, Martin (2001) summarizes the unique multi-national character of the 

USSR: 

 

The Soviet Union was not a nation-state. No attempt was ever made to create either a 

Soviet nationality or to turn the Soviet Union into a Russian nation-state. The Soviet 

people were primarily a figure of speech, used most frequently as shorthand for the 

passionate patriotism and willingness of all the national distinct Soviet peoples to defend 

the Soviet Union from foreign aggression. The role played by the dominant nationality of 

traditional nation-state would be played in the Soviet Union by the Friendship of the 

Peoples. The Friendship of the Peoples was the Soviet Union’s imagined community.
33

 

 

So, how did the nations which so comprised the Soviet peoples come into 

existence? According to Stalin (1913), a “nation” is defined as “a historically constituted, 

stable community of people, formed on the basis of a common language, territory, 
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economic life, and psychological make-up manifested in a common culture.”
34

 This 

definition would prove to be quite useful throughout the course of the Soviet era, 

particularly in the early stages when the Bolsheviks were tasked with drawing up the 

USSR’s borders. In regards to this process, scholars such as Hirsch (2005) have sought to 

debunk the conventional wisdom that the Soviet Union’s borders were designed 

according to an imperialist blueprint, emphasizing “divide-and-rule” tactics. In contrast, 

Hirsch argues that the Bolsheviks were just as interested in advancing ideological aims 

when it came to sketching the borders of the USSR. According to this line of thought, as 

early as the 1920s, Lenin contracted with ethnographic researchers of the imperial 

establishment to conduct a census throughout the former Russian empire (for the purpose 

of categorizing peoples according to certain nationalities). From the early days of Soviet 

rule, the Bolsheviks thus sought to govern over peoples of various nationalities. In turn, 

they endowed such groups with the privileges to speak their native languages and 

practice some of their respective cultural traditions within their ancestral homelands. 

Ideologically speaking, the Bolsheviks thus bestowed autonomy upon such nationalities 

with the logic in mind that doing so would help them develop a strong national 

consciousness, and thereby come to embrace the tenets of Marxism-Leninism. In their 

sustained efforts to carry out this aim, Hirsch notes that the Bolsheviks sought to help 

bring along the less-advanced nationalities so that they could play their respective roles in 
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constructing a socialist society.
35

 Martin succinctly describes Soviet nationalities policy 

during the early Soviet era in the following quote: 

 

The Soviet nationalities policy was a strategy designed to disarm nationalism by granting 

the forms of nationhood. It was a strategy. It was not premised on a belief in primordial 

ethnicity. Indeed, it represented a pedagogical effort to move the Soviet population from 

the popular understanding of nations as primordial and immutable to the Bolsheviks’ own 

sociological understanding of nations as historical and contingent.
36

 

 

 The USSR was designed in such a way so that union republics and autonomous 

republics were governed by titular nationalities. SSRs and ASSRs were awarded their 

own set of governing institutions. Furthermore, the Party actively promoted throughout 

the 1920s and 1930s the development of nations via the policy of korenizatsiia or 

“nativization” (which encouraged the creation of national nomenklatura elites to serve in 

high-ranking administrative posts at the union republic and autonomous republic levels). 

In doing so, Brubaker (1996) argues that the Bolsheviks created a system which 

“institutionalized nationhood” by drawing distinct national boundaries and empowering 

ruling elites with a set of political and cultural institutions.
37

 Slezkine (1994) also 

contends that the Soviet state went so far in terms of institutionalizing nationality that it 

codified citizens as members of distinct ethnic groups through the introduction of a 

domestic passport regime during the 1930s under Stalin. In this sense, the idea of a 
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“Soviet People” was mainly depicted as a “supra-national” identity which coexisted 

alongside various “sub-state” national identities.
38

 

During the mid-1930s, Stalin (in reversing Soviet nationalities policy) began 

trumpeting Russians as an historically great nation standing as “first among equals” in 

comparison to the other nations which comprised the USSR. Nevertheless, the General 

Secretary did not do so at the expense of the other nations, for the USSR under Stalin’s 

stewardship (as well as throughout the post-Stalinist era) endorsed the notion of the 

“Friendship of the Peoples” alongside public displays of various (non-Russian) “national 

cultures.”
39

 In quoting Martin on this issue: 

 

The vast majority of Soviet nationalities were neither expected nor encouraged to 

assimilate. On the contrary, their nationhood was to be further consolidated and the deep 

historic roots of their ethnicity emphasized and celebrated.
40

 

 

“The Friendship of the Peoples” thus served as a key pillar of Stalin’s social 

developmental policy. In contrast to the promotion of ethnic diversity, however, the 

former General Secretary sought to greatly restrict the interpretation of Soviet history. On 

this point, Stalin had risen to become the undisputed leader of the USSR by the mid-

1930s. Few thus dared to criticize the Man of Steel. However, Leon Trotsky (who was 

living in exile on account of his forced removal from the Soviet Union) composed a 

blistering critique of Stalin’s policies in 1937. In writing The Revolution Betrayed, 

Trotsky argued that after Lenin’s death, the USSR began to drift from its revolutionary 

course. In brief, Trotsky attributes much blame upon Stalin for this outcome, and depicts 
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the General Secretary as the embodiment of the “Soviet Thermidor.”
41

 Yet The 

Revolution Betrayed never saw the light of day in the USSR during the Stalinist period. 

Instead, the Central Committee of the CPSU authorized the publication of History of the 

Communist Party of the Soviet Union: Short Course (1939), a distorted yet somewhat 

cohesive interpretation of Soviet history. 

In discussing the 1930s, Short Course depicts Stalin as the vigilant leader focused 

on “building socialism” at home, with Trotsky seeking to disrupt Stalin’s efforts by 

allying with kulaks, supporting “wreckers,” conspiring with foreign enemies, and 

ordering his minions to assassinate Politburo members. In the end, however, Short 

Course showcases a triumphant Party fulfilling the task of “building socialism.”
42

 Short 

Course thus depicts Stalin as the watchful, beneficent steward of the USSR, guiding the 

country into becoming a modern socialist power. Today, such an historical interpretation 

merits being classified as a work of fiction. Notwithstanding such a critique, it is 

important to recall that Short Course was portrayed as gospel in the USSR during the 

height of its circulation. Hence, owing to the formative nature of the time in which Short 

Course was introduced, the dissemination of this work served to further sculpt the Soviet 

narrative by enhancing Soviet citizens’ sense of interconnectedness. 

The final piece of the Soviet narrative entails the global orientation of the USSR 

under Stalin. Looking back, Soviet foreign policy vis-à-vis the West during the 1930s 

was characterized mainly by isolationism and belligerency. This was so because the Party 

under Stalin advanced the cause of “socialism in one country,” thereby foregoing the 
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orchestration of revolutions across Europe and effectively sealing the country’s borders 

to the outside world.
43

 In retrospect, it appears as if Stalin was innately attracted to this 

policy because it bided him the necessary time to realize his economic, political, and 

social developmental processes. Furthermore, such a policy fitted nicely with Stalin’s 

fomenting of threats pertaining to “saboteurs,” “wreckers,” and “spies” who sought to 

undermine the Soviet Union. In adhering to such a policy, Stalin could thus argue that in 

spite of the USSR’s preference for peace, the West still sought to undermine Bolshevism. 

Such an argument lent credence to the necessity of his governing style as well, in terms 

of ensuring the survival of the USSR. That said, by restricting access both into and out of 

the USSR, as well as depicting the preeminent foreign power (be it either Germany prior 

to the Second World War or the United States thereafter) as an enemy of Soviet 

socialism, Stalin drove a stake between Soviet citizens and the West. In summary, by 

adhering to a unique governing style, Stalin essentially constructed the Soviet Union, 

with these institutional features serving as the fulcrums of its foundation. 

 

Storming the Stalinist Fortress 

 

 Gorbachev’s rise to power was spurred by the successive deaths of Soviet leaders 

Leonid Brezhnev (d. 1982), Yuri Andropov (d. 1984), and Konstantin Chernenko (d. 

1985) alongside other noteworthy Politburo figures such as Mikhail Suslov (d. 1982) and 
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Dmitry Ustinov (d. 1984), paving the way forward for a new generation of leadership.
44

 

Not long after assuming office, the new General Secretary’s governing style began 

exhibiting many differences to that of Stalin’s, particularly in how he sought to manage 

the Soviet economy, conduct politics both within the domestic and international arena, 

and present the historical narrative of the USSR to Soviet citizens. In essence, 

Gorbachev’s governing style was wholly anti-Stalinist in content, thereby making his 

proposed reforms truly revolutionary. Unbeknownst to him, however, such a governing 

style served as a “ticking time-bomb” which, once nestled inside the Stalinist fortress, 

detonated the achievements of the Stalinist period. In summary, while Stalin oversaw the 

construction of the Soviet Union, Gorbachev inadvertently orchestrated its destruction, 

largely because he sought to discredit his predecessor. Specifically, this section highlights 

Gorbachev’s reformist agenda by analyzing the three main institutional features of his 

governing style: perestroika, “socialism with a human face,” and glasnost’. 

 

Perestroika 

 

 The Stalinist command economy played an integral role in overseeing the 

industrialization of the USSR. The fact of the matter, however, is that such a system 

proved incapable of maintaining pace with the West after nearly three decades of intense 

competition. In spite of its early success, Treisman (2011) details the extent to which the 

USSR had fallen behind the West in terms of economic performance, making it out to be 

a lagging superpower: 
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Within two generations, a country of peasants had become one of the most literate in the 

world: by the late 1950s, 98.5 percent of Russians aged ten to forty-nine could read. 

Soviet mathematicians had pioneered modern probability theory and topology. Soviet 

workers had built the world’s largest steel plant and aluminum smelter. The country’s 

scientists had launched the first artificial satellite, put the first man in space, and 

engineered the world’s largest arsenal of nuclear warheads. By the early 1980s, however, 

this sprint to modernity had slowed to a crawl…In 1989, one-quarter of Russians had 

homes with no indoor toilet, and a third had no hot running water. Fewer than one family 

in three had access to a telephone…With no market competition to discipline 

enterprises…industrial productivity had become a joke. It took Soviet factories 60 

percent more steel to manufacture 75 to 80 percent as much machinery as the United 

States…Two-thirds of Russian industrial equipment was obsolete in 1991, by one 

estimate…
45

 

 

 In his efforts to salvage the Soviet economy, Gorbachev thus sought to restore it 

to a variant of the New Economic Policy of the 1920s, by allowing for some level of 

market incentives to (hopefully) stimulate production. In the end though, such hopes 

turned out to be unfulfilled, largely on account of the unforeseen consequences of 

Gorbachev’s policies. One of the main policies serving as the embodiment of perestroika 

was Gorbachev’s 1988 “Law on State Enterprises,” designed so that Soviet companies 

could both fulfill state quotas and, upon doing so, turn a profit on their own by choosing 

what to produce and at what rate afterwards. Not everything though worked out for the 

best, for while prices remained under state control, enterprise managers (who were now 

beholden to their workers on account of this law calling for elections) kept raising wages. 

In turn, this led to the inflating of the ruble.
46

 Other shocks took their toll as well (such as 

the decline in world oil prices during the 1980s and Gorbachev’s decision to restrict the 

production and sale of alcohol), causing the USSR to incur substantial revenue losses.
47
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Yet what is most important in terms of Gorbachev’s governing style is that by embracing 

perestroika, the General Secretary publicly denounced the long-term feasibility of the 

Stalinist command economy. In addition to his own economic failures, Gorbachev thus 

laid bare the shortcomings of the command economy to the general public. 

 

“Socialism with a Human Face” 

 

 Gorbachev’s foreign policy was also quite revolutionary (particularly in 

comparison to that of Stalin’s isolationist and belligerent stance towards the West), for he 

clearly sought to mend relations with America. He also even referred to Europe as “our 

European home” on numerous occasions.
48

 In this sense, the General Secretary sought 

not simply to restructure the Soviet economy through perestroika, but along with it the 

global orientation of the USSR vis-à-vis the West. In doing so, Gorbachev thus strived to 

recast the Stalinist brand of Soviet socialism into “socialism with a human face.”
49

 

 Perhaps Gorbachev’s greatest achievement proved to be the revitalization of 

Soviet civil society. The General Secretary actively encouraged the intellectual 

community to provide substance to what he referred to as the “blank pages” of history.
50

 

Yet in order for this to happen, the Party would have to permit civil society to express its 

voice, thus entailing the need on behalf of the leadership to refrain from utilizing terror as 

a political instrument. Surprisingly, Gorbachev’s revitalization of civil society surpassed 
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that of First Secretary Nikita Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization campaign,
51

 setting into 

motion a countrywide debate on a variety of issues under the banner of glasnost’. 

Gorbachev further demonstrated his preference for change by releasing Soviet dissident 

Alexander Sakharov from internal exile, initiating shake-ups within the Party at the 

regional and local levels, and overseeing the founding of the Congress of People’s 

Deputies which, in turn, selected members for the Supreme Soviet of the USSR.
52

 In 

summary, Gorbachev demonstrated a strong willingness to initiate a drastic break with 

past policies, and all of this was because of his inherent belief in the necessity of reform. 

 Yet it was the General Secretary’s response to the upheavals across Eastern 

Europe in the autumn of 1989 that best captured his belief in the concept of “socialism 

with a human face.” Historically, both Khrushchev and Brezhnev felt the necessity to rely 

on brute force to quell uprisings in Hungary (1956) and Czechoslovakia (1968). When 

faced with a similar situation in 1989, however, Gorbachev refused to respond in kind. 

Instead, he held firm to his doctrine of “noninterference,” arguing on behalf of the 

principle that East Europeans should be able to determine the nature of their respective 

politics without outside meddling. In doing so, Gorbachev forfeited to the West a most 

hard-won prize in terms of realist thinking, and in return for what amounted to only a 

brief showing of approval from America.
53

 

 It is difficult to explain why Gorbachev, a product of the Soviet political system 

and a former pupil of Yuri Andropov, chose to embrace “socialism with a human face” in 

the first place, owing to its truly revolutionary nature. Did he truly understand the 

                                                           
51

 For a discussion on this matter, see William Taubman, Khrushchev: The Man and His Era (New York: 

W.W. Norton & Co., 2003), 270-299. 
52

 Treisman, The Return, 14, 16-17. 
53

 Zubok, A Failed Empire, 321-330. 



62 
 

significance of this policy from the outset? Or did he only come to comprehend its 

consequences when it was simply too late to reverse course? Unfortunately, we may 

never know the answer to this question. To explain Gorbachev’s policy decisions is no 

easy task. Perhaps the nuclear meltdown at Chernobyl in 1986 served as a defining 

moment in his mind, causing him to become fully committed to a reformist agenda.
54

 Or 

maybe the General Secretary was just a bad leader, in that his personal idiosyncrasies 

brought on policy blunders.
55

 Yet I tend to think that it was his disdain for Stalin which 

figured most prominently into his decision-making calculus. Kotkin eloquently notes that 

Gorbachev simply could not abandon his “humane socialism” amidst the moment of 

revolutionary change which he had wrought, for “…to have returned to Stalinist methods 

to preserve the system would have not only destroyed his international reputation but 

made a lie of his whole inner life.”
56

 Gorbachev was thus committed to cleansing the 

Soviet Union of the practice of terror, and in doing so he let the Eastern Bloc slip away. 

 

Glasnost’ 

 

 Finally, through his encouragement of the revitalization of civil society, 

Gorbachev shook the foundations of the Stalinist fortress by challenging certain facets of 

the Soviet narrative as put forth by the Man of Steel. The overriding purpose of glasnost’ 

was to expose Stalin as an abomination, so that the USSR could initiate an abrupt divorce 

with the former General Secretary and embrace a more democratic political system. In 
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this sense, by breaking down Stalin, Gorbachev sought to discredit every aspect of his 

predecessor’s governing style, and he did so with the full assistance of those who Stalin 

had so ruthlessly repressed in the past. 

Under the banner of glasnost’, Gorbachev authorized the publication of a variety 

of articles in newspapers and journals. Such articles, in exposing the horrors of the 

Stalinist period, sought to uncover the crimes of the Stalinist regime, as well as provide a 

forum for people to debate a variety of historical issues.
57

 In retrospect, although 

Gorbachev’s campaign against Stalin’s fictitious portrayal of Soviet history was 

commendable at the time, glasnost’ was highly unregulated. There appears to have been 

little to no consideration on behalf of Gorbachev or the intelligentsia as to whether Soviet 

citizens, upon learning about the horrors of the Stalinist period in such a rapid manner, 

would be able to cope with the exposure to all of this new information. “Z” (1990) thus 

argues that glasnost’ wrought significant psychological damage: 

 

The flood of candor under glasnost did indeed produce the consequences of which the 

conservatives complained…For each new revelation about past crimes and disasters did 

less to stimulate the people to new effort than to desacralize the system in their eyes; it 

did so all the more thoroughly since the Myth was long since dead, especially among the 

young. Repressed awareness of the Lie poured forth in a flood…In the process, not only 

were the long decades of Stalin and Brezhnev swept away, but the very foundations of 

Sovietism, the economic theories of Marx and the political practices of Lenin, were 

touched. By 1988 Marxism-Leninism was a shambles; and by 1989 it could be openly 

denounced by leading intellectuals…as a dead weight on the mind of the nation.
58 

 

 The late Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci once said, “Truth is revolutionary.”
59

 

Such a statement carries with it added meaning in discussing the effects of glasnost’. 

Although Gorbachev’s campaign initially targeted Stalin (and as a consequence seriously 
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undermined perceptions of the Man of Steel at the time)
60

, it turned out to be multi-

pronged, in the sense that the unmasking of the falsity of Stalin’s distorted interpretations 

of Soviet history exerted a delegitimizing effect upon Soviet power per se. As a 

consequence of the ill-effects of glasnost’, the concept of the “Friendship of the Peoples” 

thus began to wither, allowing for nationalist sentiments to reign supreme.
61

 

 Gorbachev completely undermined Stalin’s achievements by exposing the flaws 

within the command economy, refraining from utilizing terror as a political instrument, 

transforming the global orientation of the USSR vis-à-vis the West, and exposing the 

fictitious state-sponsored Soviet past. In summary, through perestroika, “socialism with a 

human face,” and glasnost’, Gorbachev blew apart the fortress that Stalin had built. 

 

Gorbachev and Yeltsin 

 

 Gorbachev’s governing style served as “ticking time-bomb” which, once nestled 

inside the Stalinist fortress, detonated the achievements of the Stalinist period. It is 

noteworthy, however, that this explosion did not occur instantaneously, but actually took 

place over the course of Gorbachev’s tenure. In discussing the Soviet collapse, Barnes 

(2011) notes that the USSR broke apart because of Gorbachev, who in his efforts to 

resuscitate the Party’s legitimacy, kept devolving power to ruling elites in charge of 

union republics (seemingly because he was of the opinion that the reason why his 

economic reforms had not yet revitalized the Soviet economy was due to resistance 
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emanating from within the Party itself).
62

 Over time, certain ruling elites in charge of 

union republics took notice of the changes happening throughout the USSR. In response, 

they began maneuvering to take advantage of their newfound political capital, primarily 

by taking up the nationalist banner of those territorial units within their respective charge. 

In discussing this matter, it is worth recalling that the significance of the 1991 

August coup proved to be monumental in causing some ruling elites to reassess the value 

of adhering to a “unionist” governing system, with Ukraine most notably opting to secede 

on account of a national referendum in favor of independence.
63

 That said, although elite 

decision-making proved to be of great importance in ultimately determining the USSR’s 

fate, what merits our attention here is how one ruling elite in particular succeeded in 

rising to power in the first place. Hence, it is necessary to analyze the nature of the 

relationship between Gorbachev and his main political rival, Boris Yeltsin. 

In his analysis of the late-Soviet era, Treisman (2011) traces the origins of the 

volatile relationship between Gorbachev and Yeltsin back to a major public falling out. In 

retrospect, Gorbachev had initially awarded Yeltsin the post of First Secretary of the 

Moscow Communist Party, owing to his work ethic and support for perestroika. Yeltsin, 

however, overstepped his bounds by criticizing Gorbachev’s alleged lack of support for 

the reformist cause at a meeting of the Central Committee in October of 1987. In 

response to Yeltsin’s audacity, Gorbachev exacted revenge by demoting and humiliating 

his subordinate. Time would go on to tell, however, that such a decision was extremely 
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shortsighted, for the General Secretary’s harsh mishandling of Yeltsin inadvertently 

transformed an unpredictable ally into a political foe.
64

 For upon regaining his political 

footing, Yeltsin (who would go on to be elected President of the RSFSR in 1991) began 

systematically undermining Gorbachev’s authority, by means of issuing a public 

declaration of “sovereignty,” arguing on behalf of the “primacy of (Russia’s) law over 

that of the USSR,” as well as “claiming Soviet property on (Russia’s) territory...”
65

 To 

further complicate matters, in response to the Soviet leader’s loosening of societal 

restrictions under glasnost’, a massive outpouring of nationalist sentiments occurred 

amidst the backdrop of this political feud. Yeltsin effectively tapped into the prevailing 

Russian nationalist sentiment at the time, thereby further undermining Gorbachev. In 

discussing this period, Beissinger notes that ethnic Russians did not come to the defense 

of the USSR when Soviet power was in its death throes. This was so because many 

Russians at the time felt that their respective nation had suffered under the yoke of Soviet 

power too. And as the leader of the Russian people, Yeltsin was more than willing to take 

up this cause.
66

 On account of Gorbachev’s own governing style and animus towards 

Yeltsin, the General Secretary thus essentially dug his own political grave. In the 

aftermath of the 1991 August coup, Gorbachev could neither turn to Yeltsin for support 

nor mend ties with the conservative faction of the Party that had just sought to oust him 

from power. In short, Gorbachev stood alone in the autumn of 1991, waiting amidst the 

rubble of the fortress that Stalin had built with nothing to do but let the USSR break 

apart. To be certain, the occurrence of the 1991 August coup proved to be monumental. 

Some even believe that if the coup had not taken place then the USSR may well have 
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endured. In quoting former First Deputy Prime Minister of the Russian Federation 

Gennady Burbulis (2011) on this issue: 

 

A gradual transformation of the Soviet Union would have been manageable; the instant 

collapse caused by the coup was disastrous. The coup was the political Chernobyl of the 

Soviet totalitarian empire. Like the meltdown of a faulty nuclear reactor, the failed putsch 

blew the country apart…
67

 

 

Perhaps this is so. Gorbachev, nevertheless, would have had to start from scratch 

in building something out of what he destroyed, a most precarious and arduous task. The 

fact of the matter, however, is that a move was made against Gorbachev, consequently 

rendering the Soviet leader powerless, and thereby making him the last of his kind. 

 

Setting the Stage for Soviet Nostalgia 

 

 The origins of Soviet nostalgia can be traced to the collapse of the Soviet Union. 

To fully comprehend the rise of this phenomenon, however, it is necessary to assess the 

main institutional features of Boris Yeltsin’s presidency: the haphazard transformation 

from socialism to capitalism; a rising sense of political disorder; and the failure on behalf 

of the Yeltsin administration to induce a shift within the collective mindset of the Russian 

citizenry in the early aftermath of Soviet rule. 

 Although the Soviet Union was but a shell of its former self after the failed 1991 

August coup, the collapse did not actually make itself widely felt until the USSR had 

been formally dissolved and Yeltsin began implementing his own reformist agenda. In 

essence, Russia’s first president forced his fellow citizens to become acquainted with an 
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entirely new set of institutions. To further complicate matters, Yeltsin found himself 

locked in a series of grueling political battles. Aptly stated, Yeltsin made the Soviet 

collapse readily apparent by drastically restructuring the economy and ineffectively 

managing political discord in the process. 

 

The 1990s 

 

In retrospect, the Brezhnev period is widely perceived as a time of “stagnation.” 

In conceptualizing this epoch, Yurchak (2006) notes that the time in which Brezhnev 

served as General Secretary only came to be seen as such after Gorbachev came to 

power, on account of the notion that reform had by then come to be seen as necessary. 

Furthermore, Yurchak notes that at no time during the Brezhnev period did the Soviet 

Union appear to be susceptible to collapse because the “authoritative discourse” 

(consisting of “rituals” and “performative acts” designed to demonstrate the resiliency 

and legitimacy of the ruling regime) had not yet come under reevaluation.
68

 The truth of 

the matter was that the Soviet Union under Brezhnev proved to be largely successful in 

masking the country’s economic problems (in terms of food shortages, though 

Khrushchev is deserving of some blame in regards to this matter as well)
69

 thanks to the 

revenues derived from the sale of oil reserves. Kotkin states, “Without the discovery of 

Siberian oil, the Soviet Union might have collapsed decades earlier.”
70

 Thus, it is best to 

look upon the Brezhnev period as a time in which the Party chose to keep the main 
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institutional features of the Stalinist fortress intact.
71

 Following Brezhnev’s death, 

however, “reform” would go on to assume great importance in both an economic and a 

political sense. 

In spite of its initial attractiveness, reform would lose its popular appeal, 

particularly because Yeltsin’s “shock therapy” reforms proved to be extremely painful to 

the Russian populace. The notion that “One doesn’t jump over an abyss in two leaps” was 

championed by the Yeltsin administration in the early 1990s as the justification for 

radically restructuring the Russian economy as quickly as possible.
72

 Why? Basically, 

Yeltsin and his team of reformers (most notably Deputy Prime Ministers Yegor Gaidar 

and Anatoly Chubais) felt that if they did not act quickly, then obstructionist forces 

within Russia would work to ensure that the opportunity to do away with Soviet 

socialism would pass by. The following quote by Hoffman (2003) emphasizes this point: 

 

The Soviet legacy was formidable: dozens of government ministries lorded over branches 

of industry; within them, the bureaucrats wanted to preserve their bastions of power. In 

the factories, the powerful “red directors” stood to lose their prominent status and 

sprawling empires. They all wanted to stop the radical reformers. The special interests 

insisted: why not restructure industry more slowly, factory by factory? Why not wait until 

a reliable legal and financial system was established? Why not free prices later, after 

private property rights are guaranteed, and after the huge Soviet monopolies are 

dismembered? But Gaidar and Chubais believed that gradualism was akin to death; it 

would strengthen the vested interests and doom any real chance at reform.
73
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The main problem with this strategy, however, was that there was no economy 

capable of responding to the shock therapy reforms in the wake of the Soviet collapse.
74

 

As a consequence, the drive to marketization wreaked havoc upon ordinary Russians. 

After the 1991 August coup, Yeltsin was granted “emergency powers” by the 

RSFSR Supreme Soviet to stimulate the fledgling economy. Over the course of the next 

several months (particularly when prices were liberalized at the behest of Gaidar), the 

economy took a turn for the worse, as evidenced by the hyperinflation of the ruble.
75

 

Generally speaking, the economic situation in Russia during the early-Soviet era never 

really experienced a recovery. The following quote by Goldman (2003) highlights the 

extent to which Russia’s GDP declined during the 1990s: 

 

As for the economy, in the years that followed it was wracked by runaway inflation, 

collapsing industrial production, empty shops, and massive flights of capital. There were 

times when Russia was close to insolvency…The GDP fell every year until 1997 when it 

rose by somewhat less than 1 percent. The drop resumed, however, in 1998, even before 

the August 17, Black Monday financial crisis…Official Russian statistics indicate that 

from 1991 to 1998, Russian GDP fell by more than 40 percent (some say 50 percent).
76

 

 

In fairness, the Russian economy was already in shambles by the time Yeltsin 

assumed the stately reins, mainly because of the negative effects of Gorbachev’s own 

economic misadventures.
77

 As the Russian economy slumped along though, prominent 

figures within the Supreme Soviet such as Chairman Ruslan Khasbulatov and Vice 

President Alexander Rutskoi started publicly questioning Yeltsin’s governing 

capabilities. This led to the formation of a powerful opposition over time, bent on 

exerting power over the presidency. In fact, relations between Yeltsin and the Supreme 
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Soviet became so frayed that the Russian president decided to dissolve the legislative 

organ altogether, spurring Khasbulatov in turn to call for Yeltsin’s removal and the 

appointment of Alexander Rutskoi as Russia’s new acting president. Such escalations 

thereafter led to an outbreak of street violence in October of 1993, culminating with 

Yeltsin’s ordering of the Russian military to shell the White House with artillery. In the 

aftermath of this high-stakes political standoff, Russian citizens took to the polls to vote 

in the 1993 Duma elections.
78

 

Although the Russian populace had expressed support for Yeltsin in a referendum 

held earlier in the year, the October 1993 crisis significantly hurt Yeltsin’s standings. 

Afterwards, the president’s proposed constitution barely garnered the necessary level of 

support required for enactment, while the Duma elections awarded Vladimir 

Zhirinovsky’s Liberal Democratic Party of Russia (LDPR) a plurality, coming in well-

ahead of Gaidar’s Russia’s Choice.
79

 To make matters even worse, Yeltsin soon 

thereafter sent the Russian military into Chechnya in 1994 to quell a nationalist-

secessionist movement. Two years later, Moscow was forced to sue for peace with the 

signing of the Khasavyurt Accords.
80

 Hence, in light of the October crisis, the First 

Chechen War (1994-1996), and Yeltsin’s resorting to brokering a series of “power 

sharing agreements” with regional leaders in control of lucrative provinces to preserve 

Russia’s territorial integrity,
81

 Russian politics was perceived as disorderly. 

Unfortunately, the economic situation did not improve in the years ahead either. 

Instead, Chubais clumsily orchestrated the privatization of the country’s state-run 
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enterprises. In order to create private property, Chubais reasoned that it was necessary to 

“give away property to the whole country – all at once – in 148 million checks, or 

vouchers…” In his rush to do so, however, Chubais failed to protect Russia’s citizens 

from upstart illicit funds, which purchased people’s vouchers but never paid dividends to 

their investors in return.
82

 The infamous “loans for shares” scandal of 1995-1996 (in 

which Russian bankers provided the Kremlin with currency in return for permission to 

hold auctions concerning the sale of shares of coveted state-run enterprises in the event 

that the government could not make good on its repayments) also seriously undermined 

Yeltsin’s credibility. For since the Kremlin could not issues repayments to the bankers, 

the country’s most lucrative enterprise were auctioned off in a brazenly corrupt manner. 

Such a sideshow would culminate in the creation of the “oligarchs” who, in contrast to 

popular perceptions concerning their supposed influence over all political matters during 

the mid-to-late 1990s, mainly served as “a focus of public resentment,” to Yeltsin’s 

discredit.
83

 Furthermore, the Russian government was plagued by its inability to regularly 

collect taxes from citizens and businesses, as well as protect enterprises and banks from 

the coercive powers of “Mafia-like groups” throughout the first decade of post-Soviet 

rule.
84

 

Hence, although Yeltsin was able to stave off a return to Communist Party rule in 

the 1996 presidential election by defeating KPRF candidate Gennadi Zyuganov in a 

runoff, he never provided Russians with a sense of economic stability during his tenure. 

Much to everyone’s dismay, Yeltsin would continue to demonstrate his ineptitude in 

managing the economy. Not long after he relieved Viktor Chernomyrdin of his official 
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duties as Prime Minister, Russia was struck by the 1998 financial crisis.
85

 In the end, the 

shock therapy reforms succeed in creating a free market, but the realization of a 

restructured economy came at the expense of the Russian citizenry. 

Lastly, Yeltsin failed to induce a shift within the collective mindset of Russia’s 

citizens. Smith (2002) argues that since Yeltsin did not invest much time and effort into 

establishing a new “collective memory” for Russians to embrace, he did not cement the 

legitimacy of the new ruling regime. Instead of transforming August 22
nd

 (the day in 

which the 1991 August coup failed, culminating in the toppling of the Felix Dzerzhinsky 

statue situated in Lubyanka Square) into Russia’s founding revolutionary moment, he 

inadvertently awarded the Communist Party of the Russian Federation the opportunity to 

pull upon the heart strings of the populace and reacquire its political footing (mainly by 

utilizing Soviet-era symbols and distorted understandings of Soviet history).
86

 Alongside 

his unwillingness to categorically do away with the most prominent symbols of the 

Soviet past (most notably the Lenin Mausoleum), Yeltsin, in his futile efforts to utilize 

Czarist-era symbols to dignify the state, failed to cultivate a sense of national pride as 

well. Relatedly, Yeltsin’s encouragement of his fellow countrymen to uncover a new 

“national idea” ended with nothing to show for it.
87

 In summary, in light of his multiple 

political shortcomings, coupled with his lack of investment in the development of a new 

national identity, Yeltsin played an integral role in helping set the stage for nostalgic 

sentiments to flourish in Russia. The following quote by Kotkin aptly summarizes the 

sheer emptiness which came to overwhelm Russians in the wake of the Soviet collapse: 
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Palpable regret over the dissolution of the Union did not signify a desire, generally 

understood to be futile, to bring the past back. But because the ‘greatness of Russia’ had 

been fused with Communist ideology, a colossal void opened…Indeed, on the eve of the 

tenth anniversary of the collapse, the cheering for the end of the Union had given way in 

a majority of former Soviet republics to sober reflection.
88

 

 

Enter Putin 

 

Arguably the greatest mistake Yeltsin committed, in Colton’s (2008) opinion, was 

that “the person to whom he ceded his position was a product of an organization that was 

an embodiment of Soviet values as staunch as the defunct CPSU: the KGB...”
89

 Still, in 

discussing Putin, it is important to note that although he may prefer for his fellow 

countrymen to adhere to an historical understanding of the Soviet era which showcases 

the achievements of the Stalinist period in a positive light,
90

 Russia’s new leader seeks 

neither to reconstitute the USSR nor reinstate the aforementioned institutional features of 

the Stalinist fortress. To the contrary, Putin early on proved to be committed to both 

ensuring the territorial integrity of the Russian Federation by spearheading a second 

military campaign in Chechnya (which has not though successfully resolved what 

amounts to a regional conflict now)
91

 and adhering to his own economic reformist 

agenda. On this latter point, according to Goldman (2008), Putin (who incidentally 

benefited from a rebound in oil prices around the time in which he assumed the Russian 

presidency), in relying on the advice of his political subordinates (such as German Gref 

and Alexei Kudrin), instituted a thirteen percent flat income tax rate and “simplified” 
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bureaucratic procedures so as to stimulate economic growth during the early 2000s.
92

 

Since assuming office, however, it is clear that Putin, as evidenced by his stunning roll-

back of Yeltsin’s democratic breakthroughs (most notably in his curtailment of media 

freedoms, reining in of regional leaders, corralling of the oligarchs, and stifling of party 

development),
93

 has, in Colton’s words, “exploited the superpresidential constitution 

Yeltsin made and the base in public opinion Yeltsin taught him how to cultivate.”
94

 

 

Conclusion 

 

 The Soviet collapse was brought about by Gorbachev’s dismantlement of Stalin’s 

achievements. Concomitantly, Gorbachev’s feuding with Yeltsin occurred at an 

opportune moment for the latter, as the former’s focus on dismantling the Stalinist 

fortress inevitably drew dissenters who in a last-ditch effort sought to put a stop to the 

reformation of Soviet socialism. The failure of the August coup, however, spelled the 

downfall of the Soviet Union, for the attempt to maintain power through violence only 

further discredited the Party’s legitimacy. In this sense, Yeltsin proved to be effective in 

capitalizing on his newfound popularity in the wake of the failed coup by seizing power 

in the name of independence.
95
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 Needless to say, the results of Yeltsin’s tenure are mixed. Russia’s first President 

was an “event-shaping man” who oversaw a variety of landmark achievements.
96

 Still, 

Yeltsin’s presidency was fraught with much controversy. In the end, his policies assisted 

in the establishment of an environment conducive for feelings of nostalgia to flourish in 

the wake of the Soviet collapse. Consequently, the early 1990s proved to be simply too 

painful and shocking for many Russians to endure. Amidst such uncertainty, people 

began looking backward to the Soviet past. 
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Chapter Three: Feelings of Soviet Nostalgia in Russia Today 

 

In April of 2005, in speaking to the Federal Assembly, Russian President 

Vladimir Putin was quoted as saying that “…the collapse of the Soviet Union was a 

major geopolitical catastrophe of the century.” Shortly thereafter, Putin was also quoted 

as saying, “People in Russia say that those who do not regret the collapse of the Soviet 

Union have no heart, and those who want to bring it back have no brain” in a television 

interview.
1
 Based upon such statements, it appears as if that although Russia’s current 

leader looks upon the Soviet Union with some emotional sentiment, Putin nonetheless 

seeks to leave the USSR behind as the country under his stewardship advances into this 

century. Today, Putin and his ruling United Russia party members maintain that “The 

Future is Behind Us.” That they will be the ones who steer Russia’s latest economic 

modernization drive. But do the country’s new ruling political elite retain the support of 

the populace in their efforts to orchestrate Russia’s economic next leap forward? Or are 

most Russians simply nostalgic for the Soviet past? 

This chapter sets out to gauge the extent to which the Russian citizenry harbors 

feelings of nostalgia towards the Soviet Union today; to identify who in particular is most 

inclined to harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia; and to provide a tentative explanation 

regarding why some feel this way. In my efforts, I analyze the results of several questions 

included within a nationally representative survey conducted by the Levada Analytical 
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Center in May of 2012 (which consists of 1,604 respondents, ranging in ages from 

eighteen to eighty-eight years old, and represents 130 cities and towns across Russia).
2
 

Initially, I outline the results of my survey questions. Thereafter, I analyze a series of 

demographic variables in my attempts to identify who in Russia is most inclined to 

harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia today. I then provide a demographic overview of those 

Russian citizens who are most likely to feel nostalgia for the USSR via multivariate linear 

regression analyses. Additionally, I analyze several attitudinal variables to see if any 

correlations exist between such variables and feelings of Soviet nostalgia. Finally, I 

discuss whether those respondents who selected “Hard to say” and “Refusal” answers to 

my survey questions exert any effect on my statistical findings. 

In summary, my survey results reveal that a considerable portion of the Russian 

populace harbors feelings of Soviet nostalgia today. That said, the elderly and the poor 

appear to be more nostalgic for the Soviet Union than the young and the wealthy. Most 

interestingly, however, my multivariate linear regression analyses reveal that two 

variables (that being age and popular evaluations of Soviet-era public services) display 

the strongest positive correlations with regards to feelings of regret over the Soviet 

collapse, feelings of pride for the USSR, support for the restoration of the Soviet Union, 

and approval of a return to rule by the Communist Party. Hence, feelings of Soviet 

nostalgia seemingly relate to one’s age as well as how one looks upon Soviet-era public 

services today. Still, it is important to note that my multivariate linear regression analyses 

do not demonstrate causality, but rather reveal the existence of a relationship between 

such variables and feelings of Soviet nostalgia. 

                                                           
2
 Data results are subject to a weighting variable from the Levada Analytical Center. All percentages are 

rounded. 
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Soviet Nostalgia in Post-Soviet Russia 

 

In this section, I seek to gauge the extent to which Russian citizens harbor 

feelings of nostalgia towards the Soviet Union today. Specifically, I analyze data results 

derived from several questions included within a nationwide survey conducted by the 

Levada Analytical Center in May of 2012. Accordingly, my frequency distributions (as 

displayed in the figures below) highlight the magnitude to which Russian citizens harbor 

feelings of both “reflective” nostalgia and “restorative” nostalgia for the Soviet past.
3
 In 

speaking of these two “tendencies,” in order to gauge the extent to which a society feels 

nostalgia for the past in the aggregate, it is necessary to analyze various “aspects” of this 

phenomenon, with some focusing on the “nostos” or “return home” element and others 

emphasizing the “algia” or “longing” element.
4
 

In regards to “reflective” nostalgia, I asked survey respondents to reveal whether 

they harbor feelings of “mourning and melancholia”
5
 for the USSR by answering 

questions concerning the extent to which they feel regret over the Soviet collapse, as well 

as feel pride or shame towards the Soviet Union. In regards to “restorative” nostalgia, I 

asked survey respondents to reveal whether they seek to “rebuild the lost (Soviet) home”
6
 

by answering questions concerning the extent to which they aspire to witness the 

                                                           
3
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restoration of the Soviet Union, as well as approve or disapprove of a return to 

Communist Party rule. 

In terms of feelings of regret over the Soviet collapse, only 3% of all respondents 

said they were “happy that the USSR no longer exists,” while 22% stated that they “do 

not regret the collapse of the Soviet Union.” By comparison, 58% expressed feelings of 

regret, with 26% saying that they “strongly regret” the collapse of the Soviet Union.
7
 In 

terms of feelings of pride and shame towards the USSR, 53% said that they are proud, 

while just 2% feel ashamed. A considerable 38% stated that they are “neither proud nor 

ashamed of the Soviet Union,” though this amount did not eclipse the 39% who remain 

“proud” of the USSR today.
8
 Overall, my survey results displayed here indicate that a 

majority of Russia’s citizens harbor feelings of “reflective” nostalgia pertaining to the 

Soviet Union. 

In terms of feelings on the restoration of the Soviet Union, a plurality (24%) 

stated that they would “like to see the USSR to be restored.” Slightly more (16%) stated 

that they would “very much like to see the USSR to be restored” than those who said that 

they “do not care whether it is restored or not” (15%). Furthermore, while 19% said that 

they would “not like to see the USSR to be completely restored,” only 4% stated that they 

                                                           
7
 My question reads as follows: “Some people very much regret the Soviet collapse, while others are happy 

that it no longer exists. What about you? In your opinion, do you regret the collapse of the Soviet Union or 

not?” Respondents could select from the following answers: “I strongly regret the collapse of the Soviet 

Union;” “I regret the collapse of the Soviet Union;” “I do not regret the collapse of the Soviet Union;” “I 

am happy that the Soviet Union no longer exists;” “Hard to say;” and “Refusal.” 
8
 My question reads as follows: “Some people look upon the Soviet Union with feelings of pride, while 

others look upon the Soviet Union with shame. What about you? Generally speaking, how do you look 

upon the Soviet Union today?” Respondents could select from the following answers: “I am very proud of 

the Soviet Union;” “I am proud of the Soviet Union;” “I am neither proud nor ashamed of the Soviet 

Union;” “I am ashamed of the Soviet Union;” “I am very ashamed of the Soviet Union;” “Hard to say;” and 

“Refusal.” 
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would “very much not like” to witness the Soviet Union’s restoration.
9
 Finally, in terms 

of feelings on a return to Communist Party rule, only 25% of all respondents said that 

they either “fully approve” or “approve” of such a return, while 52% opined that they 

either “disapprove” or “fully disapprove.”
10

 Thus, based upon these survey results (as 

represented in Figures 1-4 below),
11

 although a majority of Russia’s citizens harbor 

feelings of “reflective” nostalgia towards the Soviet Union today, “restorative” nostalgic 

sentiments are not quite as pervasive. 

 

Figure 1 - Feelings of Regret over the Collapse of the Soviet Union 

 

 

                                                           
9
 My question reads as follows: “Some people would very much like to see the Soviet Union to be 

completely restored, while others would not. What about you? In your opinion, would you like to see the 

Soviet Union to be completely restored in the same form as soon as possible?” Respondents could select 

from the following answers: “I would very much like to see the Soviet Union to be completely restored as 

soon as possible;” “I would like to see the Soviet Union to be completely restored as soon as possible;” “I 

do not care whether the Soviet Union is restored or not;” “I would not like to see the Soviet Union to be 

completely restored;” “I would very much not like to see the Soviet Union to be completely restored;” 

“Hard to say;” and “Refusal.” 
10

 My question reads as follows: “Some people would approve of a return to rule by the Communist Party, 

while others would not. What about you? Would you approve of a return to rule by the Communist Party in 

Russia today?” Respondents could select from the following answers: “I would fully approve of a return to 

rule by the Communist Party;” “I would approve of a return to rule by the Communist Party;” “I would 

disapprove of a return to rule by the Communist Party;” “I would fully disapprove of a return to rule by the 

Communist Party;” “Hard to say;” and “Refusal.” 
11

 Figures 1-4 were created with SPSS software. 
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Figure 2 - Feelings of Pride and Shame for the Soviet Union 

 

 

 

Figure 3 - Feelings on the Restoration of the Soviet Union 
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Figure 4 - Feelings on a Return to Communist Party Rule 

 

 

The Soviet Nostalgics 

 

 This next section seeks to identify who in Russia is most prone to feel nostalgia 

towards the Soviet Union today, by means of observing a variety of demographic 

variables under cross tabulations analysis. In terms of Soviet nostalgia, I look at four 

variables: feelings of regret over the Soviet collapse; feelings of pride and shame towards 

the USSR; feelings on the restoration of the Soviet Union; and feelings on the possibility 

of a return to rule by the Communist Party. To begin,
 
I conducted a bivariate correlations 

test to see what types of relationships exist among these variables. Judging from the 

correlations displayed in Table 1 below, all of these variables positively correlate. This 

finding supports the notion that they represent various “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia.
12

 

                                                           
12

 Responses included for these survey questions were grouped in an ordinal manner (i.e. from expressing 

happiness that the Soviet Union no longer exists to strongly regretting the Soviet collapse; from being very 

ashamed to very proud of the Soviet Union; from very much not wanting to witness the complete 

restoration of the Soviet Union to very much wanting to witness the complete restoration of the Soviet 

Union; and from fully disapproving to fully approving of a return to rule by the Communist Party). 
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Table 1 - Feelings of Soviet Nostalgia 

Bivariate Correlations 
   

 Feelings of 

Regret for 

the Soviet 

Collapse 

Feelings of 

Pride and 

Shame for the 

USSR 

Feelings on 

the 

Restoration 

of the Soviet 

Union 

Feelings on a 

Return to 

Communist 

Party Rule 

Feelings of Regret for 

the Soviet Collapse 

Pearson 1    

Sig.     

N 1,329    

Feelings of Pride and 

Shame for the USSR 

Pearson .498* 1   

Sig. .000    

N 1,278 1,489   

Feelings on the 

Restoration of the 

Soviet Union 

Pearson .726* .472* 1  

Sig. .000 .000   

N 1,175 1,203 1,247  

Feelings on a Return to 

Communist Party Rule 

Pearson .426* .452* .495* 1 

Sig. .000 .000 .000  

N 1,069 1,168 1,019 1,226 
*Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (Two-Tailed). 

 

In seeking to identify which demographics are most prone to feel nostalgia 

towards the Soviet Union, I begin by looking at age and income as variables. In regards 

to age, cross tabulations show that this variable seemingly relates to whether Russians 

harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia, with the elderly being more nostalgic than the youth. 

If we divide our sample into respective age groups, results show that the elderly boasts 

the highest percentages of respondents in terms of regretting the Soviet collapse, feeling 

pride for the USSR, supporting the restoration of the Soviet Union, and approving of a 

return to Communist Party rule. In contrast, the youth are found to exhibit the lowest 

percentages for each of my aforementioned “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia (see Table 2).
13

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Respondents who selected either “Hard to say” or “Refusal” in response to these survey questions are 

excluded from analysis here. 
13

 In conducting cross tabulations, I coded responses as follows: “Regret for the Soviet Collapse;” “Pride 

for the USSR;” “In Favor of USSR Restoration;” and “Approval of Communist Party Return.” In other 

words, regardless as to the extent to which survey respondents feel regret over the Soviet collapse, feel 

pride for the USSR, want to restore the Soviet Union, and approve of a return to Communist Party rule, 

only those responses which adhere to this coding system are analyzed here. That said, none of the other 

survey responses have been categorized as “missing” here. 
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Table 2 - Feelings of Soviet Nostalgia by Age 
Age Groups (Years)     

 18-30 30-45 45-60 60-88 

Regret for the Soviet Collapse 32% 49% 71% 86% 

Pride for the USSR 33% 45% 62% 78% 

In Favor of Restoration of USSR 22% 31% 47% 65% 

Approval of Communist Party Return 15% 17% 30% 40% 

N 448-450 448-449 496-497 310-311 

 

Cross tabulations also show that income relates to whether Russians harbor 

feelings of Soviet nostalgia, with the poor being more likely than the wealthy to feel 

nostalgia. If we divide our sample into income groups, results reveal that the financially 

insecure boast the highest percentages in terms of regretting the Soviet collapse, feeling 

pride for the USSR, supporting the restoration of the Soviet Union, and approving of a 

return to Communist Party rule (see Table 3).
14

 In contrast, the wealthy exhibit the lowest 

percentages for each of my four “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia, save for in terms of 

favoring the restoration of the USSR (though the differential between the 30,000-70,000 

and 70,000-200,000 rubles per month groups here is negligible).
15

 

 

Table 3 - Feelings of Soviet Nostalgia by Income 
Monthly Household Income 

(Rubles per Month) 

    

 1,300-15,000 r. 15,000-30,000 r. 30,000-70,000 r. 70,000-200,000 r. 

Regret for the Soviet Collapse 73% 62% 51% 45% 

Pride for the USSR 71% 55% 46% 37% 

In Favor of Restoration of 

USSR 

55% 43% 33% 34% 

Approval of Communist Party 

Return 

31% 26% 23% 12% 

N 370-371 653-656 476-478 72-74 

 

                                                           
14

 Income groups are based upon monthly household income. 
15

 Again, in conducting cross tabulations, I coded responses as follows: “Regret for the Soviet Collapse;” 

“Pride for the USSR;” “In Favor of USSR Restoration;” and “Approval of Communist Party Return.” In 

other words, regardless as to the extent to which survey respondents feel regret over the Soviet collapse, 

feel pride for the USSR, want to restore the Soviet Union, and approve of a return to Communist Party rule, 

only those responses which adhere to this coding system are analyzed here. That said, none of the other 

survey responses have been categorized as “missing” here. 
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I now turn to an analysis of several other variables. In measuring feelings of 

Soviet nostalgia, I group survey responses according to the following system; “Regret” 

and “No Regret” for the Soviet collapse; “Pride” and “Shame” for the USSR; “In Favor” 

and “Not in Favor” of the restoration of the Soviet Union; and “Approval” and 

“Disapproval” of a return to Communist Party rule.
16

 In terms of education, respondents 

were grouped into the following categories: “Primary or Less”; “Secondary”; “Secondary 

Vocational”; “High School”; “High School Vocational”; “College”; “Incomplete 

University”; and “University.” Although it is challenging to categorize these levels in an 

ordinal fashion, a relationship seemingly exists between education level and several 

“aspects” of Soviet nostalgia. On this point, cross tabulations (see Table 4) reveal that a 

greater percentage of respondents with “lower” educations feel regret over the Soviet 

collapse and welcome the restoration of the USSR than those with “higher” educations.  

That said, this relationship does not hold up throughout and is susceptible to criticism on 

account of that the sample populations for “Primary or Less” and “Incomplete 

University” are small. No relationship appears to exist between education level and 

shame for the Soviet Union as well, since feelings of pride for the USSR are high 

throughout. Lastly, a relationship is seemingly observable between education level and 

feelings on the possibility of a return to Communist Party rule, with a greater percentage 

of respondents with “lower” educations approving than those with “higher” educations. 

 

                                                           
16

 Thus, regardless as to the extent to which respondents regret the Soviet collapse, feel pride or shame 

towards the USSR, support the restoration of the Soviet Union, and approve or disapprove of a return to 

Communist Party rule, only those responses which adhere to this coding system are analyzed here. Hence, 

respondents who either selected “Hard to say,” issued a “Refusal,” or chose a neutral response to any of the 

survey questions pertaining to my dependent variables are categorized as “missing” and excluded from 

analysis here. In adhering to this coding system, however, feelings of pride will be very high in terms of 

percentages, since very few Russian citizens in the aggregate admitted to harboring feelings of shame 

towards the Soviet Union. 
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Table 4 - Feelings of Soviet Nostalgia by Education 
Education         

 Primary 

Less 

Secondary Secondary 

Vocational 

High 

School 

High School 

 Vocational 

College Incomplete 

University 

University 

Regret for 

the Soviet 

Collapse 

88% 84% 75% 67% 81% 71% 60% 64% 

Pride for 

the USSR 
95% 100% 98% 96% 95% 98% 100% 93% 

In Favor of 

Restoration 

of USSR 

74% 81% 75% 63% 66% 67% 49% 53% 

Approval of 

Communist 

Party 

Return 

41% 52% 43% 30% 35% 33% 20% 28% 

N 17-25 67-83 54-76 169-260 78-101 258-

395 

33-52 202-338 

 

I also conducted cross tabulations according to gender. According to cross 

tabulations (see Table 5 below), results indicate that a greater percentage of women than 

men feel regret over the Soviet collapse, feel pride for the USSR, support the restoration 

of the Soviet Union, and approve of a return to Communist Party rule, thereby showing 

women to be more nostalgic than men. 

 

Table 5 - Feelings of Soviet Nostalgia by Gender 
Gender   

   

Men 

 

Women 

Regret for the Soviet Collapse 67% 73% 

Pride for the USSR 95% 97% 

In Favor of Restoration of USSR 59% 67% 

Approval of Communist Party Return 31% 34% 

N 387-619 495-710 

 

In terms of nationality, cross tabulations surprisingly reveal that a greater 

percentage of ethnic non-Russians feel regret over the Soviet collapse, feel pride for the 

USSR, support the restoration of the Soviet Union, and approve of a return to Communist 

Party rule than ethnic Russians, thereby showing ethnic minorities to be more nostalgic. 
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Table 6 - Feelings of Soviet Nostalgia by Nationality 
Nationality   

 Russian Non-Russian 

Regret for the Soviet Collapse 69% 76% 

Pride for the USSR 96% 97% 

In Favor of Restoration of USSR 62% 73% 

Approval of Communist Party Return 29% 47% 

N 718-1,116 154-111 

 

In terms of residential location, cross tabulations indicate that a greater percentage 

of rural residents feel regret over the Soviet collapse, feel pride for the USSR, support the 

restoration of the Soviet Union, and approve of a return to Communist Party rule than 

urban residents.
17

 

 

Table 7 - Feelings of Soviet Nostalgia by Residency 
Residency   

  

Urban 

 

Rural 

Regret for the Soviet Collapse 68% 77% 

Pride for the USSR 96% 98% 

In Favor of Restoration of USSR 59% 75% 

Approval of Communist Party Return 31% 35% 

N 631-984 252-344 

 

I also conducted cross tabulations according to Russia’s eight federal districts. 

Interestingly, results indicate that a greater percentage of residents in the Southern 

Federal District (consisting of the Republic of Adygea, Astrakhan Oblast, the Republic of 

Kalmykia, Krasnodar Krai, Rostov Oblast, and Volgograd Oblast) feel regret over the 

Soviet collapse, support the restoration of the Soviet Union, and approve of a return to 

Communist Party rule than any other federal district. 

                                                           
17

 In terms of frequency distributions, 412 out of 1,604 respondents selected “rural” as their residential 

location, while 1,192 opted for “urban.” 
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Table 8 - Feelings of Soviet Nostalgia by Region 
Region         

  

Northwest 

 

Central 

 

Southern 

North 

Caucasian 

 

Volga 

 

Ural 

 

Siberian 

 

Far East 

Regret for 

the Soviet 

Collapse 

72% 62% 80% 68% 71% 73% 74% 77% 

Pride for 

the USSR 

94% 94% 94% 97% 98% 100% 97% 100% 

In Favor of 

Restoration 

of USSR 

69% 59% 81% 68% 62% 58% 57% 64% 

Approval 

of 

Communist 

Party 

Return 

32% 26% 47% 26% 39% 41% 24% 26% 

N 72-127 195-370 110-147 56-78 216-

289 

83-111 116-173 29-56 

 

Lastly, I conducted cross tabulations according to social and consumer status 

rankings. In regards to social status (consisting of five “classes” of which respondents 

identified with the one that best characterizes their current socio-economic situation), 

cross tabulations (see Table 9 below) show that a relationship appears to exist among the 

“middle,” “lower middle,” and “lower” classes. Accordingly, results indicate that a 

greater percentage of “lower middle” class respondents than “middle” class respondents 

feel regret over the Soviet collapse, support the restoration of the Soviet Union, and 

approve of a return to Communist Party rule. A greater percentage of “lower” class 

respondents than “lower middle” class respondents as well harbor the same set of feelings 

with respect to these “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia. A greater percentage of “lower” class 

respondents also feel pride for the USSR than “lower middle” and “middle” class 

respondents, respectively.
18

 

                                                           
18

 Overall, it is difficult to analyze the extent to which respondents within the “upper” and “upper middle” 

classes harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia by means of cross tabulations, owing to the small size of these 

sample populations. 
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Table 9 - Feelings of Soviet Nostalgia by Social Status 
Social Status      

 Upper Upper Middle Middle Lower Middle Lower 

Regret for the Soviet Collapse 67% 68% 64% 74% 79% 

Pride for the USSR 100% 95% 96% 95% 99% 

In Favor of Restoration of USSR 60% 61% 55% 68% 74% 

Approval of Communist Party Return 13% 23% 29% 35% 38% 

N 5-9 21-40 352-571 335-479 169-229 

 

Table 10 - Feelings of Soviet Nostalgia by Consumer Status 
Consumer 

Status 

      

 No Money 

to Buy 

Food 

No Money to Buy 

Clothes 

No Money to 

Buy Fridge 

No Money to 

Buy Car 

Not in 

Need 

Deny Us 

Nothing 

Regret for 

the Soviet 

Collapse 

80% 83% 69% 64% 55% 67% 

Pride for 

the USSR 

100% 97% 97% 93% 96% 100% 

In Favor of 

Restoration 

of USSR 

84% 77% 62% 53% 48% 0% 

Approval of 

Communist 

Party 

Return 

49% 42% 30% 28% 23% 0% 

N 73-97 179-235 409-627 175-306 44-64 2-6 

 

In regards to consumer status (consisting of six categories, of which respondents 

identified with the one category that best characterizes their current socioeconomic 

situation), cross tabulations (see Table 10 above) seemingly indicate that a greater 

percentage of respondents in “lower” consumer status rankings feel regret over the Soviet 

collapse, support the restoration of the Soviet Union, and approve of a return to 

Communist Party rule than respondents in “higher” consumer status rankings. That said, 

owing to the small size of the sample populations for the “Not in need” and “Deny us 

nothing” categories, it is difficult to ascertain the extent to which respondents hailing 

from the two highest consumer status rankings harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia. 



91 

 

Based upon cross tabulations, we are thus able to sketch the demographic 

contours in regards to who in Russia today is most likely to harbor feelings of nostalgia 

towards the Soviet Union. 

 

Interpreting Demographics 

 

 Which of these demographic variables is most influential in terms of explaining 

why Russian citizens harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia today? In attempting to answer 

this question, I conducted multivariate linear regressions. In doing so, I recoded the 

following variables: feelings of regret over the Soviet collapse; feelings of pride and 

shame towards the USSR; feelings on the restoration of the Soviet Union; and feelings on 

the possibility of a return to rule by the Communist Party.
19

 Of those demographic 

variables with which I conducted multivariate linear regressions (i.e. Age, Income 

(labeled as “Money”),
20

 Education, Gender, Nationality, Residency, Region, Social 

Status, and Consumer Status), I created dummy variables for the following: Nationality 

(labeled as “Ethnicity”)
21

; Region (“Southern District”); Gender (“Women”); and 

Residency (“Rural”). I also created a “University” dummy variable for Education. I then 

conducted multivariate linear regressions for each of my “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia, 

including all of these demographic variables, to see which display the strongest 

correlations. 

                                                           
19

 I recoded my values into intelligible units of measurement for each of these variables, first by 

categorizing all respondents who either selected “Hard to say” or “Refusal” for answers as “missing” here, 

and second by recoding values in an ordinal manner. 
20

 With respect to monthly household income, in order to make this variable intelligible for multivariate 

linear regression analyses, I computed a new variable (labeled as “Money”) by dividing all data entries by a 

factor of 1,000. 
21

 Respondents who selected “Hard to say” or “Refusal” in terms of designating their nationality are 

categorized as “missing” here. 
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In terms of feelings of regret over the Soviet collapse, results reveal that while 

Income and Consumer Status exhibit negative correlations, Age, Region, and Residency 

all positively correlate. In terms of feelings of pride and shame towards the USSR, results 

reveal that while Income correlates negatively, Age, Residency, and Nationality all show 

positive correlations. In terms of feelings on the restoration of the Soviet Union, while 

Consumer Status exhibits a negative correlation, Age, Residency, and Region all 

positively correlate. Lastly, in terms of feelings concerning the possibility of a return to 

rule by the Communist Party, results show that while Consumer Status negatively 

correlates, Age, Region, and Nationality all exhibit positive correlations (see Table 11). 

 

Table 11 - Results of OLS Multivariate Regressions on Correlates of Nostalgia 

Demographics 
IV/DV Feelings of Regret for 

the Soviet Collapse 

Feelings of Pride 

and Shame for the 

USSR 

Feelings on the 

Restoration of the 

Soviet Union 

Feelings on a 

Return to 

Communist Party 

Rule 

Age .018 (.002)*** .012 (.001)*** .019 (.002)*** .015 (.002)*** 

Money -.003 (.001)** -.003 (.001)** .000 (.002) -.002 (.002) 

Education .027 (.019) .015 (.017) .020 (.028) -.003 (.024) 

University -.116 (.081) -.066 (.071) -.193 (.122) .043 (.099) 

Women .014 (.049) -.006 (.043) .052 (.073) -.016 (.060) 

Ethnicity (Non-

Russian) 

.068 (.073) .226 (.065)*** .153 (.110) .417 (.089)*** 

Southern 

District 

.183 (.076)* .130 (.069) .422 (.113)*** .273 (.098)** 

Social Status .016 (.033) .009 (.029) -.027 (.050) .022 (.041) 

Consumer 

Status 

-.062 (.031)* -.034 (.027) -.125 (.046)** -.093 (.038)* 

Rural .197 (.056)*** .162 (.050)*** .324 (.084)*** .023 (.070) 

Population 1,329 1,489 1,247 1,226 

R-Squared .186 .127 .152 .132 

*** Statistical significance at the 0.1% level (at least 99.9% confidence the result is not random) 

** Statistical significance at the 1% level (at least 99% confidence the result is not random) 

* Statistical significance at the 5% level (at least 95% confidence the result is not random) 

 

In analyzing the unstandardized coefficients, these values reveal the effect that a 

given independent variable exerts on a given dependent variable when the independent 
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variable under analysis increases by a single unit of its measurement. To serve as an 

example, in discussing feelings of regret over the Soviet collapse, my results indicate that 

as Age and Income increase by a factor of one, they exert an effect of .018 and -.003, 

respectively (thus meaning that for every year someone ages or for every 1,000 rubles 

someone accumulates, it produces an effect on this dependent variable by a factor of .018 

for Age and -.003 for Income). It would thus take approximately 56 years and 333,000 

rubles to trigger a movement of one full point along my scale for feelings of regret over 

the Soviet collapse in the positive and negative directions, respectively. In terms of 

feelings of pride and shame towards the USSR, my results show that as Age and Income 

increase by a factor of one, they exert an effect of .012 and -.003, respectively. Bearing 

this in mind, it would take approximately 83 years and 333,000 rubles to trigger a 

movement of one full point along my scale for feelings of pride and shame towards the 

USSR in the positive and negative directions, respectively. In discussing feelings on the 

restoration of the Soviet Union, my results show that as Age increases by a factor of one, 

it exerts an effect of .019. So, it would take approximately 53 years to trigger a 

movement of one full point in the positive direction along my scale for feelings on the 

restoration of the Soviet Union. Lastly, in discussing feelings concerning the possibility 

of a return to rule by the Communist Party, my results show that as Age increases by a 

factor of one it exerts an effect of .015. It would thus take approximately 67 years to 

trigger a movement of one full point in the positive direction along my scale for feelings 

on the possibility of a return to rule by the Communist Party. 

In order to determine which of these demographics is most influential in regards 

to explaining why Russian citizens harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia today, however, it 
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is necessary to analyze the standardized beta coefficient values, given that the 

unstandardized coefficients are incomparable owing to their differing units of 

measurement. In terms of feelings of regret over the Soviet collapse, Age boasts the 

strongest positive correlation, followed by Residency and Region, while Income and 

Consumer Status exhibit negative correlations. In terms of feelings of pride and shame 

towards the USSR, Age also displays the strongest positive correlation, followed by 

Nationality and Residency, while Income shows a weak negative correlation. In terms of 

feelings on the restoration of the Soviet Union, Age again exhibits the strongest positive 

correlation, followed by Residency and Region, while Consumer Status displays a slight 

negative correlation. Lastly, in terms of feelings on the possibility of a return to rule by 

the Communist Party, Age again boasts the strongest positive correlation, followed by 

Nationality and Region, while Consumer Status exhibits a weak negative correlation. 

Table 12 - Beta Coefficients 

Demographics 
IV/DV Feelings of Regret 

for the Soviet 

Collapse 

Feelings of Pride 

and Shame for the 

USSR 

Feelings on the 

Restoration of the 

Soviet Union 

Feelings on a 

Return to 

Communist Party 

Rule 

Age .346*** .264*** .269*** .263*** 

Money -.093** -.094** -- -- 

Ethnicity (Non-

Russian) 

-- .097*** -- .144*** 

Southern 

District 

.068* -- .112*** .086** 

Consumer 

Status 

-.071* -- -.101** -.096* 

Rural .104*** .094*** .120*** -- 

*** Statistical significance at the 0.1% level (at least 99.9% confidence the result is not random) 
** Statistical significance at the 1% level (at least 99% confidence the result is not random) 

* Statistical significance at the 5% level (at least 95% confidence the result is not random) 

 

In summary, my multivariate linear regression results indicate that while age 

showcases the strongest positive correlations with respect to all of my “aspects” of Soviet 

nostalgia, regional location, rural residency, and ethnic minority status also display 
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(significantly lesser) positive correlations, while income and consumer status ranking 

portray negative correlations at times (see Table 12 above). Thus, with age serving as the 

primary independent variable, these other demographics assist in identifying who in 

particular in Russia is most likely to harbor feelings of nostalgia towards the Soviet 

Union today.
22

 

 

Attitudes on the USSR 

 

 In addition, I sought to determine if any correlations exist between certain 

attitudinal variables and my “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia.
23

 In returning to my May 2012 

Levada Analytical Center survey, one of my questions asked Russians to designate what 

they believe to be the “greatest achievement” of the Soviet Union.
24

 Based upon this 

question, I created dummy variables for “The attainment of superpower status in the 

international system of states” and “Victory in the Great Patriotic War.” I also sought to 

                                                           
22

 Since the two beta coefficient values for “Money,” one of the beta coefficient values for “Ethnicity,” two 

of the beta coefficient values for “Southern District,” two of the beta coefficient values for “Consumer 

Status,” and one of the beta coefficient values for “Rural Residency” are all less than 0.10, the effects that 

these variables exert are rather negligible. Furthermore, only “Age” exhibits statistically significant positive 

correlations greater than 0.10 for each of my “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia, thus making this variable clearly 

the most influential here. 
23

 The explanatory power of such variables is susceptible to criticism on account of the difficulty in 

ascertaining causality. 
24

 My question reads as follows: “Some people think that great achievements were realized during the 

Soviet era, while others do not. What about you? In your opinion, what do you consider to be the greatest 

achievement of the Soviet Union, or do you think that the Soviet Union had any great achievements?” 

Respondents could select from the following answers: “Building Socialism;” “Victory in the Great Patriotic 

War;” “The sending of a person into outer space;” “The attainment of superpower status in the international 

system of states;” “The establishment of a generous social welfare state to care for the Soviet peoples;” “I 

do not think that any great achievements were realized during the Soviet era;” “Hard to say;” and “Refusal.” 

Respondents who selected either “Hard to say” or “Refusal” for their answers to this question are 

categorized as “missing” here. 
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determine whether popular evaluations of Soviet-era and contemporary public services 

relate to my “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia, based upon two additional survey questions.
25

 

My multivariate linear regression analyses (including all of my demographic 

variables listed in Table 11, as well as my aforementioned attitudinal variables) showcase 

some interesting findings. Accordingly, in terms of the Soviet collapse, Age, Residency, 

Region, and the Evaluation of Public Services in the USSR all display positive 

correlations, while Income reveals a negative correlation. In terms of feelings of pride 

and shame for the USSR, Age, Residency, viewing the Victory in the Great Patriotic War 

as the greatest achievement of the USSR, Nationality, and the Evaluation of Public 

Services in the USSR all display positive correlations, while Income again reveals a 

negative correlation. In terms of feelings on the restoration of the Soviet Union, Age, 

Residency, the Evaluation of Public Services in the USSR, and Region all display 

positive correlations, while Consumer Status reveals a negative correlation. Lastly, in 

terms of feelings on the possibility of a return to rule by the Communist Party, Age, the 

Evaluation of Public Services in Russia, Nationality, Region, and the Evaluation of 

Public Services in the USSR all display positive correlations, while viewing the Victory 

                                                           
25

 My question reads as follows: “In your opinion, how would you evaluate the provision of public services 

(in terms of education, healthcare, transportation, and security) in the Soviet Union?” Respondents could 

select from the following answers: “The population was provided a more than adequate level of public 

services;” “The population was provided an adequate level of public services;” “The population was 

provided a less than adequate level of public services;” “Hard to say;” and “Refusal.” My other question 

reads as follows: “In your opinion, how would you evaluate the provision of public services (in terms of 

education, healthcare, transportation, and security) in Russia today?” Respondents could select from the 

following answers: “A more than adequate level of public services is provided in Russia for the population;” 

“An adequate level of public services is provided in Russia for the population;” “A less than adequate level 

of public services is provided in Russia for the population;” “Hard to say;” and “Refusal.” I recoded my 

values in terms of how Russian citizens evaluate public services in the following manner: first, by 

categorizing all respondents who selected either “Hard to say” or “Refusal” for answers to my survey 

questions as “missing” here; and second, by recoding values in an ordinal manner (i.e. from assessing 

public service provisions in Soviet times and the contemporary era as being “less than adequate,” to 

“adequate,” to “more than adequate”). 
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in the Great Patriotic War as the greatest achievement of the Soviet Union exhibits a 

negative correlation (see Table 13). 

 

Table 13 - Results of OLS Multivariate Regressions on Correlates of Nostalgia 

Including Attitudinals 
IV/DV Feelings of Regret 

for the Soviet 

Collapse 

Feelings of Pride 

and Shame for the 

USSR 

Feelings on the 

Restoration of the 

Soviet Union 

Feelings on a 

Return to 

Communist Party 

Rule 

Age .016 (.002)*** .011 (.002)*** .017 (.003)*** .014 (.002)*** 

Money -.003 (.001)* -.003 (.001)* .000 (.002) -.002 (.002) 

Education .020 (.021) .001 (.018) .021 (.031) -.003 (.025) 

University -.031 (.089) .035 (.079) -.097 (.134) .075 (.104) 

Women .009 (.053) -.003 (.047) .061 (.079) .010 (.062) 

Ethnicity (Non-

Russian) 

.045 (.078) .198 (.070)** .127 (.116) .318 (.091)*** 

Southern 

District 

.227 (.080)** .137 (.073) .509 (.119)*** .368 (.100)*** 

Social Status .022 (.036) -.002 (.032) -.012 (.055) -.009 (.043) 

Consumer 

Status 

-.062 (.034) -.032 (.030) -.152 (.050)** -.077 (.040) 

Rural .171 (.060)** .112 (.054)* .272 (.090)** .007 (.071) 

Great Patriotic 

War Victory 

.042 (.058) .122 (.051)* .026 (.087) -.188 (.068)** 

Superpower 

Status 

.079 (.102) .090 (.089) -.005 (.151) .156 (.122) 

Public Services 

USSR 

.255 (.048)*** .299 (.042)*** .488 (.071)*** .446 (.055)*** 

Public Services 

Russian 

Federation 

-.079 (.051) .006 (.045) -.041 (.076) .252 (.058)*** 

Population 1,329 1,489 1,247 1,226 

R-Squared .208 .175 .205 .248 

*** Statistical significance at the 0.1% level (at least 99.9% confidence the result is not random) 

** Statistical significance at the 1% level (at least 99% confidence the result is not random) 
* Statistical significance at the 5% level (at least 95% confidence the result is not random) 

 

In order to determine which of these variables is most influential, however, it is 

necessary to analyze the standardized beta coefficient values once again. In terms of 

feelings of regret over the Soviet collapse, Age boasts the strongest positive correlation, 

followed by Evaluations of Public Services in the Soviet Union, Residency, and Region, 

while Income exhibits a negative correlation. In terms of feelings of pride and shame 
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towards the USSR, Age also displays the strongest positive correlation, followed by 

Evaluations of Public Services in the Soviet Union, Nationality, viewing the Great 

Patriotic War as the greatest achievement of the USSR, and Residency, while Income 

shows a negative correlation. In terms of feelings concerning the restoration of the Soviet 

Union, Age again exhibits the strongest positive correlation, followed closely by 

Evaluations of Public Services in the Soviet Union, Region, and Residency, while 

Consumer Status displays a negative correlation. Lastly, in terms of feelings on the 

possibility of a return to rule by the Communist Party, Evaluations of Public Services in 

the Soviet Union boasts the strongest positive correlation, followed by Age, Evaluations 

of Public Services in Russia, Region, and Nationality, while viewing the Victory in the 

Great Patriotic War as the greatest achievement of the USSR negatively correlates.
26

 

The results of the multivariate linear regression analyses for demographics and 

attitudinals thus reveal that while Age remains the primary independent variable, one 

attitudinal nearly eclipses Age in displaying positive correlations. The only other variable 

which positively correlates with all of my “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia concerns how 

Russians evaluate Soviet-era public services today. That said, my multivariate linear 

regression analyses tend to somewhat discredit my income, nationality, military 

greatness, and superpower hypotheses,
27

 on account of that none of these variables 

exhibit strong beta coefficient values (see Table 14). Hence, my findings concerning 

perceptions of Soviet-era public services are noteworthy, particularly since this attitudinal 

                                                           
26

 That said, since the two beta coefficient values for “Money,” one of the beta coefficient values for 

“Ethnicity,” one of the beta coefficient values for “Southern District,” two of the beta coefficient values for 

“Residency,” and the two beta coefficient values for “Great Patriotic War” are all less than 0.10, the effects 

that these variables exert on my “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia are negligible. Only “Age” and “Public 

Services USSR” exhibit statistically significant positive correlations greater than 0.10 for each of my 

“aspects” of Soviet nostalgia, thus making these variables clearly the most influential here. 
27

 In fact, the superpower variable does not correlate with any of my “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia. 
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variable offers a plausible explanation as to why many Russians harbor feelings of Soviet 

nostalgia today. 

 

Table 14 - Beta Coefficients 

Including Attitudinals 
IV/DV Feelings of Regret 

for the Soviet 

Collapse 

Feelings of Pride 

and Shame for the 

USSR 

Feelings on the 

Restoration of the 

Soviet Union 

Feelings on a 

Return to 

Communist Party 

Rule 

Age .311*** .232*** .230*** .229*** 

Money -.090* -.079* -- -- 

Ethnicity (Non-

Russian) 

-- .086** -- .112*** 

Southern 

District 

.088** -- .138*** .118*** 

Consumer 

Status 

-- -- -.124** -- 

Rural .093** .066* .102** -- 

Great Patriotic 

War Victory 

-- .078* -- -.095** 

Public Services 

USSR 

.166*** .218*** .225*** .265*** 

Public Services 

Russian 

Federation 

-- -- -- .139*** 

*** Statistical significance at the 0.1% level (at least 99.9% confidence the result is not random) 

** Statistical significance at the 1% level (at least 99% confidence the result is not random) 
* Statistical significance at the 5% level (at least 95% confidence the result is not random) 

 

Perceptions of Soviet-Era Public Services 

 

While cross tabulations indicate that the elderly, poor, less educated, women, 

ethnic minorities, rural dwellers, residents of the Southern Federal District, and members 

of the lower social and consumer status rankings are more prone to harbor feelings of 

Soviet nostalgia, my multivariate linear regression analyses reveal that two variables in 

particular (that being Age and Evaluations of Public Services in the Soviet Union) 

showcase the strongest positive correlations with respect to all of my “aspects” of Soviet 

nostalgia. Additional findings show that certain variables seemingly relate to each other. 
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On this point, cross tabulations reveal that positive evaluations of Soviet-era 

public services tend to increase with age and decrease with income accumulation (see 

Tables 15 and 16). Most Russians, however, view such provisions positively, regardless 

of location (Table 17). Bearing this in mind, cross tabulations also reveal that negative 

evaluations of contemporary public services tend to increase with age and decrease with 

income accumulation. However, more than sixty percent of both the young and the 

wealthy evaluate contemporary public services as substandard today (see Tables 18 and 

19), thus revealing the sheer extent to which Russian citizens disapprovingly look upon 

such provisions. Lastly, it is worth noting that the negative evaluation of contemporary 

public services is a sentiment that is shared by many across the country (see Table 20).
28

 

 

Table 15 - Evaluations of Public Services in USSR by Age 
Age Groups (Years)     

   

18-30 

 

30-45  

 

45-60 

 

60-88 

“Adequate” or “More 

than Adequate” Level of 

Public Services Provided 

in Soviet Union 

46% 65% 72% 79% 

N 450 448 497 311 

 

Table 16 - Evaluations of Public Services in USSR by Income 
Monthly 

Household Income 

(Rubles per 

Month) 

    

   

1,300-15,000 

 

15,000-30,000  

 

30,000-70,000 

 

70,000-200,000 

“Adequate” or 

“More than 

Adequate” Level 

of Public Services 

Provided in Soviet 

Union 

74% 68% 61% 63% 

N 370 656 477 73 

 

                                                           
28

 In regards to my cross tabulations, none of the responses to these survey questions are excluded from 

analysis here. 
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Table 17 - Evaluations of Public Services in USSR by Region 
Federal 

Districts 

        

  

Northwest 

 

Central 

 

Southern 

North 

Caucasian 

 

Volga 

 

Ural 

 

Siberian 

 

Far East 

“Adequate” 

or “More 

than 

Adequate” 

Level of 

Public 

Services 

Provided in 

Soviet 

Union 

65% 60% 68% 58% 72% 72% 57% 68% 

N 153 443 157 98 336 135 215 69 

 

By analyzing how Russians in the aggregate evaluate public services in both the 

Soviet and post-Soviet eras, we are able to observe how the Russian state is failing to 

meet citizens’ expectations today. I thus posit that the perceived decline in public services 

may be what is causing feelings of Soviet nostalgia to flourish. 

 

Table 18 - Evaluations of Public Services in Russia by Age 
Age Groups (Years)     

   

18-30 

 

30-45  

 

45-60 

 

60-88 

“A Less than 

Adequate” Level of 

Public Services 

Provided in Russian 

Federation 

63% 70% 75% 69% 

N 449 448 497 312 

 

Table 19 - Evaluations of Public Services in Russia by Income 
Monthly 

Household Income 

(Rubles per 

Month) 

    

   

1,300-15,000 

 

15,000-30,000  

 

30,000-70,000 

 

70,000-200,000 

“A Less than 

Adequate” Level 

of Public Services 

Provided in 

Russian 

Federation 

70% 73% 69% 62% 

N 370 655 478 73 
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Table 20 - Evaluations of Public Services in Russia by Region 
Federal 

Districts 

        

  

Northwest 

 

Central 

 

Southern 

North 

Caucasian 

 

Volga 

 

Ural 

 

Siberian 

 

Far East 

“A Less 

than 

Adequate” 

Level of 

Public 

Services 

Provided in 

Russian 

Federation 

70% 73% 75% 68% 68% 61% 64% 63% 

N 152 445 158 98 335 135 214 68 

 

In summary, the perceived decline in public service provisions may well be what 

is causing many Russians to yearn for a return to the Soviet Union. Furthermore, such 

reasoning helps shed light on how some of the other aforementioned variables may relate 

to the pervasiveness of Soviet nostalgia today. It thus seems conceivable that the reason 

as to why the elderly and the poor are nostalgic is due not simply to their old age or dire 

financial situation, but because they are unable to achieve upward social mobility on 

account of the substandard state of public services available to them today.
29

 

 

“Hard to Say” and “Refusal” 

 

 As a precaution, I also performed an analysis of those respondents who selected 

either “Hard to say” or “Refusal” to survey questions concerning my aforementioned 

                                                           
29

 I do not include my nationality, rural residency, consumer status, or popular evaluations of Russian 

public services multivariate linear regression findings in my discussion here concerning how popular 

evaluations of Soviet-era public services may relate to other variables in terms of influencing feelings of 

Soviet nostalgia, on account of that such variables only reveal one statistically significant correlation (be it 

positive or negative) in relation to my “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia (see Table 14). 
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“aspects” of Soviet nostalgia.
30

 Overall, my findings reveal that these answers were not 

regularly selected by respondents. In terms of feelings of regret over the Soviet collapse, 

just 13% and 4% of respondents opted for “Hard to say” and “Refusal” as answers to this 

question, respectively. In terms of feelings of pride and shame towards the USSR, only 

5% of respondents selected “Hard to say,” while just 2% opted for “Refusal” as answers. 

In terms of feelings on the restoration of the Soviet Union, slightly more respondents 

opted for “Hard to say” (17%) and “Refusal” (6%), respectively. Lastly, in terms of 

feelings concerning the possibility of a return to rule by the Communist Party, while a 

considerable 17% of respondents selected “Hard to say,” only 6% issued a “Refusal.” 

 

Table 21 - Hard to Say Responses to Feelings of Soviet Nostalgia by Age 
Age Groups (Years)     

 18-30 30-45 45-60 60-88 

Regret for the Soviet Collapse 7% 4% 2% 1% 

Pride/Shame for the USSR 5% 2% 1% 0% 

In Favor of Restoration of USSR 7% 6% 5% 3% 

Approval of Communist Party Return 7% 6% 6% 7% 

N 449-450 448-449 496 311 

 

Table 22 - Refusal Responses to Feelings of Soviet Nostalgia by Age 
Age Groups (Years)     

 18-30 30-45 45-60 60-88 

Regret for the Soviet Collapse 24% 17% 8% 4% 

Pride/Shame for the USSR 11% 5% 3% 1% 

In Favor of Restoration of USSR 23% 20% 14% 9% 

Approval of Communist Party Return 20% 13% 18% 17% 

N 449 448-449 496-497 310-311 

 

That said, cross tabulations according to age further reveal that of those survey 

respondents who selected either “Hard to say” or “Refusal” to those questions concerning 

my “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia, the greatest percentages are among the youth while the 

                                                           
30

 I was inspired by the following work to conduct this study: Ellen Carnaghan, “Alienation, Apathy, or 

Ambivalence? “Don’t Knows” and Democracy in Russia,” Slavic Review Vol. 55, No. 2 (Summer 1996): 

325-363. 
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lowest percentages are among the elderly (see Tables 21-22). Still, young Russians did 

not overwhelmingly opt for either of these responses when answering my survey 

questions.
31

 On another note, no clearly discernible relationship exists according to 

income. It would seem that the poorest Russian citizens would be the least likely to opt 

for either “Hard to say” or “Refusal” in response to those survey questions concerning 

my “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia. Yet this does not appear to be the case (see Tables 23-

24). Instead, it seems that how many rubles one earns per month does not really matter, in 

terms of selecting either “Hard to say” or “Refusal” as answers to such questions. 

 

Table 23 - Hard to Say Responses to Feelings of Soviet Nostalgia by Income 
Monthly Household Income 

(Rubles per Month) 

    

 1,300-15,000 r. 15,000-30,000 r. 30,000-70,000 r. 70,000-200,000 r. 

Regret for the Soviet Collapse 3% 3% 4% 0% 

Pride/Shame for the USSR 2% 1% 2% 1% 

In Favor of Restoration of 

USSR 

4% 4% 5% 1% 

Approval of Communist Party 

Return 

8% 7% 5% 3% 

N 370 655 477-478 73 

  

Table 24 - Refusal Responses to Feelings of Soviet Nostalgia by Income 
Monthly Household Income 

(Rubles per Month) 

    

 1,300-15,000 r. 15,000-30,000 r. 30,000-70,000 r. 70,000-200,000 r. 

Regret for the Soviet Collapse 9% 12% 12% 5% 

Pride/Shame for the USSR 5% 4% 3% 3% 

In Favor of Restoration of 

USSR 

12% 15% 16% 6% 

Approval of Communist Party 

Return 

20% 17% 12% 12% 

N 370-371 655 477 73 

 

Conclusion 

 

                                                           
31

 In conducting cross tabulations, I coded responses as follows for my “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia: “Hard 

to Say” and “Refusal.” Only those responses which adhere to this coding system are analyzed here. 
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A sizeable portion of Russian citizens harbor feelings of nostalgia for the Soviet 

Union today. Statistical analyses show that the elderly, poor, rural dwellers, residents of 

the Southern Federal District, and ethnic minorities are most inclined to harbor feelings 

of Soviet nostalgia. Yet some other variable may well be at play here, perhaps thus 

making these groups more likely to harbor such feelings than others. My findings 

tentatively indicate that most Russians primarily long for the material comforts of life in 

Soviet times. Hence, the perceived decline in public services over the past two decades 

seemingly relates to feelings of Soviet nostalgia. Bearing this in mind, my multivariate 

linear regression analyses do not show causality, but rather reveal the existence of a 

relationship between popular evaluations of Soviet-era public services and my “aspects” 

of Soviet nostalgia. In order to further understand the nature of this relationship, I thus 

now turn to a discussion of my fieldwork in Samara Oblast, Volgograd Oblast, and the 

Republic of Tatarstan. 



106 
 

Chapter Four: Samara 

 

 Stalin was infatuated with the notion of industrialization so that the Soviet Union 

could one day “catch and overtake” the West.
1
 In his efforts to realize this goal, the 

former General Secretary commissioned the construction of a variety of large-scale 

projects, such as the White Sea Canal, the city of Magnitogorsk, and the Moscow Metro. 

In similar fashion, President Putin has sought to bolster Russia’s international prestige as 

of recently by winning bids to host the 2013 Summer Universiade Games in Kazan, the 

2014 Winter Olympic Games in Sochi, and the 2018 FIFA World Cup.
2
 In addition, Putin 

seeks to revitalize the Russian economy. One such large-scale project entails the 

transformation of Samara Oblast, located within the Volga region, into a specialized 

economic zone. This federal subject is rather unique in that it features two major 

population centers, Togliatti (commonly referred to as Russia’s “automotive capital” on 

account of that the national automaker AvtoVAZ’s headquarters is situated here) and 

Samara (the administrative center). Metaphorically speaking, Samara Oblast can thus be 

conceived as a commercial hub, encompassing the twin “motor cities” of the Russian 

Federation. In truth, however, the Russian auto industry has fallen on hard times as of 

recently, particularly in the aftermath of the 2008 global financial crisis. The following 

quote by Sievert, Zakharov, and Klingholz (2011) provides an overall assessment of the 
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Russian auto industry, as well as details the Russian government’s response to the 

economic turmoil in Togliatti: 

 

With a population of 720,000, Togliatti is the largest “mono-city” in the former Soviet 

Union. Approximately 100,000 people are employed at AvtoVAZ, and before the recent 

economic crisis, there were almost 30,000 more. The company was able to avoid 

bankruptcy in 2009 thanks only to a generous bailout by the Russian government. Yet 

even before the crisis, Russian customers were increasingly rejecting AvtoVAZ models 

for higher-quality foreign cars. As the decade drew to a close, sales of AvtoVAZ lines 

had fallen dramatically. If AvtoVAZ had gone bankrupt, not only would it have led to 

severe social problems in Tolyatti, but would have placed the future of the entire national 

auto industry at risk. To avert such a disaster, the government responded forcefully; it 

protected its auto manufacturers by significantly raising import duties on foreign cars. To 

stimulate demand at home, the government also began its own “Cash for Clunkers” 

programme, issuing vouchers to those who traded in their old vehicles for new Russian 

models.
3
 

 

 The Russian government has doled out as much as $235 million to finance the 

redevelopment of Samara along with Togliatti into a specialized economic zone over the 

course of several years (2011-2014), primarily, in the words of Deputy Prime Minister 

Igor Sechin to “reorganize” AvtoVAZ and “make it more efficient.”
4
 Hence, perhaps it is 

better to characterize Putin’s development plan for Samara Oblast as a last-ditch effort to 

stave off an economic catastrophe. That said, by looking at the goings-on inside the 

administrative center of this federal subject, we are able to shed some light on the level of 

popular discontent with the status quo. 

 United Russia remains on shaky ground in Samara Oblast. In December of 2011, 

Putin’s ruling party failed to muster forty percent of the electoral vote in the Duma 

elections here. Additionally, United Russia lost the mayoral race to the Communist Party 
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in Togliatti (where the KPRF also outperformed the party of power in the Duma 

elections).
5
 This outcome led to the replacement of Governor Vladimir Artyakov (a 

former AvtoVAZ higher-up who had served as the head of Samara Oblast since 2007, 

when he replaced the region’s longstanding leader Konstantin Titov) with former 

Governor of the Republic of Mordovia Nikolai Merkushkin.
6
 Arguably, this recent 

changing of the guard shows that United Russia is becoming increasingly unpopular in 

Samara Oblast, for Putin has essentially turned to an outsider in Merkushkin (who 

incidentally presided over a federal subject which awarded United Russia with “nearly 

100 percent of the vote” in the Duma elections)
7
 to assist in orchestrating a regional 

economic transformation. Yet why is this so? 

Some scholars are of the opinion that in light of Russia’s economic growth over 

the course of this past decade, a new and vibrant middle class has sprung up, seeking to 

exercise its voice in domestic political affairs. The following quote by Yaffa (2012) 

summarizes this view: 

 

Russia's profound economic and social transformation during Putin's tenure has created, 

for the first time in the country's post-Soviet history, a true middle class...As this 

population has grown and become more materially secure, it has begun to worry about its 

civic voice and come to believe that it would be better off under a more equitable system. 

Economic success and frequent interaction with the West, whether through work, travel, 

or the Internet, have bred a new social culture, complete with its own expectations for 

responsive and transparent governance. Yet for much of Putin's rule, this did not lead to 

direct involvement in politics; instead, this class was in a state of quiet rebellion...Then, 

last year, two events shook it from its slumber: first, Putin's announcement in September 

that he, not Medvedev, would seek to return as president and, second, last December's 

parliamentary elections, which were marked by widespread evidence of falsification 

meant to boost the results of the pro-Kremlin party, United Russia.
8
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 In contrast to this view, I argue that the recent groundswell in popular discontent 

with United Russia in Samara and elsewhere has more to do with the lack of adequate 

public services available than with Putin’s return to the presidency or the fraudulent 2011 

Duma elections. In this chapter I present my fieldwork findings (consisting of interviews, 

ethnography, and survey research) for my first case study. I argue that nostalgic 

sentiments pertaining to the USSR remain quite pervasive in Samara, and namely for the 

public services of the Soviet welfare state. I further argue that those who have not fared 

well in Russia’s transition from socialism to capitalism tend to harbor the greatest 

feelings of Soviet nostalgia, thus alluding to a “polarization effect” among the citizenry. 

Specifically, feelings of Soviet nostalgia flourish more so among the elderly and the poor 

than the young and the wealthy today, and this is largely on account of the substandard 

state of contemporary public services. 

I begin with an overview of Samara, the administrative center in which I 

conducted my fieldwork in November of 2011, on the eve of the Duma elections. 

Thereafter, I discuss the nature of Russia’s economic rebound during the early 2000s. In 

doing so, I offer my own assessment on the nature and condition of the Russian economy. 

Afterwards, I analyze the extent to which and the reasons why residents of Samara harbor 

feelings of Soviet nostalgia today. Lastly, I discuss how Russians evaluate the current 

socioeconomic order, by means of analyzing how they compare it to the Soviet Union’s 

former command system, and conclude with a summary of my findings. 

 

Samara 
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 Samara feels like it is on the cusp becoming a commercial boomtown. The main 

roads are plastered with Western-style billboards, traffic is steady throughout the day, and 

shopping centers are infused with a great deal of hustle and bustle. The idea that people 

need to rely upon themselves in order to succeed is quite prevalent here. The city has thus 

responded quite admirably to the new market economy now in place, and appears to be 

rather ripe for investment. That said, the USSR has not been completely forgotten either. 

In Soviet times, Samara was known as Kuybyshev, named after a prominent Old 

Bolshevik. The city once served as the “alternative capital” of the Soviet Union during 

the Great Patriotic War. The memory of the Second World War runs deep in Samara, 

although the city did not actually experience any fighting firsthand. Upon entering the 

city by car, drivers are greeted by a large Soviet fighter plane monument. During my stay 

in Samara, I also noticed bumper stickers on the backsides of several Russian Zhigulis 

proclaiming, “To Berlin!” Tourists can even visit Stalin’s bunker complex, an 

underground facility which would have been utilized by the former General Secretary had 

Moscow fallen to the Germans during the winter of 1941 and the Soviet government been 

forced to retreat eastward. During the Cold War, Kuybyshev was designated as a “closed 

city,” thereby barring all foreigners from entry. Much, however, has changed over the 

course of the past twenty years, for today the newly renamed administrative center seeks 

to court foreign investment. 

 At first glance, Samara looks like an attractive place for entrepreneurs to start a 

business. However, one major problem looms large: poor infrastructure. Putin has even 

publicly admitted that Russia needs to modernize its roads and highways in order to 
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stimulate economic growth.
9
 In making my way to Samara in November of 2011, I 

traveled by car from Kazan. The distance between these two administrative centers 

covers several hundred kilometers and takes approximately six hours to drive in good 

weather conditions. The expressway leading from Kazan to Samara is extremely lacking, 

in comparison to Western standards. Most highways consist of single-lane driving for 

long periods of the time, light fixtures for nighttime travelers are virtually nonexistent, 

and there are very few places to stop between populated areas to eat, rest, or purchase 

gasoline. In particular, I found the expressway in neighboring Ulyanovsk Oblast (situated 

in between Samara Oblast and the Republic of Tatarstan) to be in very bad condition. It is 

thus rather obvious as to why most Russians prefer the train as an alternative means of 

transportation when venturing long distances. Based upon my own experiences, traveling 

by car without a GPS navigation system is a precarious endeavor. 

 Yet during my stay in Samara, the roads and highways appeared to be in pristine 

condition. I was amazed by this. I remember remarking on several occasions to my 

interviewees about the city’s good infrastructure. In return, I was usually greeted with 

silence, causing me in turn to wonder whether the roads had just recently been repaved in 

anticipation of the upcoming Duma elections. After all, I took notice that United Russia 

billboards were omnipresent throughout the city, and particularly along the main 

highways. Looking back, I did not realize at the time that the Russian winter was most 

likely responsible for this false exhibition, in that the roads and highways appeared to be 

in working order due to the freezing cold. Although such an argument may at first sound 

strange, it is buttressed by evidence. As of recently, Samara has been ignominiously 
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designated as “the Russian city being eaten alive,” on account of the appearance of 

multiple sinkholes springing up all over its grid. The following quote summarizes this 

concern, which arose most recently in the spring of 2013: 

 

The sinkholes, some large enough to swallow an entire truck, are believed to have been 

caused by ground subsidence. It is thought the holes have been caused as ice thaws and 

melts into the ground, with the excess water causing soil decay underneath Samara’s 

roads. The massive craters have appeared in car parks, busy intersections, by the sides of 

roads, and on major and minor thoroughfares.
10

 

 

 Samara is not the only city plagued by this problem. Much of the country’s 

infrastructure lies in shambles outside of the two federal cities, and unless this problem is 

addressed, foreign investors will not be arriving anytime soon. To be certain, government 

neglect, political corruption, and administrative mismanagement are all partly responsible 

for Russia’s poor infrastructure. Yet aside from these factors as well as the normal wear-

and-tear that arrives with the culmination of every winter, Russia’s roads also suffer from 

tremendous overuse, because many people now own cars. And herein lays another issue 

which relates to infrastructure: the layouts of city grids have never been systematically 

revised. In fact, it feels as if this matter was wholly overlooked during Russia’s transition 

from socialism to capitalism, in that regional administrators changed the names of certain 

cities but did not makeover the cities themselves. Many cities still adhere to a “socialist 

design,” emphasizing public transportation and communal-style living. Side streets are 

extremely narrow, extended families live together in small apartments, suburban plots are 

largely inaccessible except by car, and parking spaces (particularly in residential areas) 
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are sparse. However, capitalism reigns supreme, and the majority of the Russian populace 

wishes to experience the benefits of mass consumerism. In Samara, this is observable on 

a daily basis, in that people regularly leave their vehicles unattended on sidewalks due to 

the high demand for cars and the low supply of available parking. 

It is obvious that on account of Russia’s economic woes during the 1990s, the 

overhauling of city grids did not factor highly into the decision-making calculus of the 

country’s new leaders. Now, however, more than twenty years have passed since the 

collapse of the USSR and cities like Samara, though “capitalist” in spirit, remain very 

much “socialist” in layout. Why? In order to comprehend why Russia’s infrastructure 

remains in such a woeful state, it is necessary to analyze the nature of the current 

socioeconomic order. 

 

A Farewell to Five-Year Plans 

 

 The Soviet Union’ initial five-year plan (1928-1933) was a huge success in terms 

of achieving economic development.
11

 That said, the command economy established by 

Stalin (based on centralized planning) came equipped with a variety of drawbacks. Most 

notably, Lewin (1993) highlights the USSR’s inability to effectively stimulate worker 

motivation, cut waste, and spur the production of high quality products.
12

 Furthermore, 
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Lewin critiques the broad institutional contours of the command economy, essentially 

arguing that the “system” was destined to eventually collapse under its own weight: 

 

What it produced was a system…The achievements of the early stage were of enormous 

importance, but it was equally important that this system, which developed early on, contained 

within itself the mechanisms of its own exhaustion or self-destruction.
13

 

 

 Still, it is important to recall that the command economy also came equipped with 

a variety of gratuitous public services. In discussing the origins of the Soviet welfare 

state, Kotkin (1995) summarizes the benefits of this particular socioeconomic system: 

 

Despite administrative and financial limitations, the Soviet social insurance system that came into 

being following the revolution specified benefits (in many cases equal to total earnings) in the 

event of death, disability, sickness, old age, pregnancy and childbirth, or unemployment, for 

working people and family members. In 1930, temporary unemployment benefits were abolished, 

but this was because, incredibly, unemployment itself was eliminated. By this time, moreover, the 

Soviet understanding of welfare had come to include not only a guarantee of a job for everyone, 

but the payment of pensions upon retirement (a system that was made universal in 1937). The 

amount of benefits, particularly pensions, remained small, but there was no denying that the Soviet 

state had embraced a broad conception of social welfare – extending from employment and 

income to affordable housing, health care, and organized leisure…
14

 

 

 Hence, despite the horrors of the Stalinist period, the socioeconomic order which 

the former General Secretary bequeathed to his successors possessed both “good” and 

“bad” features. Over time, however, the political debate (between “top-down reformers” 

and “proponents of change from below”) over whether the command economy should be 

reformed or scrapped altogether came to a head with Gorbachev’s downfall and Yeltsin’s 

assumption of the stately reins.
15

 Shortly thereafter, Yeltsin instituted his “shock therapy” 
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reforms, a process which, according to Glinski and Reddaway (1999) amounted to a 

“revolution from above” and that was implemented “without substantive debate.”
16

 

In fairness to Yeltsin, scholars such as Treisman (2011) contend that the Russian 

government had no real other option available (since “gradualism” had essentially been 

tried under Gorbachev and failed to yield any tangible benefits). Additionally, the Yeltsin 

government “stretched out” the country’s economic restructuring over the course of the 

1990s, by essentially postponing “the liquidation of hopeless enterprises.” In essence 

then, it can be argued that “gradualism was exactly the strategy Yeltsin’s governments 

ended up pursuing.”
17

 

 Regardless as to whether Yeltsin could have implemented his shock therapy 

reforms in a different manner, the overall program nonetheless drastically altered state-

society relations, particularly on two counts. On the first count, Glinski and Reddaway 

contend that price liberalization gravely undermined the country’s democratic fortunes by 

“wiping out” people’s financial savings, thereby depriving Russia of a middle class and 

allowing for “an array of clans that mostly came from the former Soviet establishment” to 

assert control over the new market economy.
18

 On the second count, the orchestration of 

this “revolution from above” without popular consent also seriously injured the new 

Russian’s government sense of political legitimacy, particularly because the shock 

therapy reforms sought to do away with much of the Soviet welfare state. The quote 

below aptly summarizes Glinski and Reddaway’s point regarding this matter: 
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Under Yeltsin, the state had abrogated its unspoken social contract with the population, a contract 

that was deeply rooted – as a norm, if not a continuous practice – in Russian history and culture. In 

particular, the government had abdicated its responsibility to promote, or at least to sustain, the 

general welfare and to guarantee a subsistence income for the disadvantaged.
19

 

 

Perhaps the greatest error committed by Yeltsin was that he failed to anticipate 

the extent to which the Russian populace did not wish to part ways with Soviet socialism. 

To repeat, Soviet citizens were well aware that the socioeconomic order which Stalin 

bequeathed to his successors possessed both “good” and “bad” features. But never did 

they seemingly indicate en masse that they sought to do away with the command 

economy in its entirety. The following quote by Kotkin (2001) serves to highlight this 

point: 

 

Indeed, jokes about the Soviet system became something of a private and sometimes public 

activity, and very little love was lost on apparatchiks. But, beyond desiring a degree of 

liberalization, most people simply wanted the Soviet regime to live up to its promises of 

inexpensive housing, health care, paid maternity leave, public education, and consumer goods. A 

strong allegiance to socialism – understood as state responsibility for the general welfare and 

social justice – remained very much a part of ordinary people’s world view…
20

 

 

 In the end, Yeltsin and his reformers sought to essentially “destroy” the Soviet 

state, and the system altogether along with it. And they did so in an extremely rapid 

manner, according to Hoffman (2003), because “they believed that they could not put the 

revolution on hold…” and did not see much need for a “strong state” in the post-Soviet 

era.
21

 Consequently, the introduction of the free market came at the expense of the 

citizenry, for ordinary Russians were largely unprepared to provide for themselves in the 

new socioeconomic order. The free market was so poorly designed that basic rules and 
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regulations concerning the conduct of relations remained virtually nonexistent for some 

time. Metaphorically speaking, Hoffman conceptualizes the free market in Russia during 

the 1990s as an arena in which rival “boxers” fought but not according to any agreed 

upon “rules.” In essence, the government thus expected of its citizens to build a “boxing 

ring” (i.e. create the institutional contours of the new socioeconomic order) on their 

own.
22

 

Although Yeltsin departed from the political scene long ago, his successor, 

Vladimir Putin, has not sought to refashion the institutional contours of the new 

socioeconomic order. Today, a largely unbridled free market economy remains very 

much in place. Putin has recently put forth a plan referred to as “Russia’s National 

Priorities,” (comprised of “four projects” designed to improve the education system, 

increase housing opportunities, renovate the healthcare industry, and effectively address 

the country’s dire demographic crisis) which, assuming its enactment, will arguably 

enhance the welfare state (provided that such projects are allotted adequate funding).
23

 In 

other instances, however, Putin has demonstrated somewhat of a disdain for social 

expenditures. Oushakine (2009) notes that in 2005, the government sought to implement 

the policy of “monetizatsiia,” designed to “replace remaining individual welfare benefits 

such as free (or heavily discounted) medicine and transportation for pensioners, war and 

labor veterans, decorated citizens, and others with fixed financial allowances.”
24

 

Recently, Russia’s President has also expressed interest in utilizing monetary reserves 

                                                           
22

 Ibid., 180. 
23

 “Russia’s National Priorities,” Institute of Contemporary Development (2013), http://www.insor-

russia.ru/en/_priorities/national_priorities (accessed July 23, 2013). With regards to Russia’s looming 

demographic crisis, see Sievert, Zakharov, and Klingholz (2011). 
24

 Serguei A. Oushakine, The Patriotism of Despair: Nation, War, and Loss in Russia (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 2009), 26. 



118 
 

allocated for pensions to “stimulate” the economy, by pouring as much as $43.5 billion 

into three large-scale infrastructural development projects. Economic analysts, however, 

caution that such a policy might backfire, and thereby cause inflation to increase.
25

 

On a related note, Putin has reasserted state control over certain sectors of the 

economy, thus seemingly challenging the notion that a largely unbridled free market 

reigns supreme. Generally speaking, the fact that many high-ranking members of the 

Russian government are siloviki (i.e. affiliated with the former Soviet and contemporary 

Russian security services) garners a great deal of attention. Treisman refers to some of 

these individuals as “silovarchs,” in that they have come to occupy the “top jobs” in 

various “state corporations” owing to their close personal relationships with Putin, 

himself a former serviceman of the Committee for State Security (KGB) and head of its 

successor organization, the FSB (Federal Security Service).
26

 Yet the process by which 

Putin came to embrace the supposed “statist” model of economic development was 

largely an outgrowth of a feud between the government and former oligarch Mikhail 

Khodorkovsky (who was arrested in 2003 and released from prison in 2013). In regards 

to this matter, Hanson (2010) in the following quote argues that Putin and the siloviki 

most likely did not realize the financial benefits of nationalizing Yukos (Khodorkovsky’s 

former company) at the time of his arrest, and have since not sought to renationalize other 

lucrative industries: 

 

Strikingly, action against the Yukos oil company came in the year following the arrests of 

Lebedev and Khodorkovsky – in 2004, not 2003. Yukos shares rose to a record high in April 
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2004, six months after Khodorkovsky’s arrest, and fell only then, when the tax cases against the 

company began…In other words, the market reacted to an attack on the company rather than to the 

earlier attack on its owner. Investors, Russian and foreign, did not read the arrests of Lebedev and 

Khodorkovsky as signs of the impending death of the company…the behaviour of the Yukos share 

price in 2003-4 suggests that either there was initially no intention…of bankrupting and 

nationalising the company or that there was such a plan but it was kept secret from investors for 

six to nine months. The former is more likely. Hence, it is suggested here that what started as an 

attack on a man perceived to be challenging the Kremlin’s monopoly of power evolved, as oil 

prices rose, into an attack on Russia’s leading oil company, with a view to taking it over. So far no 

comparable extension of state ownership has taken place in metals, where pure asset-grabbing 

might seem almost equally attractive. Nor indeed has there been a move by the state against the 

remaining major Russian private oil company, Lukoil. That tends to support the notion of an 

almost accidental slide into asset-grabbing that started merely as the slapping-down of a 

troublesome tycoon.
27

 

 

One aspect of the Russian economy under Putin which stands in stark contrast to 

that of the 1990s, however, is its seemingly miraculous rebound, as evidenced by an 

annual GDP growth rate of 7% stretching from 1999 until 2007 alongside the 

government’s curtailment of inflation. Yet such gains appear to have materialized on 

account of the concomitant “rise in the price of a key export commodity,” that being oil 

(and natural gas, albeit to a lesser extent).
28

 Under Putin, Russia stands as “the world’s 

largest producer of petroleum,” thereby making it an “energy superpower” with two 

“national champions” (i.e. Gazprom and Rosneft) wielding a great deal of clout on the 

international stage.
29

 But Russia is just an energy colossus whose inherent strength is 

pinned to the international price of oil, thus making the country vulnerable to a 

cataclysmic economic meltdown in light of a sudden sharp decline in value of its prized 

commodity. To further complicate matters, the market system established by Yeltsin has 

not been fully consolidated by Putin either. As a case in point, stable property rights 

(arguably the linchpin of any market economy) are still not well-respected in Russia. The 
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following quote by Herszenhorn and Kramer (2013) summarizes the current state of the 

economy: 

 

The great gush of oil and gas wealth that has fueled Mr. Putin’s power and popularity and has 

raised living standards across Russia is leveling off. Foreign investors, wary of endemic corruption 

and an expanding government role in the economy, are hanging back, depriving the economy of 

essential capital…But the problems for Russia’s economy run deeper than its overwhelming 

dependence on oil and gas revenues…With flattening revenues, the government badly needs to 

attract foreign capital, but the Kremlin’s recent move to tighten its grip on the oil industry through 

Rosneft, the national oil company, is just the latest warning flag to potential investors…Energy 

prices, while still relatively high, are expected to flatten or decline in the years ahead…And more 

than a decade of efforts to diversify the economy have largely failed. There is little to show for 

government-sponsored programs aimed at developing a technology sector, for instance, or 

reviving once-robust Soviet manufacturing…Without new sources of growth, the government will 

struggle to meet demands for increased social spending, particularly on pensions for the country’s 

aging population.
30

 

 

 There has been some improvement with respect to property rights over the course 

of the past two decades. According to Gans-Morse (2012), nowadays “Russian firms 

extensively utilize formal legal institutions” in that they “rely on lawyers to resolve 

conflicts outside of court and depend upon private arbitration forums.” Gone are the days 

of “contract killings” and “criminal protection rackets” which so characterized 

socioeconomic relations during the 1990s. Yet such changes do not necessarily indicate 

major progress in terms of securing property rights, for “the struggle…has moved from 

the streets and into the courtrooms of the judiciary and offices of the bureaucracy.”
31

 

Gans-Morse thus argues that Russia appears to be transforming into a “predatory state,” 
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in light of certain “high-profile attacks” similar to that of the Khodorkovsky affair, the 

replacement of “criminal protection rackets” with “law enforcement protection rackets,” 

the rise in “corporate raiding” designed to bankrupt companies, and the widespread 

bureaucratic manipulation of commercial registration guidelines, licensing procedures, 

and inspection laws (particularly at the local level) for the purpose of collecting bribes.
32

 

Economically speaking, Russia thus appears to be stuck in limbo between Soviet 

socialism and the free market capitalism prevalent amongst the advanced industrialized 

nations of the West, occupying a space somewhere in between. What though do ordinary 

Russians yearn for in terms of the Soviet past? 

 

Nostalgia for Soviet Public Services 

 

 In Chapter Three, my multivariate linear regression results for my May 2012 

Levada Analytical Center survey show that age and how Russian citizens evaluate public 

service provisions in Soviet times both exhibit statistically significant positive 

correlations with respect to feelings of regret over the Soviet collapse, pride for the 

USSR, support for the restoration of the Soviet Union, and approval of a return to rule by 

the Communist Party. Moreover, these variables exhibit strong beta coefficient values in 

relation to all of my “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia, thus alluding to the notion that they 

may both play an influential role in terms of causing Russian citizens to feel nostalgia for 

the USSR. That said, since how Russians evaluate public service provisions in Soviet 

times is an attitudinal variable, it is difficult to argue that such perceptions are causing 

Russians to harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia simply by observing my results. In 
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analyzing my fieldwork findings, however, we can begin to trace out the causal process 

by which how Russians look upon a particular feature of the USSR plays a significant 

role in terms of inducing them to feel nostalgia for the Soviet past today. 

 In response to a survey question of mine asking how Russian citizens evaluate 

public service provisions in Soviet times, 64% of all respondents stated that such 

provisions were either “adequate” or “more than adequate,” while just 16% felt that such 

services were “less than adequate.”
33

 By contrast, in response to another survey question 

of mine asking how Russian citizens evaluate contemporary public services, 69% of 

respondents stated that such provisions are “less than adequate,” while just 21% believe 

them to be either “adequate” or “more than adequate.”
34

 

Moreover, as discussed in Chapter Three, cross tabulations show that greater 

percentages of the elderly and the financially insecure tend to look upon Soviet-era public 

services in a more positive light than the young and the wealthy, respectively (see Tables 

25 and 26 below). Bearing this in mind, according to my cross tabulations, a considerable 

percentage (46%) of the youth and more than half of the wealthiest (63%) nonetheless 

find public service provisions in Soviet times to be “adequate.” By contrast, my cross 

tabulations further reveal that most Russian citizens, regardless of age and/or financial 

status, look upon contemporary public services in a negative light (though the older and 
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poorer groups seemingly look upon such services as being “less than adequate” more so 

than the younger and the wealthier groups, as Tables 27 and 28 reveal below).
35

 

 

Table 25 - Evaluations of Public Services in USSR by Age 
Age Groups (Years)     

   

18-30 

 

30-45  

 

45-60 

 

60-88 

“Adequate” or “More than Adequate” 

Level of Public Services Provided in 

Soviet Union 

46% 65% 72% 79% 

N 450 448 497 311 

 

 

Table 26 - Evaluations of Public Services in USSR by Income 
Monthly Household Income 

(Rubles per Month) 

    

   

1,300-15,000 

 

15,000-30,000  

 

30,000-70,000 

 

70,000-200,000 

“Adequate” or “More than 

Adequate” Level of Public 

Services Provided in Soviet 

Union 

74% 68% 61% 63% 

N 370 656 477 73 

 

Table 27 - Evaluations of Public Services in Russia by Age 
Age Groups (Years)     

   

18-30 

 

30-45  

 

45-60 

 

60-88 

“A Less than Adequate” Level of Public 

Services Provided in Russian Federation 

63% 70% 75% 69% 

N 449 448 497 312 

 

Table 28 - Evaluations of Public Services in Russia by Income 
Monthly Household 

Income (Rubles per 

Month) 

    

   

1,300-15,000 

 

15,000-30,000  

 

30,000-70,000 

 

70,000-200,000 

“A Less than Adequate” 

Level of Public Services 

Provided in Russian 

Federation 

70% 73% 69% 62% 

N 370 655 478 73 
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My survey results thus reveal that a massive perceptual difference exists among 

Russians in terms of evaluating Soviet and post-Soviet public service provisions. 

Furthermore, based upon my discussions with interviewees in Samara, it appears as if the 

elderly and the poor harbor feelings of nostalgia for the USSR today because such 

demographics are most in need of public services today (by virtue of their inability to live 

comfortably in the new socioeconomic order). The following quote, taken from an 

interview in Samara, highlights this point: 

 

Maybe the elderly are more nostalgic than the youth. Now, our parents have no safety 

net, so they are nostalgic. They have no money, only a pension, but no benefits…Back in 

Soviet times, there were no rich people. We were all the same. I do not know for sure if 

the poor are more nostalgic, but we had no beggars under Soviet rule. Today, we have 

beggars…In Soviet times, we had free apartments but we had to stand in lines for food. 

Today, we have to buy our apartments and pay for our children’s education. Today, I feel 

economic uncertainty…Life has become very difficult now.
 36

 

 

 Those Russian citizens who were forced to endure the transition from socialism to 

capitalism with little in the way of public services to assist them tend to look upon the 

Soviet collapse as a tragic event. In discussing the Soviet collapse, my interviewees 

mostly lamented not the dissolution of Soviet power per se but the Soviet welfare state. 

This point is made clear in the following quotations, taken from two of my interviews in 

Samara: 

 

I did not welcome the end of Soviet rule. In 1992, we did not receive any salaries. This 

happened throughout the entire country. I used to participate in worker strikes when we 

did not receive salaries. We did not receive enough to live on, and we feared for our 

children…The USSR was stable. There was certainty under the Soviet system. In 1992, I 

had lost my faith in everything because of this uncertainty…
37
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I have a negative attitude towards the collapse. In principle, I regret the collapse…I lived 

in the post-war era. We were moving towards something back then. We had a goal. I had 

faith in the future. Our welfare was guaranteed…The rich have more opportunities to 

fulfill their desires. That is why they do not have any nostalgia for the Soviet Union…
38

 

 

 Still, several of my interviewees alluded to the notion that the young and the 

wealthy today are not very content with the status quo. The following quote, taken from 

an interview in Samara, addresses this point: 

 

…Certainty in tomorrow was the greatest achievement of the Soviet Union…The elderly 

are more nostalgic than the youth. We have now adapted to our new lifestyles. But our 

children live in a different environment than we did when we were young…The poor are 

also more nostalgic than the rich. Even the middle class though misses the Soviet 

Union…There is no stability in our society today. We have not much confidence in 

tomorrow. But we also possess opportunities for growth and development…
39 

 

 Other interviewees elaborated on why the elderly and the poor yearn for the 

USSR today, thereby lending support to my survey results as well as credence to the 

notion of a “polarization” effect. Accordingly, the following quotations, taken from two 

interviews in Samara, reveal that such Russian citizens are most likely to feel nostalgia 

for the Soviet Union because they have yet to successfully adjust their former lifestyles to 

the contours of the new socioeconomic order: 

 

The elderly are more nostalgic than the youth…I think that nostalgia for the Soviet Union 

depends mostly on age. Those who are forty years of age or older miss the past. But it is 

difficult to say whether poverty influences nostalgia…Today is more dynamic and 

complex than the past. Today, you resolve your own problems. In the past, the state 

resolved your problems. Education, medical treatment, living spaces, all of these issues 

we must now decide for ourselves.
40
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The elderly are more nostalgic. The youth have no memory. But even some of the youth 

are nostalgic towards the Soviet Union because they lack social protections today…The 

poor are not necessarily more nostalgic than the rich. It is the people who do not want to 

work who miss the USSR most of all today…I think that Soviet nostalgia comes in 

waves. Its levels coincide with the state of Russia’s economy. It was very high in the 

1990s when we were not receiving salaries but now it has lessened.
41

 

 

In general, Russians are of the opinion that the elderly are more nostalgic than the 

young today. Many also believe the poor to be more nostalgic than the wealthy. Out of 

seventy interviewees across three federal subjects, fifty-nine felt that the elderly are more 

nostalgic than the youth, while forty-four stated that the poor are more nostalgic than the 

wealthy. That said, it appears as if the elderly and the poor harbor feelings of Soviet 

nostalgia not simply because of their respective age and financial situation, but because 

contemporary public services are perceived as inadequate. Only one out of my seventy 

interviewees thought that the elderly (in comparison to the youth) are more likely to feel 

nostalgia for the USSR on account of that they were educated under Soviet rule, thus 

discrediting the notion that the time in which one attains “political consciousness” 

influences whether they harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia. Hence, certain demographics 

are more nostalgic for the Soviet past because they cannot easily adapt to the institutional 

contours of the new socioeconomic order. In post-Soviet Russia, the key to success (or 

survival) depends upon the extent to which one is able to flourish in a market system. 

Consequently, those who either “do not want to work” or cannot find employment thus 

most likely yearn for the days in which the Soviet welfare state played a greater role in 

everyday life. 

 

Equality and Inequality 
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 To be nostalgic one must possess both a “positive” appraisal of the past and a 

negative appraisal of the present.
42

 In Samara, Russians tend to harbor feelings of 

nostalgia specifically for the Soviet welfare state. Yet what is it about the present that 

they view with disapproval? Overall, I contend that most Russians unfavorably compare 

the market economy to the Soviet Union’s command economy, by arguing that the 

current socioeconomic order (characterized by inadequate public services and a lack of 

social protections in the opinions of many Russians) has led to the creation of a wealth 

gap and the institutionalization of inequality on a massive scale. The following 

quotations, taken from three of my interviews in Samara, serve to showcase the manner 

in which ordinary Russians evaluate the current socioeconomic order: 

  

Today, life is drastically different. We have more choices available to us now but fewer 

opportunities to advance. But at least we are free.
43 

 

Today, everyone is focused on money…Now, money means everything. We used to 

marry for love. Today, we marry for money.
44

 

 

Today, you have to change your brain…Today, no one does anything for anyone for free. 

The youth do not care about the elderly. Selfishness has become widespread. The youth 

think that bribes will get them far in life…We are now in danger of losing the youth.
45

 

 

Meanwhile, life in the Soviet Union is contrastingly depicted as a time in which 

everyone was more or less equal, products could be purchased (pending availability), 

people genuinely cared for one another, and opportunities existed for anyone (regardless 

                                                           
42

 Fred Davis, Yearning for Yesterday: A Sociology of Nostalgia (New York: Free Press, 1979), 9-16, 101-

103. 
43

 Interview. Samara. 12 Nov. 2011. My interviewee here was a forty-eight year-old ethnic Russian woman. 
44

 Interview. Samara. 11 Nov. 2011. My interviewee here was a fifty-five year-old ethnic Russian woman. 
45

 Interview. Samara. 12 Nov. 2011. My interviewee here was a forty-nine year-old ethnic Russian woman. 



128 
 

of their financial situation or family background) to achieve upward social mobility. 

Relatedly, some in Samara also bemoaned that the transition from socialism to capitalism 

(and the ensuing dissolution of the Soviet welfare state) has led to a decline in moral 

standards, a weakening of social cohesion, and the wilting of the extended family unit. 

The following quote by an interviewee of mine here emphasizes many of these points: 

 

Now, everything is available for purchase in stores but at different prices. I still compare 

today’s prices to those of Soviet times. People also used to be kinder to one another. 

There used to be a sense of social trust. We have, to some extent, lost our morality as a 

society…When we were united, we could get together as families more easily. Now, 

getting together is more difficult for many people.
46

 

 

The inequality which thrives in Russia today is startling, and the massive wealth 

gap between the rich and the poor serves as a testament to this fact. The extent of the 

wealth gap can be observed by comparing Russia’s income inequality to the former 

Eastern Bloc countries today. In referencing a 2011 report commissioned by the National 

Research University Higher School of Economics in Moscow, Parfitt’s (2011) analysis of 

this study finds that while Russian citizens’ overall purchasing power has increased over 

the course of the past generation, “income inequality between the mid-1980s and the mid-

2000s has increased eight times more than in Hungary, and five times more than in the 

Czech Republic.” Moreover, Russians who comprise the wealthiest twenty percent of the 

population are paid an amount today equivalent to “198% of its value in 1991,” while 

sixty percent of the populace “has the same real income or less than the average” than 

during the year in which the USSR succumbed to collapse.
47

 As a consequence, Russians 
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regularly bemoan that the free market breeds nothing but envy, for although stores are 

filled with a variety of consumer products most people cannot afford such items. In post-

Soviet Russia, how much money you make means everything, for one’s commodities 

indicate their respective status in the socioeconomic order. Automobiles stand out as a 

case in point. The affluent drive the most expensive foreign cars (Audis, Bentleys, 

Mercedes, or BMWs) on account of their prestige. Others, knowing that they cannot 

afford such luxuries, prefer instead to drive foreign cars of lesser stature (such as Nissans, 

Toyotas, KIAs, and Opels). Yet the absolutely worst car to be seen driving around in 

today is an AvtoVAZ, for ownership of such an automobile indicates, in socioeconomic 

terms, that you are poor. 

Those who possess considerable wealth are endowed with greater opportunities 

than everyone else in today’s Russia. Yet the wealth gap is not the root cause of what 

many Russians perceive as the primary ill plaguing their country. Rather, the wealth gap 

is merely the logical result of the government’s imposition of a largely unbridled free 

market economy onto society. Interestingly, this development is something which 

Russians seemingly welcome yet simultaneously detest (or perhaps still do not fully 

comprehend). Capitalism has thus come to occupy a hegemonic position. If you ask 

someone what they do for a living, the odds are that they will say that they are either a 

“businessperson” or “entrepreneur.” Today, most who attend university seek to study 

business, much to the detriment of the liberal arts and applied sciences. It is also now 

customary for the nouveau riche to purchase land plots outside of the city, where they can 

build their own houses once they save up enough money. And all of this is so because the 
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transition from socialism to capitalism brought with it a dramatic change in the basic 

operating principle of society. Nowadays, money matters more than anything else. In 

Soviet times, money simply did not wield such societal importance.
48

 That is, until, the 

Soviet welfare state began to disappear. Consequently, feelings of Soviet nostalgia 

flourish because many are still experiencing difficulties in terms of adapting to the new 

institutional contours which serve to define “the good life” in post-Soviet Russia. Yet was 

everything really so different in Soviet times? 

Despite popular claims to the contrary, life in the USSR was beset with 

socioeconomic inequality too. In fact, the Soviet government institutionalized inequality 

through certain policies, all the while proclaiming the existence of a classless society. In 

terms of income, Yanowitch (1977) contends that while non-manual laborers tended to 

receive higher salaries than manual laborers in Soviet times, exceptions to this rule 

proved to be quite the standard on account of the Soviet government’s prioritizing of 

heavy industry over light industry. Hence, in Soviet times non-manual laborers in light 

industry and “clerks” (which consisted largely of women who, in addition, were expected 

to see to their domestic responsibilities at home) actually earned less than manual 

laborers employed in heavy industry.
49

 Furthermore, it was common practice in Soviet 

times for the children of parents of substantial Marxist-Leninist pedigree (specifically 

urban intellectuals) to attend the best schools and enroll in the most competitive 

universities, whereas the less fortunate (the rural dwellers and manual laborers) sent their 

children to schools of considerably lesser stature. And this, in turn, served to increase the 

likelihood that the underprivileged youth would follow in the career paths of their 
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parents, thereby preventing many from achieving upward social mobility.
50

 Finally, 

Yanowitch argues that in light of the institutionalization of “one-man management” in 

Soviet factories during the Stalinist period, laborers found themselves effectively barred 

from participating in managerial affairs, due to the fear of retribution for speaking out.
51

 

 Overall, based upon my interviews in Samara and elsewhere in Russia, it appears 

as if these various types of Soviet-era inequality have all been forgotten. In fact, not a 

single interviewee of mine in Samara, Volgograd, or Kazan touched upon any of these 

features which so characterized socioeconomic relations in Soviet times. Then again, 

however, such is the nature of nostalgia, for in quoting Davis, “…nostalgic feeling is 

almost never infused with those sentiments we commonly think of as negative…”
52

 

Socioeconomic inequality runs rampant in post-Soviet Russia. Certainly, 

inequality also existed in Soviet times. Yet the nature and extensiveness of the inequality 

which once flourished under Soviet rule differs substantially from the inequality 

prevalent within Russia today. In the past, inequality was somewhat restricted, because 

everyone (regardless of their origins, schooling, or profession) relied on public services. 

Nowadays, inequality is widespread, since there is no longer much upon which to rely. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 The Stalinist command economy ceases to exist. In its place, a largely unbridled 

free market reigns supreme. Consequently, public services, in the opinion of many 

Russian citizens, remain in short supply. This should not be surprising, for neither the 
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current Russian president nor his United Russia ruling party subscribe to socialism. 

Russia’s leading political figures accept the basic tenets of the free market system. Aside 

from the fates which befell certain oligarchs during the early 2000s, Russia’s current 

leaders are not bent on expropriating the wealth of those who amassed fortunes in the 

early post-Soviet era. They also do not seemingly aspire to renationalize those sectors of 

the economy which they deem to be “non-strategic” in nature. And they do not seemingly 

wish to effectively seal their country’s borders by shunning all manner of foreign 

investment. Such a basic understanding of contemporary Russian politics though is lost 

on many who prefer instead to highlight the alleged similarities concerning the exercise 

of power in Soviet and post-Soviet times.
53

 Some even go so far as to compare Putin to 

the likes of other Soviet leaders, such as Stalin and Brezhnev.
54

 Yet it is important to note 

that Putin does not seek to resurrect the generous provisions of the Soviet welfare state. 

Interestingly, however, it is this feature of the Soviet past which Russia’s citizens miss 

most of all today. 

More than two-thirds of all Russians polled in my May 2012 Levada Analytical 

Center survey felt that contemporary public services are “inadequate.” By contrast, nearly 

as many thought that Soviet-era public services were either “adequate” or “more than 

adequate.” It is thus quite clear that a massive perceptual difference exists in terms of 

how Russians evaluate Soviet and post-Soviet public services. Overall, people worry 

about the high cost of education, the meager pensions and substandard healthcare 

available, the crumbling infrastructure surrounding them, the lack of professionalization 
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and accountability in their elected leaders, and the corruptive influences spreading 

throughout society. As a consequence, many tend to look upon the Soviet Union 

favorably. The fact that many people recollect on the USSR in such a subjective manner 

though is quite understandable, in light of that in their quixotic quest to return to the past, 

people infused with feelings of nostalgia naturally engage in selective historical 

recollections, eschewing the negative in favor of the positive. In quoting Boym (2001), 

“The nostalgic is looking for a spiritual addressee. Encountering silence, he looks for 

memorable signs, desperately misreading them.”
55

 

My findings lend credence to my hypotheses concerning feelings of Soviet 

nostalgia flourishing among the elderly and the poor. However, based upon my fieldwork 

in this federal subject, it appears as if the elderly and the poor harbor feelings of Soviet 

nostalgia today because such demographics are, by virtue of their inability to accumulate 

wealth in post-Soviet Russia, most in need of adequate public services today. 
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Chapter Five: Volgograd 

 

 The Great Patriotic War (1941-1945) carries tremendous significance in Russia. 

As previously stated, sixty percent of all respondents included in my May 2012 Levada 

Analytical Center survey selected the Red Army’s victory over Nazi Germany as the 

“greatest achievement” of the USSR. Yet this statistic does not fully capture the 

importance of the war. Today, newlyweds are regularly photographed in front of World 

War II memorials heralding the sacrifices of their ancestors. May 9
th

 (known as Victory 

Day, commemorating the fall of Berlin) remains one of the country’s most popular 

holidays. And the Russian government annually trumpets its governing predecessor’s 

victory by parading soldiers, hailing from all of the former SSRs, across Red Square on 

this day. The memory of the war is omnipresent. Upon landing at Sheremetyevo 

International Airport, travelers gaze upon the Monument to the Defenders of Moscow (a 

memorial consisting of three grandiose anti-tank “hedgehogs” marking the spot at which 

the Red Army halted Germany’s military advance in the winter of 1941) as they drive 

along the Ring Road. In St. Petersburg, tourists can visit the Monument to the Heroic 

Defenders of Leningrad, an impressive array of sculptures depicting Red Army soldiers 

and Soviet citizens who braved the siege which lasted for nearly two and a half years. But 

nowhere else in Russia is the memory of the Great Patriotic War more strongly felt than 

in the city formerly known as Stalingrad. 

 Volgograd is a city named after the river on which it is located. It serves as the 

administrative center of Volgograd Oblast, a federal subject included within the Southern 

Federal District of the Russian Federation. During the 1990s, Volgograd was considered 
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to be a Communist bastion on account of that regional KPRF party head Nikolay 

Maksyuta won three consecutive gubernatorial elections here. Yet in 2010, Maksyuta 

came to be replaced by Anatoly Brovko, a United Russia party member and a virtual 

political unknown. In the aftermath of United Russia’s poor showing in the 2011 Duma 

elections, however, the Kremlin replaced Brovko with Sergey Bozhenov, another United 

Russia party member and the former mayor of the neighboring city of Astrakhan.
1
 In 

discussing the reasons behind this sudden changing of the guard, Kurilla (2012) contends 

that Putin tapped Bozhenov to help shore up support in the upcoming presidential 

election: 

 

Bozhenov’s errand was clear: he was appointed to ensure that Vladimir Putin would 

achieve a decisive victory in Volgograd in the March 2012 presidential elections. And 

indeed, under the newly appointed governor, Volgograd supported Putin with 63 percent 

of the vote…Thus, Bozhenov accomplished the task he was appointed to fulfill.
2
 

 

 Do Bozhenov and Putin though command much of a popular following in 

Volgograd? If the recent Duma election results tell us anything, it is that United Russia 

fared very poorly here in December of 2011, for Putin’s ruling party won a mere 36% of 

the popular vote in Volgograd Oblast, compared to that of United Russia’s 49% national 

average.
3
 How can we thus explain this outcome? What is it about Volgograd that makes 

its residents seemingly view Russia’s new ruling party with contempt? 

 In this chapter, I present my fieldwork findings (consisting of interviews, 

ethnography, and survey research) for my second case study. In doing so, I argue that 
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nostalgic sentiments pertaining to the USSR remain quite pervasive in Volgograd, and 

namely for the Soviet welfare state. Russians, however, are seemingly not nostalgic for 

the Great Patriotic War or the Soviet Union’s superpower status.
4
 Rather, they appear to 

utilize the memory of the Great Patriotic War along with the Soviet Union’s superpower 

status as to build up their confidence as they contend with the uncertainties in their lives 

today. In this sense, the memory of the Second World War and the Soviet Union’s 

superpower status help hold the citizenry together at a time in which the populace is still 

coping with the transition from socialism to capitalism. That said, the victory in the Great 

Patriotic War wields tremendous social significance, and should thus not simply be 

construed as an important historical event because many Russians feel uncertainty today. 

For even those Russian citizens who are not nostalgic for the Soviet past nonetheless 

remain proud of this truly amazing historic feat. 

I begin this chapter with an overview of Volgograd, the capital city in which I 

conducted my fieldwork in March of 2012. Thereafter, I discuss why feelings of pride for 

the USSR remain quite high in Russia (a telling sign that many harbor feelings of Soviet 

nostalgia), followed by an assessment of how Russians choose to remember the Great 

Patriotic War and look upon the Soviet Union’s superpower status today. In doing so, I 

argue that Russians tend to recollect on these two features of the USSR in a wholly 

positive manner. Afterwards, I engage in an analysis concerning the extent to which and 

the reasons why Volgograders harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia today. Lastly, I discuss 

how Russians perceive certain dissidents (such as the late Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn) who 
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international system. 
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sought to contest Soviet authority in the post-war era by exposing a variety of historical 

controversies in their literary works. Thereafter, I conclude with a summary of my 

findings. 

 

Volgograd 

 

Volgograd is a city that revels in its history. Originally known as Tsaritsyn, this 

administrative center situated along the Volga River was renamed in 1925 in honor of the 

Man of Steel for his contributions in fighting against the Whites in the Russian Civil War 

at the Battle of Tsaritsyn (1918).
5
 In time, however, the city would change names once 

again, when the powers-that-be switched it to Volgograd in 1961 amidst the height of 

First Secretary Nikita Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization campaign, thus symbolizing the 

Party’s attempt to part ways with the former General Secretary.
6
 Today though, 

Volgograd espouses the feeling of a forgotten city. Foreign tourists rarely visit it, 

preferring instead either to remain within the federal cities or to travel elsewhere. Perhaps 

this is on account of Volgograd’s lousy weather, as temperatures are quite common at the 

extremes here. But it is not just the blistering summer heat and freezing winter cold that’s 

hindering the tourist industry. The city’s infrastructure is in a state of complete disarray. 

The international airport, located on the outskirts of the city, is a most depressing sight. 

Four-star hotels are sparse, and fine dining restaurants are few and far between in the 

downtown district. Volgograd thus feels as if it has been passed over. In comparison to 

Samara, which lies about eight hundred kilometers to the north, it seems as if the city 
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 Robert Service, Stalin: A Biography (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005), 163-174. 

6
 Ibid., 594-595. 
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once named after Valerian Kuybyshev is light years ahead of the city once named after 

Stalin. Yet Volgograd’s greatest significance lies within the time frame between 1925 

and 1961, when it in fact bore the former General Secretary’s name. The following quote, 

derived from the late war correspondent-turned Soviet dissident Vasily Grossman’s epic 

novel Life and Fate, aptly captures Stalingrad’s importance during the period of 1942-

1943: 

 

Every epoch has its own capital city, a city that embodies its will and soul. For several 

months of the Second World War this city was Stalingrad. The thoughts and passions of 

humanity were centred on Stalingrad. Factories and printing presses functioned for the 

sake of Stalingrad. Parliamentary leaders rose to their feet to speak of Stalingrad.
7
 

 

However, once the Battle of Stalingrad had reached its conclusion with the 

encirclement and surrender of the German 6
th

 Army and the Great Patriotic War came to 

a close with the fall of Berlin several years later, Grossman argues that the city’s 

importance changed dramatically: 

 

The capital of the world war...had ceased to exist. Or rather, it had begun a new 

existence, similar to that of present-day Athens or Rome. Historians, museum guides, 

teachers and eternally bored schoolchildren, though not yet visible, had become its new 

masters...The old inhabitants of the city felt both happy and empty. After defending 

Stalingrad for so long, the soldiers felt strangely depressed. The whole city was suddenly 

empty and everyone could feel it...Why should a victorious end to the slaughter make one 

feel sad?...A world capital is unique because it has a soul. The soul of wartime Stalingrad 

was freedom. The capital of the war against the Fascists was now no more than the icy 

ruins of what once had been a provincial industrial city and port.
8
 

 

In Volgograd, the memory of the Great Patriotic War reigns supreme. One simply 

cannot escape it, for wherever you venture, you are reminded of the fact that one of the 

                                                           
7
 Vasily Grossman, Life and Fate, trans. Robert Chandler (New York: New York Review of Books, 1985), 

796-798. 
8
 Ibid., 796-798. 
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greatest military battles in the history of humankind took place here. In discussing the 

Battle of Stalingrad, Beevor (1999) contends that “the Red Army had suffered 1.1 million 

casualties, of which 485,751 had been fatal.”
9
 In this sense, part of the city’s significance 

lies within that it served as a mass killing field, in which two totalitarian powers went 

toe-to-toe for approximately five and a half months. Yet aside from all of the blood that 

was spilt, the significance of Stalingrad means so much more to Russia’s citizens. To be 

certain, the losses on the German side turned out to be just as devastating, if not more so, 

for Hitler’s insistence on capturing the city named after his wartime adversary led to the 

decimation of the 6
th

 Army. Even more so, the USSR’s victory at Stalingrad halted 

Germany’s military offensive on the Eastern Front, thereby signifying the beginning of 

the end for the Third Reich.
10

 Thus, Volgograd stands as a testament not only to the Red 

Army’s unfathomable sacrifices and heroic victory in the Great Patriotic War, but also 

the successful defense of the Soviet motherland, and along with it the preservation of its 

peoples. 

The crowning achievement in Volgograd is the Mamayev Kurgan battlefield 

complex, a modern day pantheon dedicated to the victors of the Great Patriotic War. As 

you ascend the massive staircase of this outdoor complex, murals depicting scenes of 

urban warfare and muscularly-sculpted statues of the city’s defenders greet you as you 

approach the gigantic statue referred to as “The Motherland is Calling,” situated atop the 

summit. As you continue your ascent upon Mamayev Kurgan, you pass through a 

manmade tunnel into a guarded chamber where an eternal flame, held by an outstretched 

statuesque hand, flickers brightly. Upon departing the chamber, you happen upon a burial 

                                                           
9
 Antony Beevor, Stalingrad: The Fateful Siege: 1942-1943 (United States of America: Penguin Books, 

1999), 394. 
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 For a discussion on this matter, see Beevor, Stalingrad, 396-405. 
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ground, where some of the most decorated veterans of the Battle of Stalingrad rest in 

peace on the very same geographical clearing where countless soldiers made the ultimate 

sacrifice. Finally, as you reach the summit through a series of winding stone pathways, 

you take in the awesome sight of “Mother Motherland,” a truly massive feminine statue 

brandishing a sword and looking somewhat backward, as if she is calling upon her fellow 

countrymen to fight alongside her, as she traverses towards the Volga River to vanquish 

the invaders. History thus essentially comes alive atop Mamayev Kurgan, for one cannot 

help but think that the repercussions of the fighting which took place here more than 

seventy years ago are still widely felt across the globe today. Just think about it for a 

moment. If Stalingrad had fallen to the 6
th

 Army, what would the world be like today? 

In contrast to the hustle and bustle that characterizes Samara, time seemingly 

stands still in Volgograd. I first visited this city in July of 2009 as a tourist. The train ride 

from Kazan lasted for approximately twenty-five hours. Upon arriving, I recall fellow 

riders excitedly regaling at being able to see the statue atop Mamayev Kurgan in the 

distance from their windows, knowing that they would soon be home. I also took notice 

that the roof of Volgograd’s train station was adorned with ornate hammers and sickles. 

On other occasions I have traveled to Volgograd by plane. Upon arrival, travelers are 

greeted by a large sign, reminding them that they have landed in one of the former Soviet 

Union’s “Hero Cities.” The Soviet Union is long gone, but you would not know it upon 

visiting Volgograd. In fact, the war itself (from the rubble of bombed-out buildings to the 

columns of T-34 tanks lining the city’s streets) remains on public display year round. 

Even the graffiti scribbled on walls along the riverbank where beachgoers swim in the 

summer and the billboards plastered along the highways highlight the memory of the war. 
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There simply is no escaping it. The Great Patriotic War is sacred, and Volgograd is 

hallowed ground. 

That said, Volgograd is very much underdeveloped. The city’s roads are simply 

atrocious. It is impossible to overstate this point. Enormous pot holes are ubiquitous, 

causing drivers to weave in-and-out of lanes and even across the median line. In short, 

driving in Volgograd is not for the squeamish. A taxi driver informed me that such 

problems did not exist under Soviet rule (owing to that the measurements concerning the 

amounts of ingredients used in mixtures for road repairs were strictly enforced by the 

local government and adhered to by city administrators). Another problem is that the city 

does not seem to profit from its history. Souvenir shops and travel kiosks can be found 

almost anywhere in Moscow, St. Petersburg, Samara, and Kazan. Not so in Volgograd 

though. I also distinctly recall feeling as if I was the only American in the city during my 

stay here. Upon leaving, I befriended another American who had just arrived at the 

airport. He was the only foreigner who I came across, and it was but for a minute. 

Looking back, I felt like an outsider in Volgograd. The people were very nice and my 

interviewees were pleasant enough. But the city gives off a vibe that it is lagging behind 

the rest of the country. 

Russians are not exactly lining up to visit Volgograd either. Instead, people of 

substantial financial means prefer to vacation in resort towns such as Mineral Water and 

Sochi, or even venture abroad to Spain, Greece, Turkey, and Egypt. Yet this is not 

necessarily due to a lack of effort on behalf of the regional government. In 2010, (former) 

Governor Brovko sought to encourage the Russian youth to visit Volgograd so that they 

could learn firsthand about the war and visit the battlefields, part of the Russian 
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government’s new “patriotic upbringing” campaign designed to instill a sense of pride 

within schoolchildren. In the end, Brovko’s “Pobeda” concept failed to garner the 

necessary political support required to bankroll the project.
11

 Perhaps though, the former 

governor was on to something here. During my stay, I saw no young Russians touring the 

battlefields, museums, or memorials. I did not see any tour guides or buses either. In fact, 

I saw very few residents taking in the sights. The city thus has great potential, but it 

remains just that for now. 

Volgograders proudly admit that the significance of the Great Patriotic War 

remains high. In this sense, the memory of the war can arguably be conceptualized as a 

type of physical marking, in that it (at least partially) serves to define Volgograders and 

will continue to do so for some time. After all, many of the residents who I came across 

grew up here during the post-war era. Most Russians also retain the war medals won by 

their parents and grandparents who fought in the Great Patriotic War. Yet it is undeniable 

that the Battle of Stalingrad stands out as the “mother of all battles.” As such, 

Volgograders tend to display their marking as a badge of honor. However, it appears as if 

this marking is only looked upon by those who display it in a positive manner, since no 

one cares to recall any negative aspects of the war. Hence, perhaps the oddest thing about 

Volgograd is that it seems content with being stuck not simply in the past, but in a surreal 

past of its own choosing. 

 

Pride for the Past 
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 Pride for the Soviet Union remains quite high among Russians. As discussed in 

Chapter Three, my May 2012 Levada Analytical Center survey results reveal that 53% of 

all respondents remain proud of the USSR today. By comparison, just 2% admit to 

harboring feelings of shame towards the Soviet Union, while a somewhat substantial 38% 

feel neither pride nor shame.
12

 Furthermore, my cross tabulations in Chapter Three reveal 

that feelings of pride towards the Soviet Union increase with age and decrease with 

income accumulation, thus implying that the elderly and the poor are the most proud of 

the USSR.
13

 Why though do so many Russians harbor feelings of pride but no sense of 

shame towards the Soviet Union? 

 Khazanov (2008) contends that the difficulties in regards to Russia’s transition 

from socialism to capitalism have been so profound that ordinary Russians simply cannot 

accept the notion that the Soviet Union was “a criminalist state, in which forced labor 

camps, prisons, the Iron Curtain, domestic passports which restricted the right to 

voluntary choose residency and shortages of basic foodstuffs and goods were an everyday 

reality…”
14

 In further quoting Khazanov in regards to how Russians choose to 
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 My survey question reads as follows: “Some people look upon the Soviet Union with feelings of pride, 

while others look upon the Soviet Union with shame. What about you? Generally speaking, how do you 

look upon the Soviet Union today?” Respondents could select from the following: “I am very proud of the 

Soviet Union;” “I am proud of the Soviet Union;” “I am neither proud nor ashamed of the Soviet Union;” 

“I am ashamed of the Soviet Union;” “I am very ashamed of the Soviet Union;” “Hard to say;” and 
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 In terms of age, 33% of Russian citizens aged eighteen to thirty stated that they feel pride towards the 
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rubles (see Chapter Three, Tables 2 and 3). 
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“selectively” recollect on history, “The problem is not ignorance, but rather indifference, 

or an intentional desire to ignore the dark sides of the Soviet past.”
15

 

 Generally speaking, what Khazanov is emphasizing here constitutes a defining 

feature of nostalgia (specifically how history is “selectively” recalled by people in terms 

of comparing the past and the present). For if we recall, Davis (1979) argues that 

nostalgia “reassures us of past happiness and accomplishment and, since these still 

remain on deposit, as it were, in the bank of our memory, it simultaneously bestows upon 

us a certain current worth…”
16

 In other words, if the inherent purpose of feeling nostalgia 

for the past is to instill a sense of confidence within oneself so as to better manage the 

uncertainty which the future holds,
17

 then high levels of pride and low levels of shame 

within a society serve as a telling sign that feelings of nostalgia flourish among such 

people. 

 In Volgograd, I conducted a total of twenty interviews. My interviewees ranged in 

ages from twenty-six to sixty-five years old, and consisted of ten men and women each. 

In terms of ethnicity, seventeen of my interviewees identified themselves as ethnic 

Russians.
18

 In conducting my interviews, one of the questions that I asked reads: “Do you 

feel any shame towards the Soviet Union today?” Bearing in mind my aforementioned 

survey results, the following quotations, taken from three of my interviews in Volgograd, 

provide some insight into why Russians for the most part do not harbor any feelings of 

shame towards the USSR: 
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 Khazanov (2008): 294. 
16

 Fred Davis, Yearning for Yesterday: A Sociology of Nostalgia (New York: Free Press, 1979), 34. 
17

 Ibid., 34-35. 
18

 My remaining three interviewees identified themselves as Tatars. 
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It’s hard to judge the USSR. Different people ruled the country. Some things were good 

and some things were bad.
19

 

 

Shame is not the correct word. If I am to evaluate my country’s history, then it must be 

done in context. I do not agree with everything that happened, but I do not think that you 

should be ashamed of your country. My country is my country.
20

 

 

 Maybe I harbor some feelings of shame, but it’s hard to say for what.
21

 

 

 In Volgograd, just five interviewees admitted to harboring any shame towards the 

USSR. In truth, my findings here are quite reflective of what interviewees in my other 

case studies had to say on this subject. Out of sixty-five interviewees, just nineteen 

admitted to harboring any sense of shame towards the USSR. Of those nineteen 

interviewees, most expressed shame for the repressions of the Stalinist period.
22

 That 

said, some interviewees sought to qualify their shame for the former General Secretary, 

by arguing that Stalin’s collectivization and industrialization drives along with the state’s 

utilization of forced labor were necessary processes that had to be implemented in order 

to ensure the USSR’s survival. To serve as an example, one interviewee in Volgograd 

had the following to say: 

 

In a human sense on a personal level, the 1930s were a time of great tragedies. But could 

it have been done differently? Russia had to take the giant step forward, for if it did not 

do so, then it would cease to exist.
23

 

 

Some interviewees also lamented about Brezhnev’s suppression of the Prague 

Spring and the Soviet-Afghan War. Yet on average, my subjects felt that they should not 
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 Interview. Volgograd. 25 Mar. 2012. My interviewee here was a fifty-three year-old ethnic Russian man. 
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 Interview. Volgograd. 24 Mar. 2012. My interviewee here was a forty-five year-old ethnic Russian man. 
21

 Interview. Volgograd. 24 Mar. 2012. My interviewee here was a forty-nine year-old ethnic Russian man. 
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 Five of my interviewees opted to pass on discussing this topic. 
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 Interview. Volgograd. 24 Mar. 2012. My interviewee here was a forty-five year-old ethnic Russian man. 
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harbor any sense of shame at all towards the Soviet Union. In our discussions, a fair 

portion of my interviewees seemingly felt that shame was an alien concept. If anything, 

they were downright defensive about it, stating that they “absolutely” were not ashamed 

of the Soviet Union. Taken together, Russians tend to either reject the notion that they 

should feel any shame towards the USSR, or direct such feelings towards those in power, 

thereby relinquishing themselves of any sense of responsibility for the occurrence of past 

atrocities.
24

 Still, why is this so? In speaking about this topic, Khazanov further contends 

that the Soviet experience itself is largely to blame for why Russians harbor virtually no 

feelings of shame: 

  

Decades of terror and fear, the sacralisation of violence, brainwashing, spy mania, 

suspicion, denunciation, insecurity and deprivation, an atmosphere of intolerance, legal 

nihilism, social infantilism, depreciation of individuality, devaluation of human life and 

destruction of humanistic and/or religious values have left the majority of Russians with 

warped ethic principles and a broken moral backbone.
25

 

 

 Thus, Khazanov is of the opinion that Soviet political culture is mainly 

responsible for Russians’ refusal to look upon the history of the USSR in an objective 

manner, coupled with the notion that Russians prefer to look upon themselves as 

“victims” and not “accomplices” of the totalitarian system of governance under which 

they endured for seventy-four years.
26

 Khazanov further contends that feelings of Soviet 

nostalgia among Russians serve to cloud any objective assessment of the Soviet period.
27

 

In focusing for a moment on his latter point, it is important to recall that the nature of the 
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 With respect to this latter point, see Khazanov (2008): 301. 
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nostalgic experience is to “positively” recall the past on account of a sense of 

dissatisfaction with the status quo. In referencing Davis: 

 

Put differently, the ability to feel nostalgia for events in our past has less…to do with 

how recent or distant these events are than with the way they contrast – or, more 

accurately, the way we make them contrast – with the events, moods, and dispositions of 

our present circumstances.
28

 

 

Hence, in advancing such an argument, the reason why most Russians do not look 

shamefully upon the Soviet Union relates to how they perceive the status quo and 

compare it to the past. Yet for what do Russians feel pride with respect to the Soviet 

Union? Based upon my fieldwork findings, I argue that Russians are extremely proud of 

two features in particular when it comes to the Soviet past; the victory over Nazi 

Germany in the Second World War, and the Soviet Union’s ensuing attainment of 

superpower status. 

 In discussing the Great Patriotic War with interviewees in all three of my case 

studies, forty-six stated that the war remains a “highly significant” event today.
29

 In 

Volgograd, as many as eighteen of my interviewees felt this way, while the remaining 

two interviewees still admitted that the war retains some level of significance. The 

following quotations, taken from two of my interviews in Volgograd, serve to illustrate 

the importance of the war: 
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 Davis, Yearning for Yesterday, 11-12. 
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 I posed the following question to my interviewees: “Could you please tell me, what significance does the 

Great Patriotic War retain in your federal subject and in Russia today?” One interviewee opted to pass on 
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It’s hard to overestimate the significance of the war. My parents were defenders of 

Stalingrad. Our city rose from the ashes. It’s a huge accomplishment that we stopped 

Fascism.
30

 

 

There is no family in Russia that was not touched by the war. It was a war for the survival 

of our nation-state. Mamayev Kurgan used to be thirty meters higher before the war. Half 

a million people died there. Nothing grows there today. The land is soaked with iron. The 

significance of the war is unexplainable.
31

 

 

 The war is the one topic that brings Russians to tears. It is as if their sense of pride 

for the war is boundless. The Russian people firmly believe that it was they, alongside the 

other nations of the former Soviet Union, who won the Great Patriotic War. That it was 

they who spilled more blood than any other country in the fight against Nazism. That it 

was they who, as a result of their ancestors’ heroic efforts, saved all of humanity from 

Fascism. The memory of the war is thus sacred. To question its righteousness is 

construed as blasphemy. That said, much of the Second World War appears to have been 

forgotten, for there was little to no mention of the Soviet Union’s joint annexation of 

Poland in 1939, the Molotov-Ribbentrop nonaggression pact, the Katyn massacre, the 

USSR’s unpreparedness to defend itself from attack in 1941, the mass rapes which took 

place at war’s end, or the ensuing political subjugation of Eastern Europe in any of my 

discussions. With respect to this point, I do not mean to convey the impression that 

Russians are ignorant of these historical events. To the contrary, I found that Russians, 

when reminiscing about the war, prefer to focus on the many sacrifices made by the Red 

Army in their noble defense of the Soviet motherland. America’s lend-lease program and 

the Allied landing at Normandy do not really figure into Russians’ collective memory of 
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 Interview. Volgograd. 24 Mar. 2012. My interviewee here was a fifty-eight year-old ethnic Russian 
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31

 Interview. Volgograd. 24 Mar. 2012. My interviewee here was a forty-five year-old ethnic Russian man. 
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the war either. Instead, most believe that it was the largely Soviet people who won the 

war. 

 Additionally, I found that most Russians remain proud of the fact that the USSR 

served as a superpower in the international system during the latter half of the twentieth 

century. In observing the results of my three case studies, fifty-three out of seventy 

interviewees stated that they remain proud of the Soviet Union’s superpower status today. 

In Volgograd, fifteen out of twenty interviewees felt this way about the USSR. Even 

more so, while a few of my interviewees here further opined that Russia should not seek 

to dominate the political affairs of neighboring countries, others felt that Russia should in 

fact maintain a sphere of influence reminiscent of the Soviet era (specifically over 

Central Asia and the former Eastern Bloc countries), with some reasoning that it is quite 

natural for a country to strive toward realizing such a goal so as to ensure its security.
32

 

Accordingly, the following quotations, taken from two interviews in Volgograd, highlight 

this point: 

 

Yes, I am proud that the Soviet Union used to be a superpower. I also think that Russia 

should maintain a sphere of influence over the former Soviet Union. Russia is the only 

country that can resolve problems in Eastern Europe, Central Asia, and the Caucasus.
33

 

 

I am proud that the USSR was a superpower. It is good to live in a strong country. It is 

also natural for all countries to want to establish a sphere of influence.
34

 

 

 In actuality, the sentiment that Russia should strive to maintain a sphere of 

influence over the post-Soviet space and the former Eastern Bloc turned out to be rather 
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 I posed the following questions to my interviewees: “Are you proud of the USSR’s former superpower 
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high in Volgograd among my interviewees, for half of them were in favor of Russia 

maintaining such an arrangement with its neighbors. By comparison, however, while 

quite a few interviewees in Samara expressed a sense of pride for the Soviet Union’s 

superpower status, just one felt that Russia should maintain a sphere of influence over the 

post-Soviet space. In Kazan, half of my interviewees here supported the notion that 

Russia should maintain a sphere of influence, but most also felt that this sphere should 

only envelop the former SSRs and not the Eastern Bloc countries, and only for the 

express purpose of ensuring Russia’s security (particularly if other Great Powers were to 

possess respective spheres).
35

 Taken together, such findings beg the following question: 

Are Volgograders predominantly nostalgic for the military greatness and former 

superpower status of the USSR? Or do such feelings of pride serve another purpose, 

perhaps in relation to Russians’ longing for the past? 

 

Soviet Nostalgia in the Former Stalingrad 

  

 If we recall, cross tabulations in Chapter Three (see Table 29) reveal that residents 

of the Southern Federal District harbor the strongest feelings of Soviet nostalgia today.
36

 

Furthermore, as also previously shown in Chapter Three, multivariate linear regression 
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analyses reveal that the Southern Federal District exhibits a significant positive 

correlation with respect to feelings of regret over the Soviet collapse, support for the 

restoration of the Soviet Union, and approval of a return to rule by the Communist Party. 

 

Table 29 - Feelings of Soviet Nostalgia by Region 
Federal 

Districts 

        

  

Northwest 

 

Central 

 

Southern 

North 

Caucasian 

 

Volga 

 

Ural 

 

Siberian 

 

Far East 

Regret for 

the Soviet 

Collapse 

72% 62% 80% 68% 71% 73% 74% 77% 

Pride for 

the USSR 

94% 94% 94% 97% 98% 100% 97% 100% 

In Favor of 

Restoration 

of USSR 

69% 59% 81% 68% 62% 58% 57% 64% 

Approval 

of 

Communist 

Party 

Return 

32% 26% 47% 26% 39% 41% 24% 26% 

N 72-127 195-370 110-147 56-78 216-

289 

83-111 116-173 29-56 

 

However, this variable does not exhibit very strong beta coefficient values in relation to 

these “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia, thereby calling into question whether one’s regional 

location exerts any influence in relation to how they look upon the Soviet Union today.
37

  

Still, it is noteworthy that the KPRF has fared rather well in the “Red Belt” region 

of Russia, in terms of elections. In discussing this phenomenon, Kurilla (2002) attributes 

the success of the KPRF in southern Russia (particularly Volgograd) to its organizational 

capabilities and plentitude of resources, coupled with its self-depiction as a defender of 

local interests. Hence, Kurilla perceives the KPRF as the most powerful civil society 
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organization, equipped with a networking system that allows it to dominate the political 

landscape.
38

 To quote Kurilla: 

 

The regions of the so-called Red Belt…are still politically dominated by the communists. 

Although inhabitants of big cities even in those regions usually vote for more liberal 

parties (such as Yabloko or SPS), people in small cities and in villages support KPRF 

candidates…That phenomenon is usually seen as a result of the conservatism or 

indifference of the agrarian population, the tight control of local authorities over the 

election processes, or economic impediments…However, such statements prevent 

analysts from looking into the mechanisms of political interactions at the local level. In 

fact, many small cities of the Red Belt have many institutions of civil society, which 

work on local problems and defend the interests of the “common man” before the state 

authorities. To see them, one merely needs to eliminate the ideological dimension from 

one’s analysis and realize that those institutions exist within the KPRF.
39

 

 

I do not take issue with Kurilla’s argument. Rather, I tend to believe that high 

levels of Soviet nostalgia, like high levels of popular support for the KPRF in federal 

subjects where United Russia has come to assume the leadership mantle as of recently, is 

largely based upon popular discontent with the status quo (in terms of public service 

provisions). If we again recall, cross tabulations in Chapter Three (see Table 30 below) 

reveal that 75% of all Russian citizens polled in the Southern Federal District evaluate the 

Russian government’s public service provisions as “less than adequate” today, thus 

making it the highest on record across the regions. In terms of frequency distributions (as 

presented in Chapter Four), 69% of my nationwide survey sample labeled the Russian 

government’s public service provisions (in terms of education, healthcare, transportation, 

and security) as “inadequate” today.
40

 Thus, the percentage of Russian citizens who feel 

                                                           
38

 Ivan Kurilla, “Civil Activism without NGOs: The Communist Party as a Civil Society Substitute,” 

Demokratizatsiya (2002): 392-400. 
39

 Ibid., 392. 
40

 To recall, my survey question concerning popular sentiments on contemporary public service provisions 

reads as follows: “In your opinion, how would you evaluate the provision of public services (in terms of 

education, healthcare, transportation, and security) in Russia today?” 
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this way about contemporary social services in the Southern Federal District actually 

surpasses that of the national average. 

Moreover, the Southern Federal District boasts one of the highest percentages on 

record (68%) in terms of Russian citizens who evaluate the Soviet government’s public 

service provisions as “adequate” or “more than adequate” today (see Table 31 below). 

Incidentally, the percentage of Russians surveyed here who feel this way about Soviet-era 

public services also eclipses the national average, which (as stated in Chapter Four) 

stands at 64% according to my national survey results.
41

 

 

Table 30 - Evaluations of Public Services in Russia by Region 
Federal 

Districts 

        

  

Northwest 

 

Central 

 

South 

North Caucasian  

Volga 

 

Ural 

 

Siberian 

 

Far East 

“A Less 

than 

Adequate” 

Level of 

Public 

Services 

Provided 

in Russian 

Federation 

70% 73% 75% 68% 68% 61% 64% 63% 

N 152 445 158 98 335 135 214 68 

 

Such feelings run deep in the Southern Federal District in general and Volgograd 

in particular because residents are ill-equipped to deal with the socioeconomic difficulties 

facing them today. In truth, there is not much economic opportunity here. In contrast to 

Samara, the Kremlin does not seek to transform Volgograd along with its surrounding 

areas into a specialized economic zone. Yet the greater issue at hand concerns how much 

money the Kremlin is able and/or willing to dole out in the form of public services today. 

                                                           
41

 To recall, my survey question concerning popular sentiments on Soviet-era public service provisions 

reads as follows: “In your opinion, how would you evaluate the provision of public services (in terms of 

education, healthcare, transportation, and security) in the Soviet Union?” 
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Table 31 - Evaluations of Public Services in USSR by Region 
Federal 

Districts 

        

  

Northwest 

 

Central 

 

Southern 

North 

Caucasian 

 

Volga 

 

Ural 

 

Siberian 

 

Far East 

“Adequate” 

or “More 

than 

Adequate” 

Level of 

Public 

Services 

Provided in 

Soviet 

Union 

65% 60% 68% 58% 72% 72% 57% 68% 

N 153 443 157 98 336 135 215 69 

 

In discussing Moscow’s social expenditure allotments to the regions in response 

to the occurrence of the 2008 global financial crisis, Zubarevich (2011) argues that the 

Russian government has failed to put forth an effective response focusing on long-term 

development, preferring instead to spend money everywhere across the board (seemingly 

so as to maintain a visage of public confidence). In quoting Zubarevich on this matter: 

 

Due to fear of social instability, the federal government increased financial transfers to 

the regions by one third in 2009. The federal share of the regional budgets increased from 

19 to 27 percent. However, rather than strategically targeting those regions who were 

most affected by the crisis, additional transfers were evenly spread across the 

country…During the economic crisis the government prioritised the increase of state 

expenditure on social protection programmes, including job creation and other 

employment support measures. Within two years (2008-2010) this spending increased by 

53 percent including a 65 percent increase in social assistance packages...Regional budget 

spending on healthcare, however, did not increase (taking into account inflation it 

actually decreased) and the increase in regional spending on education did not keep up 

with inflation. Once again, increasing flows of money did not translate into sustainable 

development in the regions…However, Moscow finds it increasingly difficult to uphold 

this level of spending in the regions. Once the peak of the crisis was passed regional 

transfers immediately dropped by 7 percent in 2010, and by 1 percent between January 

and August 2011. Taking into account inflation, these are significant cuts.
42

 

                                                           
42

 Natalia Zubarevich, “Russian Elections and Relations between the Centre and the Regions,” trans. 

Eugene Slonimerov, European Union Institute for Security Studies (November 30, 2011), 

http://www.iss.europa.eu/publications/detail/article/russian-elections-and-relations-between-the-centre-and-

the-regions/ (accessed July 3, 2013). 



155 
 

 

Hence, if Russians yearn for the public services of the Soviet era, then it should 

not come as a surprise that United Russia fared rather poorly at the polls in Volgograd 

and elsewhere in the 2011 Duma elections. Bearing this in mind, my fieldwork in 

Volgograd supports the notion that Russians are primarily nostalgic for the public 

services of the Soviet welfare state. In discussing with my interviewees the various 

differences between what life used to be like in the USSR and how life is today in Russia, 

nearly everyone complained about the present, informing me that the disappearance of 

Soviet-era social protections makes people feel extremely vulnerable today.
43

 The 

following statement issued by an interviewee in Volgograd summarizes this very point: 

 

Life in today’s Russia gives more opportunity on a personal level. On the other hand, 

there is a reverse dependency sensation, and people miss the confidence they once had in 

the future. Our problems are now only our problems.
44

 

 

 Additionally, some interviewees said that they perceive a widening gulf between 

them and their government, in the sense that no emotional bond between citizen and state 

appears to exist anymore. Several who felt this way stated that no such connection exists 

on account of the disappearance of the social protections previously afforded under 

Soviet rule. The following quotations, taken from two interviews in Volgograd, 

seemingly convey this point: 

 

                                                           
43

 The interview question that I asked reads as follows: “In what way(s) does life in post-Soviet Russia 

differ from life in Soviet Russia? What social, economic, and political aspects of the Soviet era did you 

most and least admire?” 
44

 Interview. Volgograd. 24 Mar. 2012. My interviewee here was a forty-five year-old ethnic Russian man. 
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Our values today do not compare with the values of the Soviet Union. Still, I value the 

freedoms that we have today very much. That said, I feel as if I am on my own now. I can 

do what I want. I have freedom, but I feel emptiness...
45

 

 

Economically, we are worse off today. In terms of social communications among people, 

it is worse. Retirement money is very little. There are more political opportunities today, 

but they are hard to realize.
46 

 

My interviewees also regularly kept referring to the “certainty in the future” 

which (so they claimed) used to exist in Soviet times. Others similarly spoke of a 

“stability in the past” that has since vanished, as well as a lost sense of “confidence in 

tomorrow.” This feeling of “certainty” largely existed on account of the generous public 

services of the Soviet Union. In short, people did not really have to worry about paying 

for their children’s education, getting laid off from work, buying a house, being stricken 

with illness, or surviving on a meager retirement pension in Soviet times. Such worries 

did not factor into Soviet Man’s daily thinking, for all of these concerns were allayed, 

much to the thanks of the Soviet welfare state. Schooling was free. Employment was 

virtually guaranteed. Land was neither bought nor sold as a commodity. Healthcare was 

universal. And the elderly could live out their remaining years in relative material 

comfort. Yet the welfare state has since gone the way of the Soviet Union, and along with 

it the “certainty in the future” which many people once felt. 

So, what then are we to make of the Great Patriotic War and the Soviet Union’s 

superpower status? Are Russians specifically nostalgic for these features of the past? 

Statistically speaking, my survey results lead me to conclude that Russians do not appear 

to harbor feelings of nostalgia for either the Second World War or the USSR’s 

                                                           
45

 Interview. Volgograd. 25 Mar. 2012. My interviewee here was a forty year-old ethnic Russian man. 
46

 Interview. Volgograd. 24 Mar. 2012. My interviewee here was a fifty-eight year-old ethnic Russian 

woman. 
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superpower status. If we recall in Chapter Three, my multivariate linear regression 

analyses reveal that viewing the victory in the Great Patriotic War as the “greatest 

achievement” of the Soviet Union exhibits a significant positive correlation with feelings 

of pride for the USSR, but also a significant negative correlation with approval of a return 

to rule by the Communist Party. Furthermore, this variable does not exhibit strong beta 

coefficient values in relation to either of these “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia, thus 

discrediting its explanatory potential. My multivariate linear regression analyses also 

reveal that viewing the USSR’s attainment of superpower status as the “greatest 

achievement” exhibits no significant correlations with respect to any of my “aspects” of 

Soviet nostalgia. Taken together, such findings serve to discredit the notions that 

Russians harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia owing to either the former military greatness 

or heralded international status of the Soviet Union. 

Generally speaking, my fieldwork in Volgograd supports this assertion, for 

although many Russians remain proud of these features of the past, my interviewees did 

not wish to emphasize either of these facets when comparing how ordinary life today 

differs from life in Soviet times. Finally, my fieldwork findings reveal that Russian 

citizens do not seemingly yearn for a return to the time of the Great Patriotic War, or the 

Cold War for that matter either. Instead, such features, though important, appear to be 

more of a byproduct of the nostalgic enterprise. In issuing such a statement, I do not wish 

to downplay the importance of the Great Patriotic War or the Soviet Union’s superpower 

status. Rather, amidst the uncertainty that so characterizes life today, Russians seemingly 

cling to these features of the Soviet past. The memory of the war and the exalted status of 

the USSR thus bind the populace together, and instill within them a sense of confidence. 
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It is in this sense that the war and the former superpower status constitute a “collective 

crutch” upon which Russians lean today. 

 

The Truth Tellers 

 

 The Soviet Union is remembered by many Russians in a purely positive light 

today. In our discussions, I found it interesting that most of my interviewees did not 

initiate broaching controversial subjects about the Soviet past, such as the Russian Civil 

War, dekulakization, collectivization, the NKVD, the GULAG and the repressions of the 

1930s, the stagnation of the post-war economy, or the breadlines and food shortages of 

the late-Soviet era. Instead, the USSR is subjectively recalled by many as a country in 

which all peoples were treated on equal terms, many great achievements were realized, 

and the Soviet welfare state ensured everyone a comfortable lifestyle. To be certain, 

Russia’s citizens are aware of the horrors of the past (particularly the tragedies which 

transpired during the Stalinist period). Yet what do they think of those who made it their 

life’s work to reveal the darker sides of the USSR? 

 Towards the end of our discussions, I asked most of my interviewees if they had 

ever heard of Soviet dissident writers such as Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Boris Pasternak, 

Eugenia Ginzburg, and Vasily Grossman. I then asked if my interviewees had read 

Solzhenitsyn’s The Gulag Archipelago, Pasternak’s Dr. Zhivago, Ginsburg’s Journey 

into the Whirlwind, and Grossman’s Life and Fate. Generally speaking, none of these 

literary works depict the Soviet Union in a positive light. Solzhenitsyn’s masterpiece 

exposes the sheer horrors of the GULAG system. Pasternak’s Nobel Prize-winning work 
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showcases the Bolsheviks’ seizure of power in a most unfavorable light. Ginzburg’s 

autobiography of her time spent as a political prisoner and forced labor inmate in the 

Kolyma camps of the Far East is truly harrowing. And Grossman’s wartime epic does not 

heap any praise upon the Stalinist regime. In short, these books (all of which were banned 

from publication up until the twilight of the late-Soviet era) seek to shed light on the 

USSR’s sinister side, which most people (nostalgics in particular) would prefer to forget. 

As it turns out, in Volgograd a good portion of my interviewees admitted to 

having read at least some of these works, with the exception of Ginzburg’s Journey into 

the Whirlwind.47
 Yet what I found to be most interesting concerns how my interviewees 

look upon such writers today. Of the four works, Solzhenitsyn’s book in particular is 

perceived as the most controversial (though only a few positively endorsed the other 

aforementioned writers). The following quotations, taken from two of my interviews in 

Volgograd, serve to support this notion: 

 

Solzhenitsyn does not inspire me to respect him much. He is a talent but he should lie 

less.
48

 

 

The Gulag Archipelago is a scary book about scary times. But it is one-sided. There is 

something lacking in the book. It is an informative read but not impressive. Dr. Zhivago 

astonished me.
49

 

 

 In general, I found such statements to be quite common. Nobody reads Ginzburg, 

nobody comments on Grossman, and nobody criticizes Pasternak. And nobody seems to 

                                                           
47

 In terms of my interviewees here, fifteen claimed to have read The Gulag Archipelago, fourteen stated 

they had read Dr. Zhivago, and ten said they had read Life and Fate. Just three claimed to have read 

Journey into the Whirlwind. 
48

 Interview. Volgograd. 24 Mar. 2012. My interviewee here was a forty-five year-old ethnic Russian man. 
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 Interview. Volgograd. 24 Mar. 2012. My interviewee here was a fifty-two year-old ethnic Russian 
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care for Solzhenitsyn. In fact, not a single interviewee in Volgograd had anything 

positive to say about the late Soviet dissident. So, what is it about The Gulag Archipelago 

in particular that Russians seemingly dislike so much? 

Looking back, Solzhenitsyn was one of the most brilliant writers of the twentieth 

century, and he should be heralded as such, particularly by the Russian people on account 

of his exposition of the horrors of the Stalinist regime. The truth of the matter, however, 

is that his literary works remain extremely controversial in Russia. By no stretch of the 

imagination does Solzhenitsyn command a popular following and this is on account of 

that his works do not depict the Soviet Union as many prefer to recall it today. In short, 

Solzhenitsyn does not pull any punches. His books about the USSR are grim, sending 

shivers up readers’ spines. Yet works like The Gulag Archipelago also force readers to 

face some very difficult questions: “How did this happen?” “Who was responsible?” 

“Was anyone in my family involved?” “What does this say about my country?” “Could 

this happen again?” 

The Gulag Archipelago is not a “light” book. I know from reading it myself. It is 

a six-hundred page gut-wrenching rollercoaster. Yet this is why Solzhenitsyn does not 

garner much admiration today. In writing such works, Solzhenitsyn, alongside Pasternak, 

Grossman, and Ginzburg, sought to shake Soviet citizens out of their stupor. Perhaps 

Russians’ dislike of Solzhenitsyn is partially grounded in his writing style. But what truly 

distinguishes Solzhenitsyn from the rest is the manner in which he tackles his subject 

matter. As an example, his chapter on the NKVD entitled, “The Blue Caps” discusses the 

various ways in which Stalin’s henchman ritualistically tortured innocent people in order 
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to elicit false confessions from them, simply to fulfill quotas.
50

 Solzhenitsyn even 

courageously touches upon the significance of the Great Patriotic War, by alluding to the 

notion that in vanquishing one totalitarian regime the Soviet people essentially 

legitimized another, a most unpleasant thought.
51

 In addition to shedding light on the 

darkest chapters of Soviet history, Solzhenitsyn also takes aim at his fellow citizens, 

criticizing the manner in which they choose to remember the Stalinist period by 

eschewing the inconvenient horrors of the past in favor of a rosy recollection of history, 

coupled with a sense of national pride. The following passage aptly summarizes 

Solzhenitsyn’s thoughts: 

  

Is it not still more dreadful that we are now being told, thirty years later, "Don't talk about 

it!"? If we start to recall the sufferings of millions, we are told it will distort the historical 

perspective! If we doggedly seek out the essence of our morality, we are told it will 

darken our material progress! Let's think rather about the blast furnaces, the rolling mills 

that were built, the canals that were dug…no, better not talk about the canals…Then 

maybe about the gold of the Kolyma? No, maybe we ought not to talk about that either. 

Well, we can talk about anything, so long as we do it adroitly, so long as we glorify it...
52

 

 

 My fieldwork in Volgograd has taught me that history cannot strive for 

objectivity. Instead, people recall history as they want, and for reasons which may not 

necessarily be clear to the casual observer. How the history of the USSR is recalled today 

by Volgograders does not differ to any great extent across the country. In particular, the 

memory of the war means everything to Russians, and this is at least partially because 

feelings of Soviet nostalgia run deep today. The memory of the war is thus best 

conceptualized not as a physical marking (as alluded to earlier), but as a type of “social 
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glue” in that it serves to unify the Russian populace, as well as endow them with a sense 

of confidence as they grapple with the uncertainty in life today. The same also holds true 

for the former superpower status of the USSR. Yet it is important to note that Russians 

are not nostalgic for these features. No one wants to return to the war, to live under the 

Stalinist regime, or to fight the Cold War again. Instead, Volgograders, like Russians 

elsewhere, yearn most of all for the public services of the Soviet welfare state. In 

response to the uncertainty that envelops their lives, Russians utilize the memory of the 

war and the Soviet Union’s superpower status a “collective crutch” to build up their 

collective confidence. Consequently, in spite of their literary talents, Solzhenitsyn, 

Pasternak, Grossman, and Ginzburg are not heralded for their efforts to unearth the 

buried horrors of the past. Instead, they are ignored, forgotten, or criticized by their 

fellow countrymen. Again, however, such is the nature of Soviet nostalgia, and namely 

for those who yearn for the “certainty in the future” which has come to define the recent 

past. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 My fieldwork in Volgograd indicates that most Russians who harbor feelings of 

Soviet nostalgia yearn mainly for the material comforts once provided by the Soviet 

welfare state. It is difficult though to determine whether Russians in general and 

Volgograders in particular also feel nostalgia for the USSR’s victory in the Second World 

War and former superpower status. While many Russians express feelings of pride in 

regards to the Great Patriotic War and the former superpower status of the USSR, my 
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fieldwork does not indicate that Russians are nostalgic for these features of the past. 

Instead, Russians seemingly lean upon the memory of the Second World War and the 

Soviet Union’s superpower status in light of the social uncertainty facing them today. 

That said, the memory of the Second World War wields tremendous social significance, 

and should thus not simply be construed as an important historical event because many 

Russians feel uncertainty in their lives today. As such, it remains unclear as to whether 

my research findings confirm or disconfirm my military greatness hypothesis. After all, 

even Russian citizens who are not nostalgic for the Soviet past remain proud of the 

victory in the Great Patriotic War. 

 One final point bears mentioning about Volgograd. I took notice that several of 

my interviewees here expressed a sense of dismay in that their city remains so closely 

associated with the Great Patriotic War. In truth, Volgograd will never shed its wartime 

identity. The war simply means too much. It is the one thing that unites everybody. In 

issuing this point, I recall a conversation that I had with a Russian citizen in passing 

during my stay in Volgograd. In talking about the war, the person said, “It is our war. It is 

our victory. And nobody can ever take this away from us. Not ever!” Looking back, it 

seems as if a great deal has indeed been stripped away from the Russian people since the 

collapse of the Soviet Union. Gone is the former superpower status. Gone is the 

Communist ideology. Gone is the Soviet welfare state. But the war is the one feature of 

the past which remains. Nearly seventy years have now passed since the Red Army’s 

vanquishing of German Fascism. In Russia, it feels as if the conflict ended just a few 

years ago. The significance of the war is virtually indescribable, for the raw emotions 

which it stirs up are extremely powerful. The war thus remains sacred, and particularly so 



164 
 

in Volgograd, where the Soviet people overcame seemingly insurmountable odds and 

accomplished a truly monumental feat by dealing a devastating blow to Hitler’s army. 
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Chapter Six: Kazan 

 

 Rumor has it that President Boris Yeltsin ordered the deployment of Russian 

tanks along the border of the Republic of Tatarstan in March of 1992, just after Tatar 

President Mintimer Shaimiev along with sixty-one percent of the population of this 

former Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic declared their homeland to be sovereign.
1
 

In quoting Colton (2008), Shaimiev, who initially had supported the 1991 August coup 

plotters but only embraced the Tatar nationalist cause after it became evident that the 

putsch would fail, admitted that “the night before the vote was the scariest of his life.”
2
 In 

retrospect, it is rather ironic that the Tatars (Russia’s largest ethnic minority),
3
 who 

Yeltsin had told earlier in the midst of his battling against Gorbachev to “take as much 

sovereignty as they could swallow,” did just that shortly after he assumed the 

presidency.
4
 Yet somehow in the eleventh hour Kazan was spared the terrible fate that 

befell Grozny, the capital of the former Chechen-Ingush ASSR, several years later. 

Today, the Republic of Tatarstan, once Russia’s most restive ethnic republic prior 

to the onset of the Chechen Wars, is extremely docile. In truth, much has changed over 

the past two decades. Tatars are no longer calling for their independence, Shaimiev (who 

served as President until March of 2010) has departed from the highest office, the Day of 

Sovereignty is no longer celebrated as an official public holiday, and the capital of Kazan 
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(which hosted the 2013 Summer Universiade Games) has recently undergone somewhat 

of a religious revitalization. Nowadays, the minarets of mosques dot the skyline of this 

predominantly Muslim federal subject, while the Islamic Call to Prayer echoes across the 

city throughout the day. Newlyweds of the Islamic faith may also marry within their 

respective houses of worship (though a religious ceremony carries no legal authority) and 

practice their religion quite freely. Tatars (regardless as to whether they are practicing 

Muslims) annually observe Islamic holidays such as Ramadan and Eid al-Adha (or 

Kurban Bayram), and the most pious (or financially endowed) can make the pilgrimage 

to Mecca. Tatarstan in general and Kazan in particular appear to be very far away from 

the Soviet Union. However, upon closer inspection, my research findings indicate that 

feelings of Soviet nostalgia run very deep in Tatarstan, and namely among Tatars. 

 In this chapter, I present my fieldwork findings (consisting of interviews, 

ethnography, and survey research) for my third case study. I argue that in spite of the 

aforementioned changes that have taken place within this federal subject since the onset 

of post-Soviet rule, nostalgic sentiments pertaining to the USSR remain quite pervasive 

(thereby disconfirming my hypothesis concerning the supposed existence of a 

relationship between Russian ethnicity and feelings of Soviet nostalgia).
5
 Overall, Tatars 

(be they either urban or rural dwellers) yearn for the Soviet Union on account of their 

negative evaluations of contemporary public service provisions. Hence, my fieldwork 

reveals that feelings of Soviet nostalgia among Tatars are mainly grounded in 

materialistic considerations. 

                                                           
5
 I hypothesized that ethnic Russians would be more inclined to harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia, as 

opposed to ethnic non-Russians, owing to my presumption of the former group’s elevated status under 

Soviet rule. 
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I begin this chapter with an overview of Kazan, the capital city in which I 

conducted the bulk of my fieldwork. Thereafter, I discuss how Tatars look upon the 

USSR today by analyzing popular sentiments concerning the nature of ethnic relations in 

Soviet times. Upon doing so, I highlight what I believe to be are the key drivers of 

nostalgic sentiments in this federal subject, followed by an analysis concerning the extent 

to which and reasons why rural dwellers (i.e. former collective farmers) harbor feelings 

of Soviet nostalgia.
6
 Lastly, I discuss how Tatars have come to perceive Russia’s 

transition from socialism to capitalism over the course of the past two decades, and 

conclude with a summary of my findings. 

 

Kazan 

 

Kazan serves as the capital of the Republic of Tatarstan and is more than a 

thousand years old. Celebrations were held in Kazan in 2005 to commemorate its 

millennial anniversary. Historically, Russian forces under the command of Ivan the 

Terrible conquered the city in 1552, leading to the downfall of the Kazan Khanate. 

Today, spray-painted graffiti bearing the marking “1552” is visible along the walls of 

buildings, though it remains unclear as to who is responsible for such vandalism. In spite 

of such hooliganism, however, Tatars do not seemingly yearn for independence. The 

population of Kazan consists of approximately one million people and is mainly 

comprised of Tatars and Russians, with members of these ethnic groups intermarrying on 
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occasion.  Lenin also briefly attended Kazan State University, but was expelled for his 

revolutionary behavior. 

Kazan is often referred to as Russia’s “third capital” (particularly by its own 

residents). The administrative center boasts a beautiful white-colored Kremlin 

encompassing a Russian Orthodox Church, the newly built Kul Sharif Mosque, the 

Suyumbike Tower, and the Tatar Presidential Palace. The National Museum of the 

Republic of Tatarstan lies just outside the fortress’ walls. The Republic of Tatarstan 

prides itself on being a peaceful and tolerant region in which people of various faiths live 

side-by-side in harmony. Tatars for the most part have recently rediscovered their 

religion, and primarily on account of the collapse of the Soviet Union. Today, many 

Tatars are practicing Muslims. They pray five times a day, refrain from drinking alcohol 

and eating pork, and purchase halal meat. Many Tatars though still drink. After all, it is 

custom in Russia for guests to imbibe multiple shots of vodka with their hosts while 

(ironically) toasting to one another’s health, and this practice remains very much en 

vogue in Kazan. Tatars, however, regularly celebrate Islamic holidays, especially in the 

countryside. In terms of language, Tatars speak both Russian and Tatar (a Turkic-based 

tongue, similar to the languages spoken in Central Asia), and some even occasionally 

speak both languages in conversation. Tatars also pride themselves on hosting guests 

(particularly foreigners), serving visitors heaping portions of their national dishes. Still, I 

have found that many common Russian foods can be found on most Tatar family dining 

tables. 

In spite of Kazan’s diversity and the hospitality of the Tatar people, however, the 

administrative center is rife with problems. I can say this because (on account of my 
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marrying a native Tatar and our frequent vacationing here) Kazan is the one city which I 

know best in Russia. Aside from the recently completed renovation of the city’s 

international airport (undertaken in anticipation of Kazan’s hosting of the Universiade 

Games), the city’s infrastructure is quite poor. Traffic is horrendous, parking is 

nonexistent, smog pollutes the air, corruption is rife, residential dwellings are in disrepair, 

prostitution and drugs are in plain sight, and the city’s public services are lacking, 

particularly in comparison to Western standards. Nevertheless, Kazan is portrayed as one 

of Russia’s more developed cities. 

In terms of fieldwork, I conducted thirty interviews in Kazan (twenty in October 

and November of 2011, followed by another ten interviews in January of 2013). My 

interviewees ranged in ages from thirty-one to seventy-two years old, and consisted of 

fifteen men and women each. In terms of ethnicity, twenty-seven of my interviewees 

identified themselves as Tatars, while the remaining three interviewees identified 

themselves as Russians. 

 

Tatar Nationalism and the Soviet Union 

 

 The early 1990s were a time in which nationalism flared in Tatarstan. Aside from 

issuing a declaration of sovereignty, the Tatar government also refused to sign Yeltsin’s 

lauded Federation Treaty, withheld taxes from Moscow on occasion, refused to carry out 

Yeltsin’s 1993 referendum within its respective borders, and adopted a new constitution 

before the approval of the Russian Federation’s own 1993 constitution.
7
 In declaring 
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 Elise Giuliano, “Secessionism from the Bottom-Up: Democratization, Nationalism, and Local 

Accountability in the Russian Transition,” World Politics Vol. 58, No. 2 (2006): 276-310. 
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sovereignty in March of 1992, however, it is important to recall the reasons behind this 

political statement. In analyzing Moscow’s relations with the ethnic republics during the 

1990s, Treisman (2011) contends that “economics seemed to come up frequently in these 

outbursts of micro-nationalism,”
8
 thus indicating that the Tatar government (realizing that 

outright secession was not a distinct possibility) sought to utilize nationalism as a means 

to win concessions from Moscow. In quoting Treisman: 

 

Ethnic groups that happened to live above mineral deposits or whose republics contained 

valuable industrial assets tended to push harder for self-government than those dependent 

on federal subsidies. Many demands were explicitly economic rather than cultural or 

even political. Republics claimed ownership of local resources and federally owned 

factories and mines. They demanded tax breaks for transfers, and insisted on remitting 

less revenue to the central budget…In short, the wave of miniature nationalisms that 

swept Russia in the early 1990s had less to do with distinctive cultures and historically 

rooted identities than with bargaining over resources.
9
 

 

Some scholars disagree with this interpretation, arguing instead that calls for 

secessionism originated from the local populace. Giuliano (2006) asserts that in the wake 

of the Soviet collapse and amidst the uncertainty of the times, Tatar nationalists played 

upon the fears of many within their own ethnic group, hoping to stoke popular sentiments 

concerning the Tatar people’s supposed “socioeconomic subordination” vis-à-vis 

Moscow in an effort to break free from Russian rule. The truth of the matter, however, is 

that “the nationalists’ issue frame of ethnic economic inequality contradicted the actual 

situation of rising titular professionalization and achievement.”
10

 That being the case, 

secession was really never a viable option, owing to that Tatarstan is geographically 
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9
 Ibid., 277-278. 

10
 Guiliano (2006): 287. 
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landlocked.
11

 In the end, however, Shaimiev did manage to broker a very favorable deal 

with Yeltsin in February of 1994. Treisman’s analysis of Yeltsin’s bargaining style is 

revealed in the following quote: 

 

In essence, he selectively gave in. He appeased the regions where, for historical, cultural, 

or other reasons, the public was most predisposed to defy Moscow. Regions that had 

demonstrated disaffection by declaring sovereignty, staging strikes, or voting for 

opposition candidates were paid off with larger subsidies and tax breaks. From 1994, 

Yeltsin began negotiating “power sharing agreements” with individual regions, 

conceding some of the rights they demanded. The first, with Tatarstan in February 1994, 

gave the republic more control over its natural resources and greater freedom to engage in 

foreign trade; it authorized the Tatar government to create a national bank and to exempt 

its young men from conscription.
12

 

 

Yeltsin’s policy of “selective appeasement” arguably led to the preservation of 

Russia’s territorial integrity, for Treisman further contends that “where governments 

were able to sustain or even increase public spending during the early 1990s, attitudes 

towards Yeltsin and his reformers remained more positive and there was less support for 

anti-Moscow confrontations.”
13

 Following Putin’s assumption of the presidency, 

however, relations between Moscow and the most restive regions of the early 1990s 

began to change considerably. Over the course of the past several years, Putin has 

successfully wrestled power away from the regions by means of establishing eight federal 

districts equipped with plenipotentiary representatives (who serve at the President’s 

request and essentially keep a close eye on all regional matters); rescinding regional 

leaders’ guaranteed political representation within the Federation Council; and 

suspending the holding of direct elections for regional governors (oddly enough in the 
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aftermath of the 2004 Beslan school hostage crisis in the Republic of North Ossetia-

Alania, though this last policy was rescinded by President Dmitry Medvedev during his 

single-term in office).
14

 Yet in light of these changes, how have Tatars responded? Does a 

considerable portion of the Tatar populace still yearn for independence from Russia, or 

view Putin with contempt for reasserting Moscow’s influence over Kazan? 

In assuming that the electoral results of the 2012 Russian Presidential Election 

(courtesy of the Central Election Commission of the Russian Federation) are somewhat 

accurate, the results show that Putin remains very popular in Tatarstan. The electoral 

results in six of Kazan’s seven districts reveal that Putin won 74% or greater of all votes 

cast.
15

 Furthermore, the ruling Tatar elite seemingly approves of Putin, for both Shaimiev 

and current Tatar President Rustam Minnikhanov (though acknowledging the protest 

movement that arose in the aftermath of the 2011 Duma elections) publicly endorsed 

Putin as a presidential candidate in the run-up to the 2012 election.
16

 Additionally, while 

the 2012 election was clearly beset with fraud, Putin is alleged to have won as much as 

82.7% of all votes cast in Tatarstan, thereby seemingly making him out to be a highly 

popular political figure.
17

 On the surface, it thus appears as if Tatars are content with the 

status quo, that everything is well in their republic, and that most people have high hopes 

for the future. 

Generally speaking, although the questions that I posed to my interviewees in our 

discussions did not focus on matters directly concerning Tatar nationalism or 
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independence, no one broached these subjects either. While I expected for at least some 

of my Tatar interviewees to bemoan Moscow’s recent re-imposition of authority, only 

one lamented in passing that Tatarstan is not independent today.
18

 Instead, many of my 

Tatar interviewees complained most loudly about the passing of the governing entity 

under which the Tatar people had allegedly suffered (in the opinions of the leading 

nationalists of the early 1990s). Twenty of my Tatar interviewees expressed feelings of 

regret over the collapse of the Soviet Union. Fifteen Tatar interviewees also felt that the 

phenomenon of Soviet nostalgia had either increased or remained constant over the 

course of the past two decades. Lastly, fourteen of my Tatar subjects issued either 

positive or balanced evaluations of the CPSU, by saying they thought that the Party had 

done either “more good” or both “good and bad” while in power. By contrast, just six 

Tatars said that the CPSU had done “more harm.” What I found to be most interesting, 

however, concerns how Tatars perceive interethnic relations in Soviet times today. 

The Tatar nationalism which gripped the republic during the early 1990s was 

mainly grounded within the notion that Tatars suffered from “socioeconomic 

subordination” on account of policies endorsed by Moscow from afar. In actuality, 

however, Giuliano points out that Soviet-era policies such as korenizatsiia  

(“nativization”) were designed to enhance the relative socioeconomic status of “titular” 

ethnic groups in SSRs and ASSRs by ensuring members of these groups access to higher 

education and positions of political authority and economic prominence, simply on 

account of their ethnic affiliation.
19

 Hence, in quoting Slezkine (1994), korenizatsiia 

“granted preferences to titulars in higher education, economic management, and 
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government administration inside their own republics and sought to “proletarianize” rural 

dwellers by moving them into industrializing Soviet cities.”
20

 

In addition, according to Soviet nationalities policy (specifically during the early-

Soviet era), the USSR encouraged feelings of nationalism among non-Russians (i.e. 

ethnic minorities) to overcome “the historically justifiable non-Russian distrust 

(nedoverie) of Russians” and strengthen the unity of the Soviet peoples.
21

 In referring to 

the USSR as an “Affirmative Action Empire,” Martin (2001) summarizes this “strategy” 

in the following quote: 

 

The Affirmative Action Empire was premised on the belief that multiethnic Soviet unity 

would be furthered by granting the non-Russians maximal national self-expression within 

the constraints of a unitary Soviet state. Soviet unity would emerge spontaneously as a 

result of the disarming of non-Russian nationalism, which would in turn lead to a focus 

on class interests and so interethnic proletarian brotherhood.
22

 

 

However, Soviet nationalities policy underwent somewhat of a redefinition during 

the Stalinist period, particularly when the former General Secretary began trumpeting the 

“Friendship of the Peoples” mentality. Accordingly, Martin contends that although “the 

Affirmative Action Empire was premised on the belief that nations were fundamentally 

modern constructs,” Stalin abandoned this interpretation during the mid-1930s in favor of 

a “primordialist” understanding of nations. In doing so, the Soviet government began 

endorsing the development and public display of “national cultures” under the banner of 

the “Friendship of the Peoples” slogan.
23

 In returning to an earlier quote, Martin says: 
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The vast majority of Soviet nationalities were neither expected nor encouraged to 

assimilate. On the contrary, their nationhood was to be further consolidated and the deep 

historic roots of their ethnicity emphasized and celebrated.
24

 

 

Under Soviet rule, no particular ethnic group reigned supreme over another. 

Rather, all nations were depicted as being equal. In this sense, “the Friendship of the 

Peoples…could serve as an effective substitute for the unifying nationalism of a 

traditional nation-state.”
25

 

In discussing with my interviewees whether they thought that different ethnic 

groups view the Soviet Union differently today, fifteen Tatars and three Russians felt this 

to be the case.
26

 Yet upon asking a follow-up question regarding whether my 

interviewees thought that any particular ethnic groups had endured mistreatment under 

Soviet rule, just two interviewees responded by saying that Volga Tatars (i.e. Tatars 

hailing from the Volga region) had suffered. With respect to this matter, one interviewee 

iterated that Volga Tatars had been treated unjustly on account of having to endure 

“Russification” and not being permitted to study their native language in public schools.
27

 

Other than that, however, no one else felt that Tatars had suffered at the hands of the 

Soviet government. Interestingly, my Tatar interviewees most commonly cited the 

Crimean Tatars, Chechens, and Jews as victims of unjust treatment, on account of the 

Crimean Tatars and Chechens being forcibly resettled by the Stalinist regime in the 
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aftermath of the Second World War,
28

 and the Jews for being persecuted in Soviet times 

(because, in the words of one Tatar interviewee, “Stalin did not like intelligent people”)
29

 

and subjected to quota restrictions in terms of enrollment in institutions of higher 

education, respectively.
30

 In further discussing this matter, some interviewees seemed to 

think that such ethnic groups, particularly the Chechens, were deserving of such 

treatment. In quoting one Tatar interviewee: 

 

Yes, a variety of groups were repressed…Chechens, Kabardins, and a bunch of little 

ethnic groups…but they got what they deserved.
31

 

 

Additionally, of those interviewees who thought that no ethnic groups had 

suffered injustice at the hands of the Soviet government,
32

 several further noted that the 

“equality of nations” and the “Friendship of the Peoples” mentality which once prevailed 

during Soviet times is absent in Russia today. The following quote, issued by an elderly 

Tatar woman in Kazan, describes how some unfavorably compare the state of interethnic 

relations in Russia to that of the Soviet past: 
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Everybody was equal under Soviet rule. Today, Tajiks are attacked by skinheads. Back 

then, there was no such thing.
33 

 

The truth of the matter is that multiple ethnic groups suffered inhumane treatment 

at the hands of the Soviet government, particularly during the Stalinist period in which 

many nationalities were forcibly resettled as punishment in return for some members 

fighting against Soviet power in the Great Patriotic War.
34

 Such findings thus allude to 

the notion that a fair amount of Russian citizens remain ignorant with regards to the full 

extent of the criminalist nature of the Stalinist regime. That said, even some of those 

interviewees who demonstrated quite an extensive knowledge of the repressive nature of 

the Soviet government (in terms of the treatment of ethnic groups during the Stalinist 

period) nonetheless maintained that the Soviet era was a time of interethnic harmony, 

particularly for ethnic minorities which benefited from the government’s promotion of 

policies designed to advance their respective group’s socioeconomic position. To quote 

one interviewee here: 

 

The equality of nations was the greatest achievement of the Soviet Union. I came from a 

Tatar village and I was given the opportunity to attend Moscow State University.
35 

 

Although Tatar nationalism used to be quite pervasive in Kazan, such sentiments 

do not command any popular following today. Tatars are arguably a nationalistic group, 

but only in the sense that they seek to preserve their respective cultural, religious, and 

linguistic traditions. Tatarstan is thus no longer a restive republic on the brink of seceding 
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from the Russian Federation, but instead serves as a compliant partner in the Kremlin’s 

recentralization drive under Putin. Furthermore, the manner in which some of my 

interviewees look upon the Soviet past today in terms of interethnic relations is 

symptomatic of nostalgia, for such people regularly spoke of a past imbued with positive 

assessments with respect to the nature of relations among the Soviet peoples. With this in 

mind, I sought to gauge the extent to which, as well as uncover the reasons why, feelings 

of Soviet nostalgia permeate among Tatars today. 

 

Soviet Nostalgia in Tatarstan 

 

 Located on a side street in the downtown district of Kazan lies a new museum 

entitled, “The Museum of Socialist Life.” In January of 2013, I stopped by to see it for 

myself. The museum consists of a series of exhibits filled with artifacts from the late-

Soviet era. Upon spending about thirty minutes there, I came to a conclusion: the 

museum is filled with childhood relics, the likes of which only a person who was born in 

the USSR can appreciate. Museum goers did not seek to return to the past, but merely 

flirt with it. This was not nostalgia on display, but pure kitsch. Upon observing what the 

museum had to offer, I left somewhat amused. As I exited, I was bid farewell by an 

oversized AC/DC poster inscribed in Russian. I recall thinking to myself as I departed 

into the winter cold, “What does an Australian rock ‘n’ roll band have to do with Soviet 

socialism?” My experience at the museum thus taught me that it is better to speak with 

the locals than to visit the museums if you want to uncover answers to your research 

questions. 
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If we recall my May 2012 Levada Analytical Center survey findings, cross 

tabulations as detailed in Chapter Three (see Table 32 below) reveal that a greater 

percentage of respondents who identify themselves as “non-Russians” (in terms of their 

respective nationality) feel regret over the Soviet collapse, support the restoration of the 

Soviet Union, and approve of a return to Communist Party rule, in comparison to ethnic 

Russians. Feelings of pride and shame towards the USSR also turn out to be very high in 

terms of percentages, as well as similar for both ethnic Russians and non-Russians.
36

 

Moreover, multivariate linear regression analyses reveal that ethnic minority 

status exhibits a positive correlation with feelings of pride towards the Soviet Union and 

approval of a return to rule by the Communist Party. However, this variable does not 

exhibit very strong beta coefficient values in relation to these “aspects” of Soviet 

nostalgia, thereby calling into question whether one’s nationality exerts any influence in 

relation to how they look upon the Soviet Union today.
37

 Such findings thus beg the 

question: Are ethnic minorities more prone to feel nostalgia for the Soviet past than 

Russians? 
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Table 32 - Feelings of Soviet Nostalgia by Nationality 
Nationality   

 Russian Non-Russian 

Regret for the Soviet Collapse 69% 76% 

Pride for the USSR 96% 97% 

In Favor of Restoration of USSR 62% 73% 

Approval of Communist Party Return 29% 47% 

N 718-1,116 111-154 

 

 Based upon my fieldwork findings, Tatars are quite nostalgic for the Soviet 

Union. On this point, Tatars for the most part yearn for the exact same thing that Russians 

do today, that being the Soviet welfare state. Throughout the course of our discussions, 

my interviewees regularly broached the topic of Soviet-era public services. Some 

interviewees designated such services as being the “greatest achievement” of the Soviet 

Union (specifically in regards to the USSR’s education, healthcare, and pension 

systems)
38

, while others argued that the poor in Russia today tend to harbor stronger 

feelings of Soviet nostalgia than the wealthy (namely on account of the substandard 

public services currently available). The following two quotations, taken from interviews 

in Kazan, provide some insight into this latter point: 

 

Poor people are more nostalgic than the rich for the Soviet past because of the availability 

of social services during the Soviet-era…The USSR is dead and I hope that it does not 

return. That said, while politicians in the countries of the former Soviet Union do not 

yearn for a return to Soviet rule, perhaps the poor people do hope that the USSR will be 

restored.
39

 

 

The poor are more nostalgic than the rich. For the poor, there was a sense of certainty 

under the Soviet system. Even the poor still had jobs and felt the care of the state…In my 

view, Soviet nostalgia has experienced a reinvigoration in the past three years.
40 

                                                           
38

 Interview. Kazan. 3 Nov. 2011; Interview. Kazan. 5 Nov. 2011; Interview. Kazan. 15 Nov. 2011; 

Interview. Kazan. 5 Jan. 2013; Interview. Kazan. 5 Jan. 2013. 
39

 Interview. Kazan. 31 Oct. 2011. My interviewee here was a thirty-six year-old ethnic Tatar man. 
40

 Interview. Kazan. 5 Nov. 2011. My interviewee here was a thirty-one year-old ethnic Tatar man. 



181 
 

  

 Most of my Tatar interviewees also felt that the elderly are more nostalgic for the 

Soviet Union than the youth.
41

 However, some tended to view the elderly as harboring 

greater feelings of Soviet nostalgia because the youth are unable to recall “how life used 

to be back in Soviet times,”
42

 and thus cannot “know what life was like in the Soviet 

Union.”
43

 To quote one Tatar interviewee: 

 

The elderly are more nostalgic for the USSR than the youth because the youth have never 

seen the Soviet Union. How can they miss something that they have never even seen 

before?
44

 

 

In addition, the argument that the elderly (on account of being educated under 

Communist rule) harbor greater feelings of Soviet nostalgia than the youth was seemingly 

advanced by one of my Tatar interviewees, as evidenced by the following statement: 

 

Judging by who attends the street parades today, the elderly are more nostalgic for the 

Soviet Union than the youth. I view myself as a Sovok. The elderly were raised under the 

Soviet system. I loved my childhood. I loved my youth…
45

 

 

 It is worth noting, however, that other Tatar interviewees, who also felt that the 

elderly are more nostalgic for the Soviet Union than the youth, did not think this to be the 

case on account of the time in which older Russian citizens attained “political 

consciousness.” In fact, several middle-aged and elderly Tatar interviewees who admitted 
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to harboring feelings of Soviet nostalgia also informed me that they felt some shame 

towards the USSR (something which Russian citizens who attained “political 

consciousness” in Soviet times would not likely be willing to admit). The following 

quotations, issued by two elderly Tatar interviewees, serve to illustrate this point: 

 

I feel much shame for the Soviet Union, particularly for the annihilation of the peasantry 

and the people attacking each other, as well as how certain groups were treated by the 

USSR such as the Poles and the Balts.
46 

  

I am ashamed of Stalin’s repression of the Party and the people…Stalin is to blame for 

most of our past problems…The Party did more harm than good. There was only one 

party. There was no competition. I used to be proud that my husband was a member of 

the Party. But I am no longer proud of this fact.
47

 

 

 My eldest interviewee (who identified as a Tatar) also did not seemingly feel 

nostalgia for the Soviet past on account of that he had attained his respective “political 

consciousness” under Soviet rule. Instead, this interviewee, who had actually welcomed 

the Soviet collapse, seemed to look most positively upon the Soviet Union’s public 

services. The following quote is taken from my interview with this subject: 

 

I was happy to see the Soviet Union collapse. We were happy to see it go because we 

were expecting something better. Today, I regret the collapse to an extent because I miss 

certain aspects of the Soviet Union…There were many achievements of the Soviet 

Union. In those years, people were living in comfortable conditions. They received 

salaries, education, and medicine. The educational system was a grand 

achievement…Our military power was great but there were a lot of negative aspects of 

our society which made it difficult for me to be proud of the Soviet Union’s superpower 

status…The older are more nostalgic for the Soviet Union.
48 
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 Tatars for the most part are not a highly politicized group. Like many of my 

Russian interviewees in Samara and Volgograd, they seemingly yearn for the public 

services of the Soviet era. Moreover, they tend to believe that the elderly and the poor are 

more nostalgic for the Soviet past than the youth and the wealthy (and seemingly so 

because such people had previously grown accustomed to the material comforts provided 

to them under Soviet rule). Perhaps this point is best summarized by an interviewee in 

Kazan, who did not regret the collapse of the USSR but instead lamented the dissolution 

of the Soviet welfare state (alongside the disappearance of the Communist ideology): 

 

I was very far from politics when the Soviet Union collapsed and I did not understand it 

at the time. Today, I would probably want to go back to the USSR even though I did not 

fully understand it. I want back the certainty in terms of social protections and ideology 

in terms of a goal.
49

 

 

The Kolkhozniki 

 

 On account of that I regularly travel to Tatarstan, I thought that it would be a good 

idea to conduct interviews with some people who reside in the rural countryside of this 

federal subject. Tatarstan consists of two major population centers, that being Kazan and 

Naberezhneye Chelny, and one smaller city, Nizhnekamsk. The remainder of the republic 

mostly consists of a series of small towns and villages which used to serve as collective 

farming outposts during the Soviet era. Today, while the kolkhozes of the past no longer 

exist, many former collective farmers still reside within the very same villages. Hence, 

during the course of my fieldwork I set out to uncover the extent to which and the reasons 

why the former kolkhozniki of the USSR harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia. 
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If we recall, cross tabulations in Chapter Three (see Table 33 below) reveal that a 

greater percentage of survey respondents who identify themselves as rural dwellers feel 

regret over the Soviet collapse, support the restoration of the Soviet Union, and approve 

of a return to Communist Party rule, in comparison to the urbanites.
50

 However, this 

variable does not exhibit strong beta coefficient values in relation to such “aspects” of 

Soviet nostalgia under multivariate linear regression analyses, thereby calling into 

question whether one’s residential location exerts any influence on how they look upon 

the Soviet Union today.
51

 Such findings thus beg the question: Are the former 

kolkhozniki more prone to feel nostalgia for the USSR than urbanites in Russia today? 

 

Table 33 -Feelings of Soviet Nostalgia by Residency 
Residency   

  

Urban 

 

Rural 

Regret for the Soviet Collapse 68% 77% 

Pride for the USSR 96% 98% 

In Favor of Restoration of USSR 59% 75% 

Approval of Communist Party Return 31% 35% 

N 631-984 252-344 

 

                                                           
50

 Again, I group survey responses according to the following coding system; “Regret” and “No Regret” for 

the Soviet collapse; “Pride” and “Shame” for the USSR; “In Favor” and “Not in Favor” of the restoration 

of the Soviet Union; and “Approval” and “Disapproval” of a return to Communist Party rule. Thus, 

regardless as to the extent to which survey respondents feel regret over the Soviet collapse, feel pride or 

shame towards the USSR, support the restoration of the Soviet Union,, and approve or disapprove of a 

return to Communist Party rule, only those responses that adhere to this coding system are analyzed here. 

Hence, respondents who either selected “Hard to say,” issued a “Refusal,” or chose a neutral response to 

any of the questions pertaining to my dependent variables are categorized as “missing” and excluded from 

analysis here. Consequently, feelings of pride were found to be very high in terms of percentages under 

cross tabulations, since very few Russian citizens in the aggregate admitted to harboring any feelings of 

shame towards the Soviet Union. 
51

 Again, in discussing my multivariate linear regression results for demographic and attitudinal variables, 

only “Age” and “Public Services USSR” exhibit statistically significantly positive correlations greater than 

0.10 for each of my aforementioned “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia, thus making these independent variables 

the most influential. With respect to “rural residency,” this variable exhibits just two statistically significant 

positive correlations at approximately the .10 level when looking exclusively at demographic indicators, 

followed by just one statistically significant positive correlation at the .10 level when looking at 

demographic and attitudinal indicators (see Chapter Three, Tables 12 and 14). 
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In regards to my fieldwork, I conducted five interviews in villages located on the 

outskirts of Kazan. All interviewees happened to be Tatars and former kolkhozniki. 

Based upon my observations in visiting the countryside, rural dwellers tend to be poorer, 

less educated, more religious, more likely to have served in the Russian army (largely on 

account of that they lack the financial means to avoid conscription), and less concerned 

about political affairs than urbanites. In short, villagers lead a simpler life. They are 

mostly farmers or mechanics, prefer to live off of the land, and emphasize the importance 

of family, communal-style living, and assisting others in times of need. That said, my 

fieldwork findings reveal that some former kolkhozniki are quite nostalgic for the USSR, 

and yearn in particular for the material comforts of the Soviet welfare state. 

In retrospect, Stalin’s collectivization drive proved to be the most consequential 

policy of the 1930s, not simply on account of the tremendous level of death and 

destruction that it wrought upon the countryside,
52

 but because it greatly impaired the 

human development of so many. In discussing this policy, Fitzpatrick (1994) contends 

that “the main purpose of collectivization was to increase state grain procurements and 

reduce the peasants’ ability to withhold grain from the market.” As a result, 

collectivization in the eyes of the peasantry came to be perceived as a type of “second 

serfdom” or “a mechanism of economic exploitation by which the state could force 

peasants to hand over (for a nominal payment) a much larger proportion of the crop than 

they would have sold under market conditions.”
53

 To be certain, the drive to collectivize 

the countryside, carried out largely by a group of hardcore urban Communists referred to 
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 See Sheila Fitzpatrick, Stalin’s Peasants: Resistance and Survival in the Russian Village after 

Collectivization (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 48-79. 
53

 Ibid., 4. 
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as the “25,000ers,” was orchestrated in a haphazard and brutal manner. To quote Viola 

(1987): 

 

The revolution from above and the campaign of the 25,000ers would largely be a series 

of improvisational, stopgap measures in response to one crisis or problem after another, 

glossed over by ideology and the myth of a monolithic, centralized party-state and carried 

out under the central impetus of a renewed radical atmosphere and a centrally sanctioned 

offensive on all fronts.
54

 

 

 In the end, life for those who remained on the collectivized farms proved to be 

quite difficult. Throughout the Stalinist period, kolkhozniki suffered from a lack of 

technological and infrastructural development, had no say in managerial affairs, and were 

also forced to adhere to a strict domestic passport regime, thereby making it highly 

unlikely for those born into the village to achieve upward social mobility and (if they so 

aspired) migrate to urban centers.
55

 That said, Fitzpatrick notes that collective farmers’ 

overall quality of life improved considerably during the post-Stalinist era, and largely on 

account of the Soviet government raising farmers’ salaries, endowing them with 

pensions, awarding health insurance to everyone (“although, like pensions, it was not as 

generous for kolkhozniki as for urban workers”), imposing a “guaranteed minimum 

wage,” and awarding villagers with secondary educational opportunities.
56

 In brief, the 

Soviet government essentially brought the welfare state to the collective farms in the late-

Soviet era. 

 In shifting to a discussion of my fieldwork findings, I found it interesting that all 

of my former kolkhozniki expressed feelings of regret over the Soviet collapse, felt that 
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 Lynne Viola, The Best Sons of the Fatherland: Workers in the Vanguard of Soviet Collectivization (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1987), 35. 
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 Fitzpatrick, Stalin’s Peasants, 90-95, 314-316. 
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the Communist Party did “more good” than harm while in power, and stated that they 

would react “positively” if the Communists returned to power. Furthermore, based upon 

my interviews, Russia’s former collective farmers are quite discontent with the 

opportunities available to them and their families today, feel great uncertainty about the 

future, and (as a consequence) yearn for the reinstatement of the public services of the 

late-Soviet era. The following extended quotation, derived from an interview with a 

former kolkhoznik, serves to support my assertions: 

 

At the time of the collapse, I was not happy but we were all being promised a better 

future. At the time, we were feeling great uncertainty. Now, I wish that we could go back 

to that time. We do not have any money. We do not always receive our salaries…Free 

education was the greatest achievement of the Soviet Union. Today, education is no 

longer free…We older folks have no opportunities to make money today…Pensioners do 

not have enough money to live comfortably. Some who live in the cities have to beg for 

money…It has become like feudalism again…We are now treated like cattle by our 

bosses at work. They refer to us as cattle. We must obey them or we can lose our jobs.
57

 

 

 Overall, my fieldwork findings reveal that of those rural dwellers who harbor 

feelings of Soviet nostalgia today, such people long mostly for one thing, that being 

Soviet-era public services. Today, life in the village is, needless to say, difficult. Most 

roads are not paved, local schools possess limited access to technology, and there appears 

to be no effort on behalf of the Russian government to encourage urban migration. Sadly, 

only those families which happen to be fortunate enough to have earned a little extra 

money on the side expressed interest in sending their children to school in Kazan. In 

addition, I took notice of the existence of a language barrier in the village, where Tatar is 

clearly spoken in favor of Russian, thereby likely further limiting the rural youth’s 

opportunities. One cannot help but feel sorry for the former kolkhozniki. Many seek to 
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 Interview. Kazan. 7 Nov. 2011. My interviewee here was a forty-five year-old ethnic Tatar man. 
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achieve upward social mobility, but lack the financial means to do so. In short, villagers 

are simple folk. To this day, they remain astounded by the nature of those forces which 

brought down Gorbachev, launched Yeltsin to prominence, and simultaneously turned 

their lives upside down. Such people thus merely hold out hope for a return to normalcy, 

and for a time during which they felt the material comforts of the Soviet welfare state. 

Yet most villagers seemingly know that the Soviet past will remain as such and nothing 

more, for they are aware that their voices do not echo throughout the corridors of power. 

As a result, most have resigned themselves to the idea that it is their destiny to lead a 

difficult life. The following quote, issued by a former kolkhoznik, summarizes this point: 

 

I really did not understand the Soviet collapse…More and more people miss the Soviet 

Union today…We used to have equality of the peoples. Now, our products are also not as 

cheap…I wish that the USSR would come back but I do not think that it is possible to 

rebuild what has been lost.
58

 

 

Life in Soviet and Post-Soviet Russia 

 

 In this final section, I wish to highlight some of my additional fieldwork findings 

in Kazan concerning how Tatars have come to perceive Russia’s transition from 

socialism to capitalism over the course of the past twenty years. In discussing with my 

interviewees how ordinary life in Russia differs from life in the Soviet Union, many were 

quick to point out that contemporary public services are lacking, particularly in 

comparison to Soviet-era standards.
59

 Aside from this, some Tatar interviewees further 
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 Interview. Kazan. 7 Nov. 2011. My interviewee here was a forty-one year-old ethnic Tatar woman. 
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 The interview question that I asked reads as follows: “In what way(s) does life in post-Soviet Russia 

differ from life in Soviet Russia? What social, economic, and political aspects of the Soviet era did you 
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lamented about their fellow countrymen’s loss of morality. The following quote by one of 

my Tatar interviewees showcases this sentiment: 

 

Our morality has decreased. If it had not, then our people would not be leaving Russia. 

Life has become more versatile and interesting. There are many opportunities for those 

who want to work hard, but there are also new barriers in front of people today. If you do 

not have a strong economic foundation today, then you will not be able to realize your 

dreams.
60

 

 

One interviewee in Kazan laid blame upon the Russian government for the 

society’s loss of a sense of morality over the course of the past two decades, owing to the 

illicit behavior of those in power. The following statement is taken from my interview 

with this subject: 

 

Life today is much more interesting and richer. Opportunities are much more available in 

terms of travel, education, and money. But what really makes me angry is the corruption, 

stealing, aggression, and jealousy of people. We have lost our morality. People are not 

limited in their actions today…The problem also stems from the leadership. A fish rots 

from the head.
61

 

 

Other Tatar interviewees disagreed with such negative assessments of life in 

Russia today, stating that people are now able to acquire wealth through hard work, 

purchase consumer products, and dine in fancy restaurants, all on account of the free 

market system.
62

 Yet such voices tended to represent a minority viewpoint of what life is 

like for most people today. For in addition to harping about substandard public services, 

Tatars (like Russians elsewhere) complained about the widening wealth gap in society, 
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the absence of “stability,” and the lack of a sense of governmental accountability.
63

 

Bearing this in mind, I found the overall level of citizen resentment vis-à-vis the nature of 

the Russian economy in general and the oligarchs in particular to be quite high among 

Tatars. 

Twenty out of twenty-seven Tatar interviewees harbored feelings of hatred 

towards those men who accumulated vast wealth in the aftermath of the Soviet collapse. 

The following quotations, issued by three of my Tatar interviewees, provide a glimpse 

into the nature of the contempt which some of Russia’s citizens hold for the oligarchs 

today: 

 

The oligarchs are criminals and I am ashamed that they became rich at the expense of the 

citizenry. Who has the right to own resources in the land? It belongs to the people. The 

oligarchs became wealthy because of a lack of laws. They should be stripped of their 

wealth.
64

 

 

I hate the oligarchs. They robbed all of us. That is why they are rich.
65

 

 

It is the rich who brought our country to ruin. I am angry with them. I earned my wealth. 

They did not earn their wealth.
66 

 

 In presenting my findings, my intention is not to convey that Tatars harbor greater 

feelings of hatred than Russians towards the oligarchs. Rather, it appears that the hatred 

formerly whipped up by Tatar nationalists during the early 1990s among the populace 

and directed at Moscow against the backdrop of uncertainty that so characterized the 

times has come to be replaced today by a palpable animosity towards those few who 
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succeeded in taking advantage of the Kremlin (which is, in essence, exactly what the 

Tatar nationalists sought to achieve). Perhaps, deep down in their hearts, Tatars still yearn 

for independence from Russia, and as a result view the oligarchs not so much with hatred 

but envy. Yet based upon my findings in regards to how Tatars perceive ordinary life in 

Soviet and post-Soviet Russia, nationalistic feelings do not seemingly factor to any great 

extent into their calculus. 

 Instead, my findings indicate that Tatars are quite dissatisfied with the current 

socioeconomic order. They tend to view it as unfair, unjust, and unsustainable. It serves 

to privilege the few at the expense of the many. They perceive the proverbial deck as 

being stacked against them. After all, the economy is based largely on oil and gas rents 

(the likes of which only the ruling elite have the ability to access). Supply-side economics 

commands no popular following among Tatars, despite that Putin has championed a flat 

tax rate ever since his assumption of the presidency. 

The economic situation in Kazan is quite paradoxical in nature. Foreign cars are 

available for purchase, yet the roads remain in disrepair. Migrants from Central Asia and 

the Caucasus flock to this administrative center in search of work, yet construction 

equipment and building cranes sit idle year round. Restaurants of every fusion cuisine 

imaginable are open for business, yet most families lack the financial means to dine out. 

In summary, the economy feels inherently unstable, and I too feel uncertainty here for the 

future. 

 

Conclusion 
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 Based upon my fieldwork findings, my nationality hypothesis has largely been 

disconfirmed. Tatarstan by no means stands as a restive republic on the brink of secession 

today. If anything, Russia’s largest ethnic minority is just as likely to harbor feelings of 

Soviet nostalgia as ethnic Russians. Moreover, the nationalism of the early 1990s which 

gripped the Tatar Republic has all but vanished. Instead, Tatars tend to direct much of 

their ire at the oligarchs, a select grouping of individuals who (in the opinions of many 

Russian citizens) amassed great wealth by illegal means, and long for the material 

comforts of the Soviet welfare state. Additionally, rural dwellers harbor strong feelings of 

Soviet nostalgia, in the sense that they yearn for the public services of the late-Soviet era.  

Not everyone though harbors feelings of Soviet nostalgia, at least to the same 

degree. On this point, I recall a conversation that I had during an interview in Kazan 

during the fall of 2011. In discussing whether the elderly are more nostalgic for the 

youth, my interviewee had the following to say: 

 

I believe that the social status of a person matters more than age in determining whether one feels 

nostalgia for the Soviet Union today. Those who have adjusted to the new situation in the country 

are not nostalgic. Those who have not done so remain nostalgic.
67

 

 

Feelings of Soviet nostalgia are largely grounded in materialistic considerations. 

For the most part, it is the elderly and the poor who miss the USSR most of all, and this is 

because such people are ill-prepared to cope with the complexities of living in a largely 

unbridled free market economic system. That said, my fieldwork in Kazan also alludes to 

the notion that (at least some) ethnic minorities in Russia miss the governmental 
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privileges afforded to them in the past. Hence, perhaps this is why feelings of Soviet 

nostalgia are quite pervasive in Tatarstan today. 
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Chapter Seven: Nostalgia, Media, and Education 

 

My research findings indicate that a considerable portion of Russia’s citizens 

harbor feelings of nostalgia towards the Soviet Union today. Most Russians who are 

nostalgic for the USSR tend to yearn for one feature of the past in particular, that being 

the Soviet welfare state. In this chapter, I analyze whether the pervasiveness of feelings 

of Soviet nostalgia is the result of the Russian government’s propagation of such feelings. 

 In general, I seek to determine whether any relationship exists between how the 

Soviet Union is portrayed in the Russian media today and how Russia’s citizens feel 

about the USSR. I begin with an analysis of my survey findings concerning newspaper 

readership, television viewership, and feelings of Soviet nostalgia, conducted by the 

Levada Analytical Center. Thereafter, I discuss how Russia’s citizens evaluate the 

media’s portrayal of the Soviet leaders, as well as analyze how Russians look upon such 

figures in the aggregate, in terms of feelings of respect and negativity. Lastly, I analyze 

the manner in which certain historical aspects of the Soviet Union have been presented in 

Russia’s schooling system over the past decade, by drawing upon four government-

recommended school textbooks which I purchased during my travels in the field. 

In terms of findings, feelings of Soviet nostalgia appear to flourish independently 

of how the Soviet Union is portrayed in the media, thereby somewhat discrediting the 

hypothesis that nostalgia for the USSR flourishes among Russia’s citizens on account of 

the government’s propagation of such sentiments. Moreover, in arguing that the history 

of the Soviet Union has actually been presented in a quite balanced manner in school 

textbooks over the past decade, I take issue with the claim that the Russian government 
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seeks to significantly distort the Soviet historical record in an effort to enhance its own 

political legitimacy. However, this is not to say that the Russian government has no 

interest whatsoever in portraying the history of the Soviet Union (or certain historical 

features of the Soviet era) in a particular light, or that it does not engage in such practices 

today. Surely, the Russian government (like every other government) emphasizes certain 

aspects of the past and deemphasizes others, purely for political purposes. That said, my 

findings do not support the notion that the pervasiveness of feelings of Soviet nostalgia 

among Russian citizens today is a direct consequence of government-sponsored 

machinations. In this sense, I maintain that feelings of Soviet nostalgia are quite genuine 

in nature, and not simply artificial sentiments being disseminated by the Russian 

government. 

 

Nostalgia and Propaganda? 

 

 The memory of the Soviet Union remains very much alive in Russia today. 

Various pieces of the USSR (ranging from memorials commemorating the Soviet 

Union’s victory in the Second World War, to the Stalin, Lenin, and KGB t-shirts on 

display in souvenir shops) can be found across the country. Russia’s high-ranking 

governing officials also occasionally get involved in a back-and-forth discussion 

pertaining to the Soviet past.
1
 Why? Do Russia’s citizens and politicians alike simply 

enjoy reveling in Soviet history and debating the past? Or is some nefarious government-

                                                           
1
 See Ellen Barry, “Don’t Gloss Over Stalin’s Crimes, Medvedev Says,” The New York Times, October 30, 

2009, http://www.nytimes.com/2009/10/31/world/europe/31russia.html?_r=0 (accessed October 22, 2013). 
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sponsored machination perhaps at work here? Put somewhat differently, does the Russian 

government seek to propagating feelings of Soviet nostalgia amongst its citizens today? 

 Some scholarly works highlight the manner in which the Russian government 

(particularly under Putin’s stewardship) addresses the most controversial aspects of 

Soviet history. Smith (2004) maintains that the Russian government adheres to a “statist 

approach” in its evaluation of Soviet history (particularly the Stalinist period) with the 

aim of “strengthening state power.”
2
 In contrast, Sherlock (2011) posits that although the 

Russian government utilizes “history as an instrument of national policy,” the Kremlin 

has as of recently backed away from the view that “Stalinism was primarily a 

consequence of the hard international environment,” allegedly because Moscow seeks to 

court Western governments in the wake of the 2008 global financial crisis.
3
 In general, 

much of the debate concerning how Russians evaluate the Soviet past focuses on the 

Stalinist period. Yet does the Russian government seek to utilize feelings of Soviet 

nostalgia as an “instrument of national policy”? 

 The prevailing conventional wisdom holds that the Russian government indeed 

subscribes to a “statist” interpretation of Soviet history.
4
 That being the case, I begin my 

analysis based upon the assumption that the Russian government seeks to propagate 

feelings of Soviet nostalgia (presumably for political purposes) amongst its citizens. In 

doing so, I initially engage in an analysis of my survey findings concerning newspaper 

readership, television viewership, and feelings of Soviet nostalgia, conducted by the 

Levada Analytical Center, to see if any relationships exist between these variables. 

                                                           
2
 Kathleen E. Smith, “Whither Anti-Stalinism?,” Ab Imperio Vol. 4 (2004): 446-447. 
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 Thomas Sherlock, “Confronting the Stalinist Past: The Politics of Memory in Russia,” The Washington 

Quarterly Vol. 34, No. 2 (Spring 2011): 96-99. 
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197 
 

 

Newspapers, Television, and Nostalgia 

 

In starting from the assumption that the Russian government seeks to propagate 

feelings of Soviet nostalgia, I initially analyze my survey findings concerning newspaper 

readership.
5
 I asked the following question, conducted by the Levada Analytical Center: 

 

Which of the following newspapers do you read most often?
6
 

 

 A majority of respondents (58%) stated that they “do not read” any of the listed 

newspapers. In fact, three newspapers (Izvestia, Kommersant, and Vedomosti) garnered 

only 1%, while Rossiyskaya Gazeta received just 4%. Only two newspapers 

(Komsomolskaya Pravda and Argumenty I Fakty) received 15% or more.
7
 Overall, my 

results reveal that most Russians do not read newspapers. This has been the case for some 

time in Russia, for Roxburgh (1987) notes in his study on Pravda that the readership 

level of the leading Soviet newspaper was approximately eighteen million people (or 

about 7% of the population) towards the end of Soviet rule.
8
 Based upon my survey 

findings with regards to newspaper readership, I selected Komsomolskaya Pravda, 

                                                           
5
 To recap, my Levada Analytical Center May 2012 survey consists of 1,604 respondents, ranging in ages 

from eighteen to eighty-eight years old, and representing 130 cities and towns across Russia. Data results 

are subject to a weighting variable from the Levada Analytical Center. All percentages have been rounded. 
6
 Respondents could select from the following: “Izvestia;” “Komsomolskaya Pravda;” “Rossiyskaya 

Gazeta;” “Argumenty I Fakty;” “Kommersant;” “Vedomosti;” “I do not read these newspapers;” “Hard to 

say;” and “Refusal.” 
7
 Komsomolskaya Pravda and Argumenty I Fakty received 15% and 17% of all tallies, respectively. 

8
 Angus Roxburgh, Pravda: Inside the Soviet News Machine (New York: George Braziller, 1987), 93. In 

Roxburgh’s view, the main reason as to why readership levels were so low in the late-Soviet era was due to 

that Pravda did not have to compete with other newspapers, and thus lacked the ability to stimulate 

citizens’ interests (102-103). 
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Argumenty I Fakty, and Rossiyskaya Gazeta for further analysis.
9
 I conducted 

multivariate linear regression analyses to see if any relationship exists between 

newspaper readership and feelings of Soviet nostalgia. In doing so, I first recoded the 

following variables: feelings of regret over the Soviet collapse; feelings of pride and 

shame towards the USSR; feelings on the restoration of the Soviet Union; and feelings on 

the possibility of a return to rule by the Communist Party.
10

 Thereafter, I created dummy 

variables for my three newspapers.
11

 

 

Table 34 - Results of OLS Multivariate Regressions on Correlates of Nostalgia 

Newspapers 
IV/DV Feelings of Regret 

for the Soviet 

Collapse 

Feelings of Pride 

and Shame for 

the USSR 

Feelings on the 

Restoration of the 

Soviet Union 

Feelings on a 

Return to 

Communist Party 

Rule 

Komsomolskaya 

Pravda 

.108 (.066) .105 (.056) .164 (.098) .138 (.075) 

Argumenty I 

Fakty 

-.014 (.063) -.046 (.053) -.053 (.094) .111 (.074) 

Rossiyskaya 

Gazeta 

.145 (.122) .224 (.099)* .121 (.076) .141 (.132) 

Population 1,329 1,489 1,247 1,226 

R-Squared .003 .007 .003 .004 

*** Statistical significance at the 0.1% level (at least 99.9% confidence the result is not random) 
** Statistical significance at the 1% level (at least 99% confidence the result is not random) 

* Statistical significance at the 5% level (at least 95% confidence the result is not random) 

 

My results indicate that no relationship appears to exist between newspaper 

readership and any of my “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia. No statistically significant 

                                                           
9
 With respect to these newspapers, Komsomolskaya Pravda used to serve as the “mouthpiece of the 

Komsomol” in Soviet times. It is a “tabloid-format newspaper” which prints “about 650,000 daily copies” 

today. Argumenty I Fakty is a highly popular “weekly publication…with print runs of nearly three million.” 

Lastly, Rossiyskaya Gazeta is the “paper of record” of the Russian government, and boasts “a daily 

publication with print runs of 166,000.” See “The Media and Journalism in Russia,” The School of Russian 

and Asian Studies, April 9, 2007, http://www.sras.org/library_print_journalism#online (accessed December 

5, 2013). 
10

 I recoded my values into intelligible units of measurement for each of these variables, first by 

categorizing all respondents who either selected “Hard to say” or “Refusal” for answers as “missing,” and 

second by recoding values in an ordinal manner. 
11

 Respondents who selected either “Hard to say” or “Refusal” for their answers to my survey question 

concerning newspaper readership are categorized as “missing” and excluded from analysis here. 
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positive correlations are apparent (see Table 35 below).
12

 In other words, my results show 

that Russian citizens do not seemingly harbor feelings of nostalgia on account of reading 

Komsomolskaya Pravda, Argumenty I Fakty, or Rossiyskaya Gazeta. 

 

Table 35 - Beta Coefficients 

Newspapers 
IV/DV Feelings of Regret 

for the Soviet 

Collapse 

Feelings of Pride 

and Shame for the 

USSR 

Feelings on the 

Restoration of the 

Soviet Union 

Feelings on a 

Return to 

Communist Party 

Rule 

Komsomolskaya 

Pravda 

-- -- -- -- 

Argumenty I 

Fakty 

-- -- -- -- 

Rossiyskaya 

Gazeta 

-- .060* -- -- 

*** Statistical significance at the 0.1% level (at least 99.9% confidence the result is not random) 
** Statistical significance at the 1% level (at least 99% confidence the result is not random) 

* Statistical significance at the 5% level (at least 95% confidence the result is not random) 

 

I also asked the following survey question, conducted by the Levada Analytical 

Center: 

 

Which of the following television channels do you watch most often?
13

 

 

 Very few Russians do not watch television (5%). In particular, Russians tend to 

watch three TV channels, that being Channel One (35%), NTV (23%), and Russia-1 

(16%). Noticeably fewer respondents selected TNT (10%), STS (4%), Ren TV (3%), and 

Culture (2%), while less than 1% selected Nostalgia TV as their most preferred channel. 

Based upon these results, I selected Channel One, NTV, and Russia-1 for further 
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 Although (as noted in Table 35) a statistically significant positive correlation exists between Rossiyskaya 

Gazeta and “Feelings of Pride and Shame for the USSR,” the standardized beta coefficient value here is 

less than .10, thus rendering the relationship negligible. 
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 Respondents could select from the following: “NTV;” “Channel One;” “TNT;” “Nostalgia TV;” “Russia-

1;” “Culture;” “STS;” “Ren TV;” “I do not watch these television channels;” “Hard to say;” and “Refusal.” 
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analysis.
14

 I conducted multivariate linear regression analyses for these three channels to 

see if any relationships exist between television viewership and my aforementioned 

“aspects” of Soviet nostalgia. In doing so, I created dummy variables for my three TV 

channels.
15

 

My results indicate that relationships seemingly exist between all of my TV 

channels and most of my “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia. Specifically (as Table 36 

indicates), two of my TV channels (NTV and Channel One) positively correlate with all 

four of my “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia, while Russia-1 positively correlates with three 

“aspects” of Soviet nostalgia. That said, judging by the standardized beta coefficient 

values (see Table 37), the strongest positive correlations are found with Channel One, 

which incidentally garnered the greatest percentage in response to my survey question.
16

 

In combining my newspapers and television channels (see Tables 38-39), my 

multivariate linear regression analyses show that while virtually none of the leading 

newspapers positively correlate with any of my “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia, the leading 

television channels (Channel One in particular) positively correlate with most of them.
17

 

 

                                                           
14

 With respect to these television channels, NTV is characterized as “a multi-genre channel that is known 

for particularly conservative and pro-Kremlin journalism” and owned by Gazprom Media. Channel One 

carries the designation of “Russia’s major television channel with the largest reach - broadcast free to 98% 

of the population over 90% of Russia’s federal territory.” At present, the Russian government owns 51% of 

Channel One’s shares. Russia-1 is considered to be “Russia’s second most popular channel” and is owned 

by VGTRK (All-Russian State Television and Radio Broadcasting Company). See “The Media and 

Journalism in Russia,” (2007). 
15

 Respondents who selected either “Hard to say” or “Refusal” for their answers to my survey question 

concerning television viewership are categorized as “missing” and excluded from analysis here. 
16

 As Table 37 shows, the standardized beta coefficient values for NTV are less than .10 for “Feelings of 

Pride and Shame for the USSR” and “Feelings on the Restoration of the Soviet Union,” thus rendering 

these relationships to be negligible. Additionally, the standardized beta coefficient value for Russia-1 is less 

than .10 for “Feelings of Pride and Shame for the USSR,” thus rendering this relationship to be negligible. 

Only Channel One displays statistically significant positive correlations for all of my “aspects” of Soviet 

nostalgia. 
17

 Only Channel One displays statistically significant positive correlations for all “aspects” of Soviet 

nostalgia. 
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Table 36 - Results of OLS Multivariate Regressions on Correlates of Nostalgia 

Television Channels 
IV/DV Feelings of Regret 

for the Soviet 

Collapse 

Feelings of Pride 

and Shame for the 

USSR 

Feelings on the 

Restoration of the 

Soviet Union 

Feelings on a 

Return to 

Communist Party 

Rule 

NTV .247 (.070)*** .144 (.058)* .232 (.102)* .228 (.079)** 

Channel One .346 (.063)*** .186 (.053)*** .368 (.093)*** .288 (.073)*** 

Russia-1 .384 (.075)*** .188 (.064)** .443 (.110)*** .132 (.089) 

Population 1,329 1,489 1,247 1,226 

R-Squared .028 .010 .017 .014 

*** Statistical significance at the 0.1% level (at least 99.9% confidence the result is not random) 
** Statistical significance at the 1% level (at least 99% confidence the result is not random) 

* Statistical significance at the 5% level (at least 95% confidence the result is not random) 

 

Table 37 - Beta Coefficients 

Television Channels 
IV/DV Feelings of Regret 

for the Soviet 

Collapse 

Feelings of Pride 

and Shame for the 

USSR 

Feelings on the 

Restoration of the 

Soviet Union 

Feelings on a 

Return to 

Communist Party 

Rule 

NTV .124*** .082* .083* .104** 

Channel One .198*** .120*** .147*** .145*** 

Russia-1 .171*** .093** .140*** -- 

*** Statistical significance at the 0.1% level (at least 99.9% confidence the result is not random) 

** Statistical significance at the 1% level (at least 99% confidence the result is not random) 
* Statistical significance at the 5% level (at least 95% confidence the result is not random) 

 

Table 38 - Results of OLS Multivariate Regressions on Correlates of Nostalgia 

Newspapers and Television Channels 
IV/DV Feelings of Regret 

for the Soviet 

Collapse 

Feelings of Pride 

and Shame for the 

USSR 

Feelings on the 

Restoration of the 

Soviet Union 

Feelings on a 

Return to 

Communist Party 

Rule 

Komsomolskaya 

Pravda 

.111 (.066) .101 (.056) .168 (.098) .112 (.076) 

Argumenty I 

Fakty 

-.016 (.064) -.055 (.054) -.065 (.095) .101 (.075) 

Rossiyskaya 

Gazeta 

.168 (.112) .230 (.099)* .142 (.175) .141 (.132) 

NTV .241 (.070)*** .150 (.059)* .212 (.104)* .222 (.079)** 

Channel One .330 (.064)*** .177 (.054)*** .338 (.096)*** .262 (.074)*** 

Russia-1 .389 (.076)*** .199 (.065)** .450 (.113)*** .134 (.090) 

Population 1,329 1,489 1,247 1,226 

R-Squared .030 .017 .020 .016 

*** Statistical significance at the 0.1% level (at least 99.9% confidence the result is not random) 

** Statistical significance at the 1% level (at least 99% confidence the result is not random) 
* Statistical significance at the 5% level (at least 95% confidence the result is not random) 
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Table 39 - Beta Coefficients 

Newspapers and Television Channels 
IV/DV Feelings of Regret 

for the Soviet 

Collapse 

Feelings of Pride 

and Shame for the 

USSR 

Feelings on the 

Restoration of the 

Soviet Union 

Feelings on a 

Return to 

Communist Party 

Rule 

Komsomolskaya 

Pravda 

-- -- -- -- 

Argumenty I 

Fakty 

-- -- -- -- 

Rossiyskaya 

Gazeta 

-- .063* -- -- 

NTV .123*** .085* .076* .102** 

Channel One .190*** .113*** .135*** .132*** 

Russia-1 .175*** .099** .143*** -- 

*** Statistical significance at the 0.1% level (at least 99.9% confidence the result is not random) 

** Statistical significance at the 1% level (at least 99% confidence the result is not random) 
* Statistical significance at the 5% level (at least 95% confidence the result is not random) 

 

What do these results tell us? In brief, if the Russian government seeks to 

propagate feelings of Soviet nostalgia via the television airwaves, then my results 

indicate that such a strategy may be somewhat effective. However, it is important to 

emphasize that my results do not show causation, but rather the existence of a positive 

correlation between certain television channels and “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia. In other 

words, Soviet nostalgics may simply prefer to watch these popular television channels. 

That being the case, I sought to see how my television channels fared in comparison to 

the two other prominent variables which revealed statistically significant positive 

correlations with all of my “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia (that being age and popular 

evaluations of public services in the Soviet Union). Most interestingly, upon observing 

these variables under multivariate linear regression analyses, the former positive 

correlations for my television channels virtually all disappear (see Tables 40-41).
18

 

                                                           
18

 My survey question concerning popular evaluations of public services in the USSR reads as follows: “In 

your opinion, how would you evaluate the provision of public services (in terms of education, healthcare, 

transportation, and security) in the Soviet Union?” Respondents who selected either “Hard to say” or 

“Refusal” for their answers are categorized as “missing” and excluded from analysis here. I also recoded 

values in an ordinal manner (i.e. from assessing public service provisions in Soviet times as being “less 

than adequate,” to “adequate,” to “more than adequate”). In regards to Table 41, the standardized beta 
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My results do not necessarily reveal that what television channel someone 

watches has absolutely no effect in regards to whether they harbor feelings of nostalgia. 

Rather, my findings as discussed here showcase that the positive correlations which exist 

between viewing certain television channels and my “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia are 

considerably weaker than those positive correlations which exist between age and my 

“aspects” of Soviet nostalgia, as well as those positive correlations which exist between 

popular perceptions of Soviet-era public services and my “aspects” of Soviet nostalgia. 

 

Table 40 - Results of OLS Multivariate Regressions on Correlates of Nostalgia 

Age, Public Services in the Soviet Union, and Television Channels 
IV/DV Feelings of Regret 

for the Soviet 

Collapse 

Feelings of Pride 

and Shame for the 

USSR 

Feelings on the 

Restoration of the 

Soviet Union 

Feelings on a 

Return to 

Communist Party 

Rule 

Age .015 (.001)*** .010 (.001)*** .016 (.002)*** .014 (.002)*** 

Public Services 

USSR 

.325 (.041)*** .350 (.037)*** .576 (.061)*** .532 (.048)*** 

NTV .031 (.069) .008 (.061) .011 (.104) .022 (.081) 

Channel One .090 (.066) .042 (.058) .110 (.100) .036 (.078) 

Russia-1 .145 (.076) .040 (.068) .231 (.115)* -.095 (.093) 

Population 1,329 1,489 1,247 1,226 

R-Squared .153 .130 .147 .172 

*** Statistical significance at the 0.1% level (at least 99.9% confidence the result is not random) 

** Statistical significance at the 1% level (at least 99% confidence the result is not random) 
* Statistical significance at the 5% level (at least 95% confidence the result is not random) 

 

In summary, if the Russian government seeks to propagate feelings of Soviet 

nostalgia via television today, then my findings show that the TV channels which most 

Russians watch do not seemingly exert an overbearing effect on how people in turn view 

the USSR, particularly in comparison to age and popular evaluations of Soviet-era public 

services. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
coefficient value for Russia-1 is less than .10 for “Feelings on the Restoration of the Soviet Union,” thus 

rendering this relationship negligible. 
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Table 41 - Beta Coefficients 

Age, Public Services in the Soviet Union, and Television Channels 
IV/DV Feelings of Regret 

for the Soviet 

Collapse 

Feelings of Pride 

and Shame for the 

USSR 

Feelings on the 

Restoration of the 

Soviet Union 

Feelings on a 

Return to 

Communist Party 

Rule 

Age .286*** .223*** .220*** .231*** 

Public Services 

USSR 

.221*** .259*** .276*** .321*** 

NTV -- -- -- -- 

Channel One -- -- -- -- 

Russia-1 -- -- .075* -- 

*** Statistical significance at the 0.1% level (at least 99.9% confidence the result is not random) 

** Statistical significance at the 1% level (at least 99% confidence the result is not random) 

* Statistical significance at the 5% level (at least 95% confidence the result is not random) 

 

The Soviet Leaders 

 

What though do Russia’s citizens think of their own media? In my efforts to better 

understand the nature of the relationship between newspaper readership, television 

viewership, and feelings of Soviet nostalgia, I sought to assess how the Russian populace 

evaluates the print and televised media today (particularly in terms of the media’s 

portrayal of the Soviet Union and the Soviet-era leaders). Accordingly, I posed the 

following set of questions to my interviewees with regards to the Soviet-era leaders: 

 

How are the leading figures of the Soviet era depicted in Russia today? How do mass 

media depict them? Do you agree with such depictions? Do you think that the Russian 

government strives to depict the USSR in either a positive or negative light? 
 

Out of sixty-seven interviewees, twenty-eight stated that the Soviet leaders are 

depicted primarily in a negative light in the media, while twenty-three felt that they are 

depicted both positively and negatively. Not a single interviewee felt that the Soviet 

leaders are portrayed in a positive light today. That said, the manner in which my 

interviewees spoke about the portrayal of the Soviet leaders in the media speaks volumes 
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as to how ordinary Russians look upon the media as an institution. To be certain, some 

interviewees felt that coverage of the Soviet leaders was quite “balanced” in the sense 

that the media does not adhere to a government-sponsored narrative. The following 

quotation, taken from an interview in Volgograd, serves to illustrate this point: 

 

There are different opinions and evaluations of these leaders. It’s hard to say whether 

they are objective. Today, there is so much information which contradicts other 

information.
19

 

 

 Other interviewees, however, stressed that the media subscribes to a particular 

narrative in terms of its depictions of the Soviet leaders today, which coincides with the 

aforementioned “statist” interpretation of history. The following quotations, taken from 

two interviews, highlight this viewpoint: 

 

The state manipulates the images of our former leaders for political purposes. But 

criticizing history is destructive for the state. Lenin is seen in a much more controversial 

light today. I think that the state today prefers Brezhnev and Stalin over Gorbachev and 

Khrushchev.
20 

 

Not a single word is spoken about Lenin, aside from the issue of reburial. Stalin is talked 

about more now. Brezhnev is viewed positively. Gorbachev is viewed negatively. This is 

how I perceive the situation in our media today.
21

 

 

Still, no consensus seemingly exists with respect to the manner in which the 

Soviet leaders are depicted in the media. On this point (as the following quotations 

show), some believe that the Russian media criticizes all of the Soviet leaders, while 

others think that Stalin is depicted negatively and Gorbachev is portrayed positively: 

                                                           
19

 Interview. Volgograd. 25 Mar. 2012. My interviewee here was a fifty-eight year-old ethnic Tatar woman. 
20

 Interview. Volgograd. 25 Mar. 2012. My interviewee here was a forty-five year-old ethnic Russian man. 
21

 Interview. Volgograd. 24 Mar. 2012. My interviewee here was a forty-two year-old ethnic Russian man. 
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About five to seven years ago, all of the historical facts suddenly changed and became 

negative. Today, I see mostly negative coverage of the Soviet leaders.
22

 

 

Lenin is depicted both negatively and positively. Stalin is viewed as a tyrant. Khrushchev 

is depicted as a simpleton. Gorbachev is portrayed as a hero…
23 

 

 More importantly, however, many Russians do not approve of such depictions. In 

regards to this matter, the following quotations, taken from three interviews, emphasize 

the extent to which Russians object to the media’s coverage of the Soviet leaders today: 

 

The Russian media exclusively depicts our Soviet leaders negatively. I do not believe 

them. They do not give us the positive side of any leader. You can say something good 

about every leader. Lenin founded our state. Stalin won the war. Stalin rebuilt the USSR 

after the war. Khrushchev gave us housing. Gorbachev spoke in a new way...
24

 

 

My evaluation does not coincide with our mass media. The people take their own way. 

There has been no objective evaluation of our Soviet leaders. Gorbachev gave the people 

more freedom and helped stop the arms race, but he is hated by many today. In speaking 

about Lenin, power was not seized legitimately. But in Russia power is always seized 

illegally. On Stalin, I treat his policies in an objective manner. Industrialization and 

collectivization helped us win the Great Patriotic War. I view the casualties negatively, 

but objectively they contributed to our victory in the war.
25

 

 

Today, they pour dirt on Soviet power. I think that this is wrong and I fiercely go against 

such words. There are many points of view on our Soviet leaders. But in the media, the 

coverage is negative. It is common in our system that once a highly praised leader leaves 

power or dies, he gets dirt poured all over him. This is not good for our country. I do not 

agree with this way of our society.
26

 

 

In addition, I requested for the Levada Analytical Center to ask survey 

respondents what they thought about the Soviet leaders, in terms of feelings of respect 

                                                           
22

 Interview. Kazan. 5 Nov. 2011. My interviewee here was a thirty-one year-old ethnic Tatar woman. 
23

 Interview. Kazan. 14 Nov. 2011. My interviewee here was forty-three year-old ethnic Tatar man. 
24

 Interview. Kazan. 5 Nov. 2011. My interviewee here was a fifty-seven year-old ethnic Tatar woman. 
25

 Interview. Volgograd. 24 Mar. 2012. My interviewee here was a fifty-one year-old ethnic Russian man. 
26

 Interview. Samara. 12 Nov. 2011. My interviewee here was a twenty-eight year-old ethnic Russian 

woman. 
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and negativity.
27

 In posing such questions, I sought to determine whether Russians harbor 

a sense of admiration or hatred towards any particular Soviet leader. Academically 

speaking, much of the scholarly focus on this topic concerns how former Soviet citizens 

perceive Stalin today.
28

 Mendelson and Gerber (2006) note in their survey findings that 

when asked, “less than half” (46%) of all Russians under thirty years of age polled and 

only 36% of those over thirty would “definitely not vote” for Stalin if he ran for president 

today.
29

 Thus, assuming that the Russian government subscribes to a “statist approach” in 

its interpretation of history (most notably in regards to the Stalinist period),
30

 I sought to 

determine if a substantial portion of Russians view any Soviet leader either positively or 

negatively. 

 My survey findings show that a plurality (23%) of respondents surprisingly 

selected, “I do not look respectfully upon any of the former Soviet-era leaders” to my 

question concerning feelings of respect.
31

 Stalin, by contrast, only received 15% in 

response to this question, followed by Lenin (13%), Khrushchev (5%), Brezhnev (10%), 

Andropov (7%), and Gorbachev (5%). Furthermore, in asking my respondents to 

designate the Soviet leader who they view most negatively today, Stalin garnered the 

                                                           
27

 I asked the following survey questions: “Some people look respectfully upon certain former Soviet-era 

leaders, while others do not. In your opinion, which of the following former leaders of the Soviet Union do 

you look upon most respectfully today?”; “Some people look negatively upon certain former Soviet-era 

leaders, while others do not. In your opinion, which of the following former leaders of the Soviet Union do 

you look upon most negatively today?” 
28

 As an example, see Thomas de Waal, Maria Lipman, Lev Gudkov, and Lasha Bakradze, “The Stalin 

Puzzle: Deciphering Post-Soviet Public Opinion,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace (2013). 
29

 Sarah E. Mendelson and Theodore P. Gerber, “Failing the Stalin Test: Russians and Their Dictator,” 

Foreign Affairs Vol. 85, No. 1 (Jan./Feb. 2006): 3-4. 
30

 Smith (2004): 446. 
31

 Respondents were provided with the following answers: “Lenin;” “Stalin;” “Khrushchev;” “Brezhnev;”; 

“Andropov;” “Gorbachev;” “I look respectfully upon all of the listed former Soviet-era leaders;” “I do not 

look respectfully upon any of the listed former Soviet-era leaders;” “Hard to say;” and “Refusal.” 
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second highest percentage (22%), trailing only behind Gorbachev (27%) and coming in 

well-ahead of Lenin (6%), Brezhnev (3%), Khrushchev (3%), and Andropov (2%).
32

 

 

Table 42 - Feelings of Respect for Soviet Leaders by Age 
Age Groups (Years)     

 18-30 30-45 45-60 60-88 

     

Lenin 11% 10% 13% 19% 

Stalin 12% 11% 14% 25% 

Khrushchev 5% 5% 5% 7% 

Brezhnev 5% 10% 14% 9% 

Andropov 2% 9% 11% 7% 

Gorbachev 5% 7% 4% 5% 

Respect for All Soviet Leaders 5% 4% 5% 9% 

No Respect for Soviet Leaders 30% 28% 19% 11% 

Hard to Say 22% 13% 12% 6% 

Refusal 5% 5% 3% 2% 

N 451 448 496 311 

 

 

Table 43 - Feelings of Negativity for Soviet Leaders by Age 
Soviet Leader Viewed Most Negatively     

 18-30 30-45 45-60 60-88 

Lenin 6% 7% 6% 3% 

Stalin 19% 27% 23% 16% 

Khrushchev 2% 3% 3% 3% 

Brezhnev 3% 4% 4% 4% 

Andropov 2% 3% 2% 2% 

Gorbachev 17% 22% 31% 42% 

Look Negatively Upon All Soviet Leaders 4% 3% 3% 2% 

Do Not Look Negatively Upon Any Soviet Leader 23% 14% 11% 13% 

Hard to Say 19% 14% 14% 11% 

Refusal 5% 4% 4% 5% 

N 449 448 498 311 

 

So, who in Russia views the Man of Steel respectfully today? If we look at cross 

tabulations according to age groups with regards to feelings of respect for the Soviet 

leaders, we see that feelings of respect for Stalin are largely concentrated among the 

elderly, whereas “I do not look respectfully upon any of the former Soviet-era leaders” 

turns out to be the most popular answer for every other age group (see Table 42 above). 

                                                           
32

 Respondents were provided with the following answers: “Lenin;” “Stalin;” “Khrushchev;” “Brezhnev;”; 

“Andropov;” “Gorbachev;” “I look negatively upon all of the listed former Soviet-era leaders;” “I do not 

look negatively upon any of the listed former Soviet-era leaders;” “Hard to say;” and “Refusal.” 
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Furthermore, if we also look at cross tabulations according to age group with regards to 

feelings of negativity for the Soviet leaders, the results show that Gorbachev is viewed 

more negatively than Stalin by the elderly generations. Conversely though, Stalin is seen 

more negatively than Gorbachev by the younger generations (see Table 43 above). 

 

Table 44 - Feelings of Respect for Soviet Leaders by Income 
Monthly Household Income 

(Rubles per Month) 

    

 1,300-15,000 r. 15,000-30,000 r. 30,000-70,000 r. 70,000-200,000 r. 

     

Lenin 18% 13% 12% 8% 

Stalin 20% 16% 13% 10% 

Khrushchev 5% 4% 6% 11% 

Brezhnev 13% 10% 9% 5% 

Andropov 7% 8% 7% 5% 

Gorbachev 4% 5% 7% 5% 

Respect for All Soviet Leaders 10% 5% 4% 1% 

No Respect for Soviet Leaders 12% 23% 24% 45% 

Hard to Say 8% 14% 15% 4% 

Refusal 4% 2% 3% 5% 

N 370 656 477 74 

  

Table 45 - Feelings of Negativity for Soviet Leaders by Income 
Monthly Household Income 

(Rubles per Month) 

    

 1,300-15,000 r. 15,000-30,000 r. 30,000-70,000 r. 70,000-200,000 r. 

     

Lenin 5% 4% 8% 8% 

Stalin 18% 23% 29% 41% 

Khrushchev 4% 3% 2% 4% 

Brezhnev 2% 3% 5% 7% 

Andropov 1% 2% 2% 1% 

Gorbachev 35% 28% 21% 16% 

Look Negatively Upon All 

Soviet Leaders 

2% 3% 3% 6% 

Do Not Look Negatively Upon 

Any Soviet Leader 

17% 16% 13% 10% 

Hard to Say 12% 14% 13% 3% 

Refusal 4% 3% 4% 4% 

N 371 656 477 73 

 

Lastly, if we look at cross tabulations according to income, it is worth noting that 

Stalin garnered the greatest percentage of tallies among the poorest in terms of feelings of 

respect. In contrast, “I do no look respectfully upon any of the former Soviet-era leaders” 
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received a plurality for all of the other listed income groups (see Table 44). Cross 

tabulations also show that feelings of negativity toward Stalin increase with income 

accumulation, while feelings of negativity toward Gorbachev decrease (see Table 45).
33

 

Finally, in response to another survey question of mine concerning popular 

perceptions of the Soviet leaders in the media today, just 9% of all respondents stated that 

such figures are portrayed “mostly in a positive light.”
34

 In contrast, a considerably larger 

percentage stated that the Soviet leaders are depicted “mostly in a negative light” (29%), 

while a plurality (46%) stated that they believe that the Soviet leaders are depicted both 

“positively and negatively” in the media.
35

 In light of such findings, it is difficult to argue 

that the pervasiveness of feelings of Soviet nostalgia among Russians today is primarily 

the result of a concerted government-sponsored effort to propagate such sentiments. 

Additionally, if the Russian government seeks to excessively criticize the Soviet 

leaders in the hopes of enhancing its own political legitimacy, then we must conclude that 

it is also faring quite poorly at this task, for some figures such as Stalin are revered by a 

considerable portion of the populace to this day. Moreover, many Russians are highly 

distrustful of the media. In summary, Russians appear to be rather spirited in terms of 

how they evaluate their former leaders. They engage the media. Many watch television, 

while some read newspapers. However, no prevailing consensus appears to exist with 

respect to the manner in which Russian citizens look upon the Soviet leaders today. 

 

                                                           
33

 Tables 42-45 appear in the following article: Charles J. Sullivan, “Breaking Down the Man of Steel: 

Stalin in Russia Today,” Canadian Slavonic Papers/Revue canadienne des slavistes Vol. 55, No. 3-4 

(Sep./Dec. 2013),  449-480. 
34

 I asked the following survey question: “Speaking in general terms, in your opinion, how are the former 

leaders of the Soviet Union (Lenin, Stalin, Khrushchev, Brezhnev, and Gorbachev) depicted in the Russian 

print and/or televised media today?” 
35

 In response to this survey question, 10% selected “Hard to say,” while 6% issued a “Refusal.” 
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Soviet History in Russia’s Schools 

 

One of the most effective ways to instill a national consciousness within a 

population is through “mass schooling.”
36

 As an example, Darden and Gryzmala-Busse 

(2006) maintain that the Soviet Socialist Republics situated along the western border of 

the USSR ultimately seceded because of the pervasiveness of a strong national 

consciousness among the peoples of this region. Specifically, Darden and Gryzmala-

Busse posit that those nationalist sentiments which reigned supreme during the twilight of 

Soviet rule were actually developed via “mass schooling” initiatives undertaken prior to 

the establishment of the Soviet Union as well as during the interwar period.
37

 Bearing this 

in mind, I thus sought to analyze the manner in which the history of the USSR is 

presented in Russia’s schools today, for if the government seeks to propagate feelings of 

Soviet nostalgia then it would most likely (or at least try to) do so via “mass schooling.” 

President Vladimir Putin is regularly criticized in the West for his views on Soviet 

history. Putin has never publicly admitted to harboring any regrets for his time spent 

working for the KGB.
38

 He also recently proposed and oversaw the reinstatement of the 

Soviet national anthem.
39

 In response to his critics who expressed disapproval with the 

reintroduction of Soviet-era “state symbols,” Putin issued the following statement: 

 

If we agree that the symbols of the preceding epochs, including the Soviet epoch, must 

not be used at all, we will have to admit then that our mothers’ and fathers’ lives were 

                                                           
36

 Eugen Weber, Peasants into Frenchmen: The Modernization of Rural France, 1870-1914 (Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 1976); Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Ithaca: Cornell University 

Press, 1983). 
37

 Keith Darden and Anna Gryzmala-Busse, “Literacy, Nationalism, and the Communist Collapse,” World 

Politics Vol. 59, No. 1 (2006): 83-115. 
38

 Smith, Mythmaking in the New Russia, 182-183. 
39

 Ibid., 181-182. 
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useless and meaningless, that their lives were in vain. Neither in my head nor in my heart 

can I agree with this.
40

 

 

 Putin is a “statist” in the sense that he seeks to enhance the power of the Russian 

state. How then does the Russian government evaluate the Soviet era today? According to 

Smith (2002), in contrast to Yeltsin who “was motivated by the tasks of transition to 

underscore breaks with the past,” Putin looks to Soviet history “in accordance with the 

idea that consolidation can be promoted by avoiding divisive memories whenever 

possible.”
41

 Politicians who opposed Putin’s return to the presidency such as Vladimir 

Ryzhkov also claim that the Russian government is purposefully downplaying the horrors 

of the Stalinist period, aggrandizing the achievements of USSR, and not providing much 

in the way of an explanation in regards to the collapse of the Soviet Union in school 

textbooks, all in the name of further legitimizing the power of the state.
42

 But is this 

really the case? In my efforts to ascertain how the Russian government portrays certain 

historic events of the Soviet era, I analyzed a sampling of four Russian school textbooks, 

ranging in publication dates from 2000 to 2011. I acquired these textbooks by visiting 

local bookstores.
43

 Specifically, I sought to analyze the manner in which the following 

                                                           
40

 Ibid., 182. 
41

 Ibid., 183. 
42

 Vladimir Ryzhkov, “Putin’s Distorted History,” The Moscow Times, November 18, 2013, 

http://www.themoscowtimes.com/opinion/article/putins-distorted-history/489799.html (accessed November 

21, 2013). 
43

 I utilized the following Russian school textbooks in my analysis: V. P. Dmitrenko, V. D. Yesakov, V. A. 

Shestakov, Istoriia Otechestva XX vek (History of the Fatherland Twentieth Century) (Drofa 2000); V. P. 

Ostrovsky, A. I. Utkin, Istoriia Rossii XX vek (History of Russia Twentieth Century) (Drofa 2001); N. V. 

Zagladin, S. T. Minakov, S. I. Kozlenko, Y. A. Petrov, Istoriia Rossii XX vek (History of Russia Twentieth 

Century) (Russkoe Slovo 2010); A. A. Danilov, L. G. Kosulina, M. Y. Brandt, Istoriia Rossii XX - nachalo 

XXI veka (History of Russia Twentieth - Early Twenty-First Century) (Prosveshchenie 2011). Selection of 

these textbooks was based largely upon their availability for purchase. In terms of circulation, the number 

of copies of these textbooks printed at the time of their respective publications are as follows: 50,000 

copies for Istoriia Otechestva XX vek (Drofa 2000); 80,000 copies for Istoriia Rossii XX vek (Drofa 2001); 

13,000 copies for Istoriia Rossii XX vek (Russkoe Slovo 2010); and 80,000 copies for Istoriia Rossii XX - 

nachalo XXI veka (Prosveshchenie 2011). All of these textbooks declare that they are recommended by the 
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historical events are portrayed today: Lenin’s seizure of power; Stalin’s collectivization 

and industrialization drives; the GULAG and the Terror; the Great Patriotic War; 

Gorbachev’s perestroika and glasnost’ reforms, along with the Soviet collapse; and 

Yeltsin’s economic reforms.
44

 I now turn to a textual analysis of these historic events. 

 

Lenin’s Seizure of Power 

 

 The manner in which all of my school textbooks portray Lenin’s rise to power 

varies somewhat. Dmitrenko, Yesakov, and Shestakov’s History of the Fatherland 

(published by Drofa in 2000) depicts the year 1917 as a revolutionary but also chaotic 

time. In this work, there is no sense of a glorious revolution taking place on behalf of the 

dispossessed. Instead, the Bolsheviks are largely perceived as the main obstacle to 

political stabilization in the aftermath of Tsar Nicholas II’s ouster, on account of their 

instigation of an armed insurrection against the Provisional Government and forceful 

closure of the Constituent Assembly. Generally speaking, these authors argue that the 

Bolsheviks were in large part responsible for the onset of the Russian Civil War (1918-

1921).
45

 The following excerpt (translated from Russian into English) aptly summarizes 

how the authors portray Lenin’s seizure of power: 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Ministry of Education and Science of the Russian Federation for usage in terms of scholastic instruction. 

Today, Prosveshchenie (translated as “Enlightenment”) is considered to be the leading school textbook 

publishing company in Russia. That said, Prosveshchenie Chairman of the Board of Directors Arkady 

Rotenberg (who is “an old friend and former judo partner” of Putin’s) may soon become a “co-owner” of 

the publishing company. See “Tycoon Arkady Rotenberg May Buy Publisher of School Textbooks,” The 

Moscow Times, November 1, 2013, http://www.themoscowtimes.com/business/article/tycoon-arkady-

rotenberg-may-buy-publisher-of-school-textbooks/488807.html (accessed December 5, 2013). 
44

 In Russia’s schooling system circa the early 2000s, students used to read and learn about the twentieth 
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The work of the Constituent Assembly represented one more chance (after the attempts to 

create a homogeneous socialist government) for the turn of revolutionary Russia towards 

parliamentarianism, a multi-party system, and national accord. However, the armored 

Soviet train sped by that crossroads without stopping.
46

 

 

 In contrast, Ostrovsky and Utkin’s History of Russia – Twentieth Century (also 

published by Drofa in 2001) depicts Lenin’s seizure of power in a more favorable light, 

by arguing that the Bolsheviks seized power from the Provisional Government in a 

largely bloodless coup on account of the latter’s disorganization and ineptitude.
47

 

Interestingly, Ostrovsky and Utkin do not discuss the Bolshevik’s closure of the 

Constituent Assembly in detail, which is largely deemed as the trigger for instigating the 

Russian Civil War.
48

 Similarly, Zagladin, Minakov, Kozlenko, and Petrov’s History of 

Russia – Twentieth Century (published by Russkoe Slovo in 2010)
49

 does not pass 

judgment on Lenin in a wholly negative manner. Lenin is not portrayed as the primary 

instigator of the armed insurrection against the Provisional Government. Rather, Prime 

Minister Alexander Kerensky (who was overthrown by the Bolsheviks in the October 

Revolution) and the Provisional Government itself are depicted as weak and ineffectual. 

Furthermore, these authors are not critical of Lenin for ordering the closure of the 

Constituent Assembly. To the contrary, this textbook portrays the perpetrators as having 

no choice but to close the Assembly to ensure the continuation of the revolution. Civil 

war is thus seen as a consequence of the times. The following excerpt emphasizes this 

point: 
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A move to the next, socialist, phase of revolution, which was scheduled by the 

Bolsheviks’ program, pre-supposed creating a state with the dictatorship of the proletariat 

(working class), which constituted the minority of society. Thus, the split with the 

democratic principles was becoming inevitable. The dissolution of the Constituent 

Assembly was a decisive step in that direction…The Bolsheviks had no chance for 

managing to receive an approval of their actions and to retain power while acting within 

the framework of democratic procedures…VTsIK on January 7, 1918 ratified a decree 

about the dissolution of the Constituent Assembly and stoppage of its activities…All this 

did not leave the opposition any other measures of fighting the Bolsheviks but the 

military one.
50

 

 

 That said, not all school textbooks subscribe to such an historical interpretation 

with regards to Lenin’s seizure of power. Accordingly, while Danilov, Kosulina, and 

Brandt in History of Russia – Twentieth Century - Early Twenty-First Century (published 

by Prosveshchenie in 2011) attribute the chaotic economic situation of the times to the 

occurrence of the Great October revolution, they also hold the Bolsheviks responsible for 

instigating civil war. The excerpt below highlights this point: 

 

The civil war was a consequence of the revolutions of 1917. Grandiose changes took 

place quickly. They could not but face resistance from those social groups which lost 

power and the right to ownership. Bolsheviks, in their turn, having come to power tried to 

keep it by any means. By ignoring the norms of democracy, dispersing the Constituent 

Assembly, stepping on the road of forceful liquidation of their opponents, and setting up 

the regime of one-party dictatorship, they practically pushed the Mensheviks and SRs to 

the armed methods of struggle.
51

 

 

 In summary, my textual analysis in regards to Lenin’s seizure of power highlights 

differing viewpoints on this event. Some authors are quick to criticize the founding 

Soviet leader for seizing power. Others prefer to highlight the difficult economic 

circumstances of the time. Yet what merits our attention here is that there does not appear 
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to be a single interpretation of this historical event. Overall, this is a telling sign that the 

Russian government does not seek to endorse any particular view on this issue. 

 

Collectivization and Industrialization 

 

 In terms of the Stalinist period, all of the authors have a great deal to say. In 

discussing Stalin’s collectivization and industrialization drives, Dmitrenko, Yesakov, and 

Shestakov highlight that despite internal bickering within the Politburo (namely between 

Bukharin’s proponents of the New Economic Policy and Stalin’s supporters), 

collectivization was ultimately chosen because the Party leadership perceived certain 

social actors (the peasantry) as threats that would eventually seek to attain power at their 

expense. Hence, the policy of dekulakization is largely depicted by these authors as 

designed to “neutralize” the kulaks.
52

 Dmitrenko, Yesakov, and Shestakov depict Stalin’s 

main policies of the 1930s as successful, in the sense that the Party succeeded in 

collectivizing the countryside and industrializing the main urban centers. However, they 

maintain that such policies came at a great expense, particularly to the rural populace.
53

 Similarly, Ostrovsky and Utkin argue that Stalin’s policies of the 1930s were 
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ultimately endorsed as a result of the Party’s totalitarian nature and unwillingness to 

share power,
54

 as stated in the following excerpt: 

 

…Communist power because of its political and economic views could not coexist even 

with a deformed market system. But a full rejection of the market could only be carried 

out under the circumstances of harsh discipline, leaning on both forceful and 

propagandistic methods. It was necessary to attach the population to their work places, 

hence, also to their residences, under a rigid control. That meant a transition to total 

planning, and control, including control over thoughts, which could only be achieved 

with effectiveness, in the opinion of the powers that be, through the work of the 

repressive and ideological agencies.
55

 

 

 In addition to their emphasis on the Party’s employment of force and propaganda 

to encourage Soviet citizens to partake in the building of socialism, Ostrovsky and Utkin 

highlight the plight of the peasantry as a consequence of collectivization. In their view, 

the industrialization of the USSR came at an extremely heavy cost to the rural populace, 

who received next-to-nothing in return for their laborious efforts.
56

 Nevertheless, 

Ostrovsky and Utkin maintain that industrialization was, by and large, a success: 

 

Industrialization achieved its goals: It strengthened the totalitarian political regime, 

created a new layer of Soviet technical intelligentsia with strong ties to manufacturing, 

and settled workers at their places. After the chaos of the 1920s, the society seemed to be 

rigidly structured. Industrialization created a militarily mobilized economy, which 

manifested itself in the Second World War when it faced the German Nazi militarily 

mobilized economy.
57

 

 

 Zagladin, Minakov, Kozlenko, and Petrov’s textbook also highlights the 

difficulties endured by the peasantry on account of the Party’s collectivization of the 

                                                           
54

 For a similar argument on this issue, see Z, “To the Stalin Mausoleum,” Daedalus Vol. 119, No. 1 

(Winter 1990): 295-344. 
55

 Ostrovsky, Utkin, Istoriia Rossii XX vek, 191. 
56

 Ibid., 191-195. 
57

 Ibid., 199-200. 



218 
 

countryside. Accordingly, although these authors emphasize the triumph of 

industrialization, they further note that the Party succeeded by means of stripping the 

rural countryside of its resources and foodstuffs, levying heavy taxes on businesses, and 

relying on a large manual labor force.
58

 Similarly, Danilov, Kosulina, and Brandt’s 

textbook discusses the horrors of dekulakization and the negative consequences of 

collectivization, particularly for the peasantry. In this textbook, the plight of the peasantry 

is compared to that of former colonies belonging to exploitive Great Powers. Hence, the 

Soviet government is depicted as stripping the village of its resources to fuel the 

country’s industrialization, while collective farmers are portrayed as serfs. In spite of this, 

however, these authors seemingly argue that such policies helped see the USSR’s focus 

on heavy industry development through to the end, thereby resulting in the success of the 

first and second 5-year plans.
59

 Still, the following excerpt articulates the extent to which 

collectivization proved to be a tragedy: 

 

The policies of wholesale collectivization led to catastrophic results: within 1929-1934 

the gross output of grains decreased by 10%, the headcount of large livestock and horses 

within 1929-1932 decreased by one-third, pigs – twice, and sheep – 2.5 times. According 

to the 1937 census, the USSR’s population compared to 1926 decreased by 10.3 million 

(or 9%). The slaughtering of cattle, impoverishment of the village by incessant 

dekulakization, and complete disorganization of the work of the kolkhozes led in 1932-

1934 to an unheard of famine which took the lives of over 25-30 million people. To a 

large extent, it was provoked by the policies of the authorities.
60

 

 

 All of the authors believe that it is worthwhile to engage their readers in a detailed 

discussion pertaining to the most negative aspects of Stalin’s collectivization drive. In 

this sense, collectivization is not shown in a positive light. Rather, it is construed as an 
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extremely costly endeavor. However, industrialization is arguably portrayed in a more 

positive light. Specifically, the notion that industrialization helped ensure the USSR’s 

military victory over Nazi Germany clearly coincides with the aforementioned “statist” 

interpretation of Soviet history championed by the Russian government today. That said, 

it is worth noting that other (Western) scholars also subscribe to the notion that the 

success of the industrialization drive greatly assisted the USSR in vanquishing Fascism.
61

 

 

GULAG and Terror 

 

 In speaking about the GULAG as an institution of Soviet life and the Terror of the 

1930s, certain authors are more courageous than others, in terms of the extent to which 

they are willing to peer into this historical event. Dmitrenko, Yesakov, and Shestakov 

provide their readers with an extremely nuanced discussion. While their work shows 

Stalin along with his acolytes as being mainly responsible for ordering the executions of 

innocent people, they also do an excellent job of discussing how and why ordinary 

citizens participated in the Terror.
62

 This textbook in particular, as evidenced in the 

following excerpt, depicts the Terror as encompassing much of Soviet society: 

 

Repressions from above were supplemented by a mass reporting from beneath. Reports 

testified to a severe illness of society, which was born by implanted suspiciousness, 

animosity, and spy mania. A report, especially on higher level managers, became a 

convenient means of career advancement for many jealous career-driven individuals. 

Eighty percent of those repressed in the 1930s died because of being reported on by 
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neighbors and colleagues. The reporting was being used by those who were avenging the 

ruling elite for the dishonored “bourgeoisie” intelligentsia, for former petty owners and 

recent NEP men, for those who went through dekulakization, and for all those who fell 

into the cruel millstone of the “class struggle.” The recent civil war was echoed by one 

more bloody harvest, but this time it was for the “victors.”
63

 

 

 In addition to highlighting how Stalin utilized Kirov’s murder as a pretext to 

instigate the Terror as well as liquidate the Old Bolsheviks and the top brass of the Red 

Army in a series of show trials,
64

 these authors note that the Terror negatively impacted 

society in general. The following excerpt emphasizes how civil society became prostrate, 

on account of the leadership’s cruelty, propaganda, and ordinary people’s selfishness: 

 

The cult of Stalin’s personality took shape. The destruction of one managerial layer after 

another led to the promotion from below of hundreds of thousands of new leaders, who 

were unquestionably executing directions from above…An open repressiveness became a 

norm for the entire system of the country’s governance. All members of the society from 

the top leadership to regular workers, kolkhozniks, and office workers found themselves 

defenseless before the horrifying machine of intimidation. Reporting on people, spy 

mania, and careerism pitted against each other both communists and non-party 

members…Until Stalin’s death in 1953 the Terror remained an unchangeable 

characteristic of the political leadership and governance.
65

 

 

 In contrast, Ostrovsky and Utkin do not delve into a discussion concerning how 

ordinary citizens participated in the Terror. Instead, the focus of their analysis largely 

consists of comparing the “Red Terror” of the civil war era to that of the “Great Terror” 

of the 1930s, and how the former gradually evolved into the latter.
66

 Similarly, Zagladin, 

Minakov, Kozlenko, and Petrov do not discuss the role of ordinary citizens in terms of 

helping orchestrate the Terror either. Rather, these authors (as evidenced by the following 
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excerpt) do not attempt to explain the rationale behind the Terror, preferring instead to 

objectively point to a variety of contrasting factors: 

 

The reasons for mass repression are still explained by different circumstances. 

Contemporaries from the white immigration saw in them a counter-revolutionary coup. In 

L.D. Trotsky’s opinion, the repressions were tied to the formation of the new ruling class 

in the USSR – the highest ranks of bureaucrats and managers who usurped rights to 

handle property which was formally considered public. Some Western scientists who 

studied the changes in the political and economic life of the USSR in the 1920s and the 

1930s under the angle of historical traditions of Russia saw it as an attempt at 

modernization executed from above by the most severe methods (such as the reforms of 

Ivan the Terrible and Peter I, etc.). After the repressions were condemned by the XX 

Rally of the CPSU (1956), in domestic scholarship they started to be connected mostly 

with I.V. Stalin’s personal qualities. His extreme suspiciousness, striving to establish 

absolute personal power, and intolerance to any kind of opposition were recognized.
67

 

 

 In their discussion of the “mass repressions” of the 1930s, Danilov, Kosulina, and 

Brandt also designate Stalin as utilizing Kirov’s murder as a pretext to instigate the 

Terror (a viewpoint common in Western scholarship),
68

 and offer some statistics 

concerning how many people were executed by the state. Still, the notion that ordinary 

people’s participation in the Terror was a widespread phenomenon is absent from their 

historical analysis.
69

 

In summary, all of these textbooks address the Terror and lay much blame upon 

the Stalinist regime for its implementation. In this sense, if the Russian government 

strives to propagate feelings of Soviet nostalgia, then we would expect for it to try to 

limit students’ exposure to this topic. The truth of the matter though is that the GULAG 

and the Terror are covered in Russian school textbooks today, albeit to varying degrees. 
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The Great Patriotic War 

 

Unsurprisingly, a great deal is said about the Great Patriotic War in all of my 

school textbooks. The Soviet Union’s military victory over Nazi Germany is depicted as 

an extremely important event. The following excerpt from Dmitrenko, Yesakov, and 

Shestakov illustrates this point: 

 

The historic credit of the Soviet people and its armed forces is in the fact that they, in 

defeating the Fascist horde, liquidated the threat of the spread of Fascist aggression to 

other countries and continents. The Soviet Union became the main power that stood on 

the way of German Fascism towards world supremacy. The peoples of the Soviet Union, 

on their shoulders, carried the main brunt of the war and played the decisive role in the 

defeat of Hitlerite Germany.
70

 

 

 The authors also depict the Battle of Stalingrad as the pivotal moment in which 

the tide of war turned against Germany.
71

 Dmitrenko, Yesakov, and Shestakov also 

discuss Stalin’s mistakes in terms of his ignoring the advice of his general military staff 

as well as the repressions of the Red Army top brass during the late 1930s.
72

 As a result, 

the authors maintain that the USSR was largely unprepared to defend itself from military 

attack in June of 1941.
73

 Furthermore, the authors highlight the Stalinist regime’s forcible 

resettlement of ethnic minorities both during and in the aftermath of the Great Patriotic 

War. Interestingly, although these authors do not defend those who actually betrayed the 
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Soviet motherland by allying with the Fascists, they do note that some people were likely 

to rebel against Soviet power on account of the effects of the repressions of the 1930s.
74

 

 Similarly, Ostrovsky and Utkin note that Stalin’s purging of the Red Army top 

brass had major negative repercussions in terms of military preparedness for the USSR. 

Moreover, this policy (coupled with the prizing of the NKVD over the Red Army) 

frightened military leaders, in the sense that they became reluctant to show initiative on 

the battlefield.
75

 Likewise, Ostrovsky and Utkin note that the reason why some Soviet 

citizens fought against the USSR in the Great Patriotic War was because of the Stalinist 

regime’s policies of the 1930s (most notably collectivization). Nevertheless, the authors 

here maintain that Russians have historically viewed treason as an indefensible act.
76

 

 Zagladin, Minakov, Kozlenko, and Petrov’s work similarly depicts the USSR’s 

victory in the Second World War as a major historical event. Although these authors give 

some credit to the Allies in the fight against Fascism, they maintain that the USSR “made 

the decisive contribution.”
77

 These authors also take aim at Stalin, particularly for his 

purging of the Red Army top brass prior to the onset of the Second World War.
78

 

However, these authors also portray Stalin’s nonaggression pact with Hitler as a shrewd 

political calculation, in light of the West’s unwillingness to unite with the USSR against 

Germany at the time.
79

 Still, Danilov, Kosulina, and Brandt maintain that in spite of 

Stalin’s awareness that Nazi Germany would eventually initiate a war against the USSR, 

the General Secretary was caught off-guard by the onset of Operation Barbarossa.
80
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In summary, although certain aspects of the Great Patriotic War are perceived in 

different lights by different authors, all of these textbooks highlight the USSR’s 

unpreparedness on the eve of the war and (in doing so) lay much blame upon Stalin. 

 

Perestroika, Glasnost’, the Soviet Collapse, and Yeltsin’s Reforms 

 

 In terms of the late-Soviet era and the early post-Soviet era, all of these textbooks 

speak to the significance of Gorbachev’s reformist agenda, the 1991 August coup, and 

Yeltsin’s economic policies. Dmitrenko, Yesakov, and Shestakov discuss the 

shortcomings of the Soviet economy, as well as the concomitant rise in popular demands 

vis-à-vis quality of life issues in the USSR.
81

 Perestroika is thus depicted as a policy 

grounded in good intentions but essentially doomed to fail, largely because of the Party’s 

fear of losing control over the economy.
82

 Gorbachev is also portrayed as coming to 

realize the necessity of political reform so as to ensure the success of his economic 

reformist agenda. However, the authors maintain that Gorbachev’s reforms inadvertently 

revealed the inherent weakness of the Soviet economy and shallowness of Communism, 

thereby paving the way for the rise of nationalism. Interestingly, these authors note that 

most Soviet citizens supported “the preservation of a united fatherland” in the March 

1991 referendum. Yet in the aftermath of the 1991 August coup, Gorbachev (who had 

been unwilling to side with either the hard-liners or soft-liners in the CPSU) was 

powerless to stop the emboldened elites of certain Soviet Socialist Republics to opt for 
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secession.
83

 On Yeltsin, the authors similarly argue that reforms needed to be instituted, 

in order to revive the failing Russian economy.
84

 That said, this textbook depicts the 

various hardships that millions were forced to endure as a result of the reforms. The 

following excerpt illustrates this point: 

 

Within several months of reforms, the society’s lifestyle was thrown back ten to twenty 

years…Around 32 million people, which is more than 24%, out of a population of 148 

million in Russia found itself below the poverty line. Their incomes did not exceed $40 

per month. The most vivid characteristic of the fall of the lifestyle of the Russian people 

at the beginning stage of the reforms became the worsening of the food services 

industry…An abrupt gap between the unevenness of citizens’ incomes and consumption 

levels was the most significant consequence of the economic liberalization that was 

carried out in the beginning of the 1990s.
85

 

 

 Ostrovsky and Utkin examine the various structural faults of the Soviet 

economy.
86

 Yet there is no real discussion concerning how the perestroika reforms 

contributed to the further weakening of the Soviet economy.
87

 Nevertheless, the authors 

engage in a thoughtful discussion concerning how glasnost’ weakened the Communist 

ideology, thus paving the way for nationalism to emerge and political polarization 

between hard-liners and soft-liners. This textbook also notes that most Soviet citizens 

supported the preservation of the USSR in the March 1991 referendum. However, 

because Gorbachev failed to effectively balance the hard-liners and soft-liners within the 

CPSU, a coup attempt was initiated against the Soviet leader (and although it failed the 

Party thereafter was powerless to stop the elites of the SSRs to opt for secession).
88

 In 
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terms of Yeltsin’s reforms, Ostrovsky and Utkin are quite critical, particularly because 

Deputy Prime Minister Gaidar chose to implement them without first establishing market 

institutions. In the end, the authors blame Yeltsin and the Supreme Soviet for the onset of 

violence in 1993.
89

 

 Zagladin, Minakov, Kozlenko, and Petrov do not provide their readers with much 

of a backdrop to the structural problems of the Soviet economy. The authors though 

cleverly discuss how Gorbachev’s reforms split the Party between hard-liners and soft-

liners, neither of which ultimately came to the Soviet leader’s aid at the time of the 1991 

August coup. Interestingly, however, these authors note that once the CPSU had lost its 

hold on power in the wake of the 1991 August coup, the “local administrative elite” came 

to assume the leadership mantle.
90

 In discussing Yeltsin’s reforms, these authors engage 

in a cost-benefit analysis, detailing both the advantages and disadvantages of the first 

Russian President’s socioeconomic reforms. In the end, Zagladin, Minakov, Kozlenko, 

and Petrov seemingly leave it to their readers to evaluate Yeltsin’s reforms on their own 

terms.
91

 

 In similar fashion, Danilov, Kosulina, and Brandt depict the late-Soviet era as a 

time in need of reform. Perestroika, glasnost’, and the reshuffling of cadres are thus seen 

as attempts to correct the Soviet system. Unfortunately for Gorbachev though, the 

reforms that would come to define his rule led to the formation of a split within the Party, 

the de-legitimization of Soviet power, as well as the emergence of nationalist forces.
92

 In 

discussing Yeltsin’s tenure, these authors appear to be quite objective in their analysis. 
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They note that although the “shock therapy” reforms caused inflation and unemployment 

to rise, such policies also helped resolve the shortage of basic necessities plaguing many 

Russians through permitting the importation of foreign goods. Still, in light of the 

negative effects of hyperinflation, not everyone could afford to purchase such goods. 

Privatization succeeded as well in creating a new class of owners, but it did not help 

stabilize the economic climate in the 1990s. Instead, national industries experienced 

significant declines, while the national debt continued to rise throughout Russia’s first 

decade of independence. Needless to say (as the authors do so), “the results of the first 

years of economic reforms were controversial.”
93

 

In summary, the history of the Soviet Union and the early post-Soviet era has 

actually been presented in a quite balanced manner in Russia’s school textbooks over the 

course of the past decade. Certain historical events are depicted in varying lights by 

different authors. Yet this is not necessarily a bad thing. On this point, certain historians 

may well be “statists” at heart and choose to present the history of their former country in 

a manner supportive of such an outlook. On the other hand, some historians are less 

guided by their political views and more likely to objectively evaluate the past. Based 

upon my analyses, the most controversial episodes of Soviet history are not being ignored 

or glossed over in Russia’s public education system today. Hence, I take issue with the 

claim that the Russian government seeks to significantly distort the historical record. 

 

Conclusion 

 

                                                           
93

 Ibid., 329. 
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 Feelings of Soviet nostalgia appear to flourish independently of how the Soviet 

Union is portrayed in the Russian print and televised media today. The evidence 

presented in this chapter indicates that if the Russian government seeks to propagate 

feelings of Soviet nostalgia among its citizens, then it is not faring very well at the 

moment. Additionally, if the Russian government is trying to depict historical figures 

such as Lenin, Stalin, Khrushchev, Brezhnev, Andropov, and Gorbachev in a favorable 

light, then it is not faring well either. It is thus difficult to argue that the pervasiveness of 

feelings of Soviet nostalgia is due solely to government-sponsored machinations. Instead, 

such feelings appear to be genuine, in the sense that they are largely based on 

materialistic considerations (namely in how Russians unfavorably compare contemporary 

public services to that of previous provisions afforded under Soviet rule). 

The Russian government most assuredly seeks to shape how Russia’s history 

comes to be disseminated, absorbed, and internalized by its citizens. It does so by 

exerting influence over the media and within schools,
94

 as well as by emphasizing certain 

aspects of the past while deemphasizing others in official public discourse. That said, 

feelings of Soviet nostalgia should not simply be construed by academics and 

policymakers as impediments to democratization or a latent desire on behalf of Russia’s 

citizens to take up their totalitarian chains again. Rather, the pervasiveness of this 

phenomenon arguably serves as evidence of a legitimacy crisis facing the Russian 

government today. 

                                                           
94

 As an example, Putin recently abolished the longstanding state news agency RIA Novosti. See Timothy 

Heritage, “Putin Dissolves State News Agency, Tightens Grip on Russian Media,” Reuters, December 9, 

2013, http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/12/09/us-russia-media-idUSBRE9B80I120131209 (accessed 

December 12, 2013). 
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Chapter Eight: The Future of Soviet Nostalgia 

 

A substantial portion of Russia’s citizens harbor feelings of nostalgia towards the 

Soviet Union today. That said, while many Russians yearn for the USSR, most people do 

not believe Communism will ever come to be reinstated in Russia, or that the Soviet 

Union will be reconstituted. In fact, Russians remain nostalgic not for the Soviet Union 

per se, but for the former Soviet welfare state. How though can popular perceptions 

regarding the differentiation of the past from the present influence the politics of today? 

In studying nostalgia (be it of the Soviet or any other variety), scholars can 

acquire a more thorough understanding as to how perceptions of the past may reveal 

whether a given ruling regime suffers from a crisis of legitimacy, as well as potentially 

influence future political developments. With respect to Russia, my research findings 

indicate that while certain demographics clearly long for a return to the Soviet past, the 

vast majority of Russia’s citizens believe this to be impossible. Still, many harbor 

feelings of nostalgia since contemporary public services are widely perceived as 

inadequate. Based upon such an understanding of nostalgic sentiments vis-à-vis the 

USSR, this chapter initially explores the extent to which the new ruling regime suffers 

from a crisis of legitimacy. In brief, many Russians (in unfavorably comparing the 

present to the past) negatively evaluate the new ruling regime through a prism in which 

they positively recall the material comforts once afforded to them, courtesy of the Soviet 

welfare state. Hence, Soviet nostalgia remains prevalent largely owing to materialistic 

considerations. 



230 

 

Most Russians believe that the USSR will never return. This is so because 

ordinary citizens for the most part remain apprehensive about initiating a massive 

overhaul of the current socioeconomic order. In this sense, in spite of the complexities 

that characterize life in Russia today, most Russians have nonetheless found a way to 

cope with such difficulties and go on living. Moreover, although many Russians are 

discontent with the status quo, their feelings of nostalgia do not cloud their judgments to 

such an extent that they are unable to appreciate the various opportunities available to 

them today. 

Lastly, feelings of Soviet nostalgia could potentially influence the conduct of 

Russian politics, particularly at this time when (on account of the fraudulent nature of the 

2011 Duma elections, Vladimir Putin’s return to the presidency, and the Russian 

government’s forceful suppression of street protestors) Russia’s political system appears 

to be exhibiting signs of institutional weakness.
1
 Overall, in light of the pervasiveness of 

feelings of Soviet nostalgia, certain oppositionist forces could (if provided the 

opportunity) try to tap into such sentiments and mount a challenge to the current regime, 

thereby potentially affecting the political climate in Moscow. In closing, I discuss the 

future of this phenomenon, summarize my findings, and provide some recommendations 

in regards to future research endeavors. 

 

My Motherland No More… 

 

                                                 
1
 For an analysis of the 2011 Duma elections, see Henry E. Hale, “The Putin Machine Sputters: First 

Impressions of the 2011 Duma Election Campaign,” Russian Analytical Digest Vol. 106 (Dec. 2011): 2-6. 
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 In discussing the psychological effects that the collapse of the Soviet Union 

wrought (entailing not simply the political breakup of the USSR into fifteen newly 

independent countries but along with this “the collapse of state ideology and the attendant 

dismantling of the elaborate system of state domination…amplified by the corrupt 

privatization of national assets and a massive transformation of existing norms and 

conventions…”),
2
 Oushakine (2009) argues that Russians have come to embrace a new 

type of “collective identity” rooted within the notion of “loss”: 

 

For several generations, the Soviet past and personal biographies had become 

indistinguishable, and the disappearance of the Soviet country often implied the 

obliteration of individual and collective achievements, shared norms of interaction, 

established bonds of belonging, or familiar daily routines…As a result, the trope of loss 

turned out to be the most effective symbolic device, one capable of translating people’s 

Soviet experience into the post-Soviet context.
3
 

 

 Although Oushakine does not analyze feelings of Soviet nostalgia but rather “the 

feeling of loss, the emotional memory of experienced or imagined injury…translated into 

ideas of national belonging,”
4
 he hints at the notion that Russians miss certain “pieces” of 

the Soviet Union, particularly those that relate to a lost culture and values. In this context, 

Oushakine’s work spurred me to think in the abstract: if Russians collectively define 

themselves as a nation based upon “the feeling of loss,” what is it then that they have lost 

and want back, but cannot recover? 

During my time spent in the field, I came to learn about how Russians recall the 

Soviet past. In doing so, I was able to approximately gauge the extent to which Russians 

have chosen to emotionally distance themselves from the USSR, as well as embrace the 

                                                 
2
 Serguei A. Oushakine, The Patriotism of Despair: Nation, War, and Loss in Russia (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 2009), 1-2. 
3
 Ibid., 1-2. 

4
 Ibid., 6. 
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newly titled Russian Federation, by discussing the concept of “motherland” with them. In 

speaking in terms of homeland, there are two words in the Russian language that are most 

commonly used, that being otechestvo (fatherland) and rodina (motherland). In common 

usage, the first typically implies a political sentiment, while the second connotes a more 

visceral attachment to some entity (be it a country, region, city, town, or village). In my 

fieldwork, I uncovered that while virtually all Russians view Russia as the fatherland 

today, conceptions of motherland differ substantially. 

I posed to my interviewees the question, “Could you please tell me, what 

geographical entity you regard as your motherland?” In response, just seventeen out of 

seventy interviewees selected “Russia” by itself.
5
 Meanwhile, thirteen other interviewees 

designated “Russia” as their motherland, but in conjunction with some other entity (be it 

either their place of birth, home village, town, city, region, etc.). In fact, while some 

interviewees selected two or more entities (constituting their “big” and “little” 

motherlands), seven stated that the Soviet Union remains their motherland to this day. 

Furthermore, two interviewees opined that they no longer have a motherland. 

Accordingly, one of my interviewees in Volgograd stated that the concept of motherland 

has “lost all of its meaning” since the Soviet collapse.
6
 The other interviewee, based in 

Kazan, elaborated further on this issue: 

 

                                                 
5
 Twelve of these seventeen interviewees identified themselves as ethnic Russians. This is interesting 

because of those who identified themselves as ethnic non-Russians, just five out of thirty-four interviewees 

solely selected Russia as their motherland. Ethnic non-Russians are thus seemingly less likely to view 

Russia as their motherland. 
6
 Interview. Volgograd. 25 Mar. 2012. My interviewee quoted here was a forty year-old ethnic Russian 

man. 



233 

 

I do not have a motherland anymore. I used to think that if something bad happened to 

me, that I would be taken care of. I no longer feel protected, and when you feel this way, 

you do not have a motherland.
7
 

 

 While conceptions of motherland vary to a considerable extent, the word itself 

shares a common meaning. Your motherland is something that you cherish and love. It 

protects you from harm. It makes sure that when you come of age, you are ready to 

venture into the wilderness and face the challenges that life has to offer you. In the past, 

the motherland used to unequivocally be the Soviet Union. Somewhat shockingly, it 

remains the USSR for some, while others conceptualize it in different ways. What the 

motherland thus lacks in post-Soviet Russia is consensus. Aptly stated, it is the Soviet 

motherland, the shared bond between citizen and state, which people have lost over the 

course of the past two decades and now want back but seemingly cannot recover. 

 In discussing the “origins of nostalgia” in a general sense, Peters (1985) argues 

that individuals afflicted with feelings of nostalgia “yearn” for the rediscovery of a “lost 

paradise”: 

 

In the paradise myths the “other” is there as creator, provider, container. There is perfect 

harmony, no discrepancy between need, or expectation, and provision or response. I 

believe that at a deep level in nostalgia the yearning is for the “other” to be there in that 

perfect way. The mother/infant dyadic experience is, or usually is, the first expression of 

the archetypal potentiality for creator/created, container/contained, provider/provided for 

to be experienced…The baby is so dependent on the “other” for life needs in the early 

stages that the balance is delicate between on the one hand shortcomings that are bearable 

frustrations, and, on the other, failures that are intolerable; if too much is experienced as 

the latter then the trust which is so necessary to accept the human level of relationship is 

impaired. When that trust is damaged and the archetypal level is less mediated, then there 

may be a strenuous attempt to make the human and real conform to the archetypal 

ideal...
8
 

                                                 
7
 Interview. Kazan. 5 Nov. 2011. My interviewee quoted here was a fifty-seven year-old ethnic Tatar 

woman. 
8
 Roderick Peters. “Reflections on the Origin and Aim of Nostalgia,” Journal of Analytical Psychology 

Vol. 30, No. 2 (Apr. 1985): 137-138. 
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Hence, the current ruling regime suffers from a crisis of legitimacy because the 

vast majority of the Russian populace perceives the government as failing in its efforts to 

effectively care for them by providing adequate public services. In contrast, most 

Russians believe that the Soviet government endowed citizens with adequate public 

services.
9
 In this sense, the relationship between Soviet citizen and state reflects the 

“archetypal ideal” or “lost paradise” which many Russians long to rediscover today. 

 

Life amidst the Ruins 

 

Today, most Russians still celebrate Soviet holidays (such as the Day of the 

Defender of the Fatherland on February 23
rd

, International Women’s Day on March 8
th

, 

and Victory Day on May 9
th

). Although it is no longer celebrated as a public holiday, 

some even proudly refer to November 7
th

 as the Anniversary of the Great October 

Socialist Revolution. Yet what do Russians think of their new holidays, such as Russia 

Day (established in 1992 and celebrated on June 12
th

), Constitution Day (established in 

1993 and celebrated on December 12
th

), and the Day of the National Reconciliation 

(established during the 1990s and originally celebrated on November 7
th

 but now 

observed on November 4
th

)?
10

 I asked my interviewees to tell me which regularly 

observed holiday carries the greatest social significance. In response, forty interviewees 

opted for either New Year’s or Victory Day, while eleven cited New Year’s and Victory 

                                                 
9
 The results of my May 2012 Levada Analytical Center survey reveal that 64% of all respondents believe 

that Soviet-era public services were “adequate” or “more than adequate,” while 69% of all respondents 

evaluate contemporary public services as being “less than adequate.” 
10

 For an analysis as to why these new holidays lack significance, see Kathleen E. Stewart, Mythmaking in 

the New Russia: Politics and Memory During the Yeltsin Era (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2002). 
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Day together.
11

 Taken together, fifty-one out of seventy interviewees cited New Year’s, 

Victory Day, or both of these holidays as the most important today. Of the remaining 

interviewees, two opted for International Women’s Day, one cited International Women’s 

Day and Victory Day, and two selected International Women’s Day and New Year’s.
12

 

Not one interviewee seemed to think that any of Russia’s new holidays wielded any 

significance. 

I also asked my interviewees to tell me the dates on which Victory Day, the Day 

of the Defender of the Fatherland, the Anniversary of the Great October Socialist 

Revolution, International Women’s Day, Russia Day, Constitution Day, and the Day of 

the National Reconciliation are celebrated. My results show that Russians in general 

know their Soviet holidays extremely well. The following tallies for each of the 

aforementioned Soviet holidays reveal the number of correct responses: seventy for 

Victory Day; sixty-seven for the Day of the Defender of the Fatherland; sixty-six for the 

Anniversary of the Great October Socialist Revolution; and seventy for International 

Women’s Day. Additionally, my results show that most Russians do not know their new 

holidays quite as well, for significantly fewer correct responses were given for Russia 

Day, Constitution Day, and the Day of the National Reconciliation.
13

 Moreover, several 

interviewees opined that these new holidays lack significance, with some even 

questioning whether they were, in fact, holidays. One interviewee in Samara said that 

“these new holidays are like snowflakes falling on my head” in that they pass by largely 

                                                 
11

 With respect these forty interviewees, twenty-three selected New Year’s while seventeen chose Victory 

Day. 
12

 Other interviewees cited Easter, the beginning of summer, Easter along with New Year’s, and Islamic 

holidays. 
13

 Fifty interviewees gave the correct date for Russia Day, while thirty answered correctly for Constitution 

Day. In regards to the Day of the National Reconciliation, I accepted either November 4
th

 or 7
th

 as correct 

answers. In total, fifty-five interviewees gave the correct date for this holiday. 
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unnoticed and “have not become solidified” in people’s minds on account of them being 

“introduced artificially.”
14

 Similarly, another interviewee in Volgograd opined that she 

did not understand the significance of Russia Day, that Constitution Day did not “touch 

the soul,” and that the Day of the National Reconciliation was “just another day off.”
15

 

Out of all of my interviewees, however, no one issued any such statements about any of 

the aforementioned Soviet holidays, with the exception of one interviewee in Samara 

who referred to November 7
th

 in an anti-Semitic manner as the “Anniversary of the 

Jewish Coup.”
16

 In summary, many Russians think very little of their new holidays, 

seemingly preferring instead to live according to the old Soviet calendar. 

 In truth, however, the extent to which ordinary Russians share an attachment to 

the Soviet past surpasses their prizing of Soviet holidays over newer ones. Citizens across 

the Russian Federation continue to live amidst the ruins of their former governing entity. 

Needless to say, this serves as a constant reminder of a past to which they cannot return. 

Although the main aforementioned institutional features of the Stalinist fortress no longer 

exist, various pieces of rubble remain erect to this day. As an example, although the 

Russian government renamed several major cities such as Leningrad (St. Petersburg), 

Gorky (Nizhny Novgorod), and Sverdlovsk (Yekaterinburg) in the wake of the Soviet 

collapse, little else accompanied this makeshift renovation. During my time spent in 

Kazan, I recall traveling along roads named after Mikhail Frunze and Karl Marx, as well 

as passing through the Kirov and Soviet districts. In Volgograd, districts are named after 

                                                 
14

 Interview. Samara. 12 Nov. 2011. My interviewee quoted here was a fifty-one year-old ethnic Russian 

woman. 
15

 Interview. Volgograd. 24 Mar. 2012. My interviewee quoted here was a fifty-eight year-old ethnic 

Russian woman. 
16

 Interview. Samara. 11 Nov. 2011. My interviewee quoted here was a forty-nine year-old ethnic Russian 

man. 
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Voroshilov, Dzherzhinsky, and Kirov, while others retain the titles of Red October, Red 

Army, and Soviet. I also recall one of the main streets in Volgograd being named after 

Lenin, followed by another which bore the title Gagarin out of homage to the famous 

Cosmonaut. Samara nearly mimics Volgograd and Kazan, with its roads named after 

Lenin, Gagarin, and Kirov, coupled with its districts bearing titles such as Soviet, Kirov, 

and October. 

Today, most Russians still reside within Soviet-era apartment units, be they either 

of the Leningradsky or Khrushchevsky design. Virtually every city grid is also fitted-out 

with a grandiose Victory Park, equipped with a vast array of World War II-era Soviet 

tanks, rockets, planes, and murals commemorating the fallen. To be certain, however, 

other “pieces” of the Soviet Union have seemingly come to be redefined in the transition 

from socialism to capitalism. The USSR has actually become somewhat of a 

merchandizing phenomenon, in that t-shirts of Stalin and Lenin, magnets bearing the 

Cyrillic letters “CCCP” alongside other famous Soviet-era slogans, and all varieties of 

trinkets (ranging from coffee mugs to drinking flasks bearing the emblem of the KGB) 

can be purchased in souvenir shops nowadays. Everyday language has also changed, for 

no one uses words such as “Communism,” “socialism,” “Soviet,” “comrade,” 

“proletariat,” “bourgeoisie,” “Marxist,” “kulak,” “shock worker,” or “Bolshevik” in 

conversation anymore. In this sense, the concept of “speaking Bolshevik” as discussed by 

Kotkin (1995) has been phased out of existence along with the USSR, on account of that 

the socioeconomic order within which “Bolshevik” was once spoken now ceases to 

exist.
17

 Today, many Russians also do not use public transport (once considered to be the 

                                                 
17

 For a discussion on this Soviet-era language, see Stephen Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain: Stalinism as a 

Civilization (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 198-237. 
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ideal mode of mass transit in Soviet times), preferring instead to drive in their cars as 

they partake in the pleasures of everyday capitalist life, be it either in purchasing luxury 

items at Western-style malls and outlet stores or navigating their way through busy inner 

city streets to the developing suburbs where the nouveau riche retire on weekends. In this 

sense, life in post-Soviet Russia feels very much like how it is in a developing capitalist 

country on the cusp of experiencing a gradual wealth migration from the cities to the 

suburbs.
18

 Overall, Russians have been essentially forced to assimilate into the capitalist 

world which they have come to know, for socioeconomic advancement is now predicated 

upon understanding how to succeed financially in a market economy equipped with 

meager public services and small social safety nets. Still, just because some have adapted 

to the institutional contours of the new socioeconomic order does not necessarily imply 

that everyone is content with the status quo. Instead, many suffer from “adaptation 

failure” today.
19

 

More than half of my interviewees (forty-three out of seventy) expressed feelings 

of regret over the Soviet collapse. In evaluating the reign of the Communist Party of the 

Soviet Union, thirty-two interviewees felt that the Party did “more good” while in power, 

while just eleven thought that the CPSU had done “more harm.”
20

 Approximately half of 

my interviewees also thought that Russians’ admiration towards the Soviet Union has 

either “increased” or remained “constant” over the course of the past two decades. By 

                                                 
18

 That said, judging by the inadequacy of public services with regards to transportation, the lack of a 

developed national roads and highways system will likely serve to hinder this demographic shift for some 

time. It is also interesting that in Soviet times, while people of privilege owned dachas in the countryside, 

most made their home in the cities year-round. Today, however, it appears as if members of the nouveau 

riche in Russia are gradually making their homes in the new suburban areas, thus leaving city life behind. 
19

 Jean Starobinski, “The Idea of Nostalgia,” trans. William S. Kemp, Diogenes No. 54 (1966): 101. 
20

 The set of interview questions that I asked reads as follows: “In your opinion, do you believe that the 

Communist Party of the Soviet Union did more good than harm or more harm than good while in power? 

Why do you think so?” 
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comparison, just twenty-one felt that this sentiment has “decreased.”
21

 Such results thus 

allude to a widespread sense of dissatisfaction with the current socioeconomic order. That 

said, many Russians believe that the USSR will forever remain a relic of the past, for 

upon being asked, a substantial number of interviewees (forty-seven out of seventy) 

stated that they did not believe that the Soviet Union would ever be restored.
22

 Relatedly, 

a fair amount of interviewees expressed certainty that the USSR would never return, 

namely because of their belief in that the ruling elites now in charge of the former SSRs 

do not seek to realize such an initiative.
23

 But do ordinary Russians truly aspire to return 

to the USSR? 

 

Back to the USSR? 

 

In paraphrasing Hegel in saying that “all facts and personages of great importance 

in world history occur, as it were, twice,” Marx further states, “the first as tragedy, the 

second as farce.”
24

 In speaking in terms of whether history will come to repeat itself with 

the restoration of the USSR, I agree with the Marxian viewpoint in the sense that the 

Soviet Union is never coming back. The truth of the matter is, as Boym (2001) argues, 
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 The interview question that I asked reads as follows: “In your opinion, do you believe that Russian 

citizens’ admiration of the Soviet Union has increased, decreased, or remained constant over the course of 

the past twenty years?” In response, of those interviewees who stated that feelings of admiration towards 

the Soviet Union had remained “constant,” several further opined that such feelings would gradually 

subside with the passage of time, thus implying that as the elderly generation succumbs to mortality, so will 

the phenomenon of Soviet nostalgia. 
22

 The interview question that I asked reads as follows: “Do you think that the USSR will eventually be 

restored?” Just six interviewees thought that the Soviet Union would eventually be fully restored to its 

former self. 
23

 The interview question that I asked reads as follows: “Do you believe that the other nations of the former 

Union of Soviet Socialist Republics wish for a return to Soviet rule?” In response, several of my 

interviewees said that, more likely than not, many former Soviet citizens favor a return to the USSR today. 
24

 Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (New York: International Publishers Co., Inc., 

1981), 15. 
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the past can never truly be brought back to life, for if such a feat is ever attempted, then 

“…the past (will be) remade in the image of the present or a desired future…”
25

 Most 

Russians, irrespective of their nostalgia for the Soviet Union, share this sentiment. Yet 

why do they feel this way? 

 Part of the reason lies in that in spite of their discontent with the status quo, most 

Russians remain unwilling to initiate a massive overhaul of the prevailing socioeconomic 

order, out of a sense of concern regarding what type of change would accompany such an 

overhaul.
26

 This can be seen in that although people were disappointed by the fraudulent 

nature of the 2011 Duma elections coupled with Putin’s return to the presidency, the 

ensuing protests in Moscow proved to be unsustainable in the long-term. Based upon my 

fieldwork prior to the Duma elections and after Putin’s return to the presidency, the spirit 

of revolution was clearly not present in the regions at either time. People simply went 

about their daily lives. Hence, economics seemingly matters more so than politics. 

Ordinary citizens (especially pensioners) are primarily concerned with how reform may 

undermine (as opposed to improve) their respective livelihoods. If anything, while I 

found Russians to be quite knowledgeable about politics, the level of apathy in general 

(even around the peak of the 2011-2012 protests) is quite high. Simply put, most 

Russians are more concerned about receiving their paychecks than participating in street 

protests. 

Furthermore, although many have fond memories of the Soviet Union, they do not 

actually want to fully go back to the USSR in a wholesale manner. Upon being asked as 
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 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001), 354. 
26

 For a similar argument, see James Alexander, Political Culture in Post-Communist Russia: Formlessness 

and Recreation in a Traumatic Transition (London: MacMillan Press, 2000); and Ellen Carnaghan, Out of 

Order: Russian Political Values in an Imperfect World (University Park: The Pennsylvania State 

University Press, 2007). 
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to how they would react to the restoration of Communism and Soviet-style rule, only 

twelve out of sixty-nine interviewees said “positively.” In contrast, while seventeen 

interviewees said that they would react “negatively” to such a development, another 

twenty-three interviewees stated that the restoration of Communism and Soviet-style rule 

was simply “impossible.”
27

 In general, people tend to think as such because they have 

witnessed over the course of the past decade the consolidation of Russia’s political 

system, coupled with a rebound in the economy. Yet aside from these developments, 

many also do not aspire to reconstitute the Soviet Union because they know full well that 

the past was plagued by a plethora of problems too. In several instances my interviewees 

informed me that in spite of the complexity of life today, there is still much for which to 

be thankful. In pressing my interviewees here, they emphasized the availability of food, 

clothing, housing, land, and other commodities. In particular, the following quote by an 

interviewee of mine in Kazan aptly reveals that some Russians are well aware of the 

difference between the past and the present in terms of consumer product availability: 

 

Yes, the USSR was an industrialized superpower, but the USSR also had no toilet paper. 

Today, we have plenty of toilet paper in Russia, along with many other products available 

for purchase.
28

 

 

What Russians really yearn for today is not the Soviet Union per se, but the public 

services formerly provided to them courtesy of their previous governing entity. For the 

past twenty years, Russians have come to understand the institutional contours of the new 

socioeconomic order. The Soviet Union is thus but a relic of the past, confined to 
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 The interview question that I asked reads as follows: “How would you relate to the restoration of 

Communism and Soviet-style rule in Russia?” 
28

 Interview. Kazan. 31 Oct. 2011. My interviewee quoted here was a thirty-four year-old ethnic Tatar 

woman. 
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people’s memories. It cannot be restored, resurrected, or reconstituted, because neither 

the politicians nor the people truly want history to repeat itself. Still, we should not 

underestimate this phenomenon’s potential simply because many do not aspire to return 

to the USSR in its entirety. 

 

Nostalgia and Politics 

 

In discussing Soviet nostalgia, Lee (2011) traces the origins of this phenomenon 

to the “mid-1990s” around the time in which it was made evidently clear to the Russian 

public that the transition from socialism to capitalism would be an arduous endeavor.29 

That said, Lee further argues, “if the nostalgia of the mid-1990s started from the “inside,” 

i.e., as a genuinely popular impulse – after the end of the 1990s, it acquired its dynamic 

force from the “outside”,” thus implying that the Russian government is now purposively 

cultivating nostalgic sentiments in an effort to further enhance its political legitimacy.
30

 

Similarly, in discussing Russians’ desire to return to a “pre-perestroika state of affairs” 

Nadkarni and Shevchenko (2004) caution that the current Russian government seeks to 

coax the populace into complying with, or reaccepting, authoritarian rule today in 
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 Moonyoung Lee, “Nostalgia as a Feature of “Glocalization”: Use of the Past in Post-Soviet Russia,” 
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exchange for political stability by portraying the Brezhnev era as a time of peace and 

prosperity.
31

 

Today, this line of thought garners much attention. Yet such an argument is 

susceptible to criticism, namely for two reasons. On the first count, it appears as if 

feelings of Soviet nostalgia flourish independently of how the USSR in general and the 

Soviet leaders in particular are portrayed in the media today. On the second count, the 

notion that the Russian government purposively seeks to glorify its governing 

predecessor is somewhat strange, since the two regimes are (in an ideological sense) 

diametrically opposed to one another. In a similar vein, while some scholars posit that the 

Kremlin may utilize nostalgic sentiments pertaining to the “lost imperial grandeur” of the 

Soviet Union as a means to “generate political capital,”
32

 they seem to downplay the 

notion that doing so could serve to destabilize foreign relations with other countries, and 

possibly even have the adverse effect of portraying Russia as a revisionist power. 

Overall, if the Russian government seeks to propagate feelings of Soviet nostalgia for 

political purposes, then it does so at some risk. On this point, I do not seek to convey that 

propagating feelings of nostalgia serves no benefit to the Russian government, for the 

Kremlin clearly seeks to glorify certain historical aspects of the Soviet era. Hence, 

perhaps the Russian government is aware of the fact that it faces a crisis of legitimacy in 

terms of public service provisions in comparison to its predecessor, and thus chooses to 

downplay or ignore this feature of the past when engaging in a discussion about the 

Soviet past with its citizens. Still, propagating feelings of Soviet nostalgia now could 

come back to haunt the Russian government in the future. 
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In order to comprehend how nostalgia could influence future political 

developments, it is necessary to understand how power is exercised and contested within 

the post-Soviet space today. In discussing regime change, Hale (2005) posits that such an 

event is most likely to take place only at opportune moments (usually occurring around 

the period in which power is being contested via the holding of elections). In analyzing 

the Color Revolutions, Hale contends that regime change took place when influential 

ruling elites calculated that it was within their respective interests to turn against the 

sitting “patronal” president (usually upon perceiving him to be a “lame duck”).
33

 Aptly 

stated, politics in the post-Soviet space thus mostly runs on graft and greed, and political 

stability is largely predicated on “patronal” presidents possessing the capacity to 

effectively dole out spoils to subordinates. Bearing this in mind, on account of the 

pervasiveness of feelings of Soviet nostalgia, “in the event of some (as of yet unforeseen) 

socio-economic rupture, certain ruling elites in the midst of a power grab could possibly 

tap into popular sentiments vis-à-vis the USSR…,” and thereby mount a challenge to the 

ruling regime.
34

 

Of course, it is somewhat difficult to predict how such a challenge would arise, 

for it could plausibly come to fruition either from within United Russia or elsewhere. 

That being the case, the Communist Party of the Russian Federation seems to be best 

situated to reap the political benefits of Soviet nostalgia. However, if the Communists 

                                                 
33

 Henry E. Hale, “Regime Cycles: Democracy, Autocracy, and Revolution in Post-Soviet Eurasia,” World 

Politics Vol. 58, No. 1 (2005): 133-165. 
34

 Charles J. Sullivan, “Missing the Soviet Motherland: Nostalgia for the USSR in Russia Today,” Center 

on Global Interests – Rising Experts Task Force Working Paper (2013). 



245 

 

seek to capitalize on such sentiments via the ballot box, then they should consider 

revising their party platform for the express purpose of courting more Russian voters.
35

 

 

Concluding Thoughts 

 

According to Boym, “One is not nostalgic for the past the way it was, but for the 

past the way that it could have been. It is this past perfect that one strives to realize in the 

future.”
36

 Yet if this is so, then how much longer until the phenomenon of Soviet 

nostalgia disappears? Can such feelings survive beyond the life span of those who lived 

in Soviet times? 

Davis (1979) maintains that feelings of “collective nostalgia” as experienced by a 

society still coping with the effects of some “untoward major historic event” may well be 

necessary in order for the society in question to remain intact in the long run. In other 

words, such feelings are consequential, particularly at specific moments of major change 

because they “…may afford just enough time for the change to be assimilated into the 

institutional machinery of a society…”
37

 Nostalgia is thus deemed to be necessary 

because it helps uncertain individuals cope with complexity. Yet such an understanding 

alludes to the notion that nostalgia is an ephemeral phenomenon, destined to eventually 

wink out of existence, for if nostalgia “…defuses what could be a powerful, panic-prone 

reactivity to jarring change and uncertainty by turning it into tender musing and mutually 
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appreciative self-regard over a shared past,”
38

 then surely it must disappear once 

assimilation is complete. Perhaps this is so. Still, such an understanding is predicated on 

the assumption that assimilation will eventually come to an end. In other words, feelings 

of Soviet nostalgia should lessen with the passage of time, in light of that the elderly will 

succumb to mortality and the youth will come to comprehend the new institutional 

contours of society. 

More than twenty years now have passed since the end of Soviet rule. Yet have 

Soviet nostalgia levels lessened over time? In regards to this matter, Lee cites a variety of 

recent surveys (conducted by the Public Opinion Foundation, the All-Russian Center for 

the Study of Public Opinion (VTSIOM), and the Levada Analytical Center), all of which 

show feelings of Soviet nostalgia to be steadily increasing.
39

 That said, other scholars 

such as Sherlock (2011) cite survey research (conducted by VTSIOM) showing feelings 

of Soviet nostalgia to be extremely low among the Russian youth today, thus implying 

that the phenomenon will eventually disappear.
40

 My own survey results also reveal the 

youth to be the least likely to harbor nostalgic sentiments towards the Soviet past. That 

being the case, such feelings are not entirely absent, for considerable percentages of 

young Russians expressed feelings of regret over the Soviet collapse (32%), feelings of 
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pride vis-à-vis the USSR (33%), support for the restoration of the Soviet Union (22%), 

and approval of a return to Communist Party rule (15%).
41

 

 In terms of my fieldwork, I conducted ten interviews with young Russian citizens 

(ranging in ages between twenty-six and thirty-two-years-old and representing each of 

my federal subjects). I found them to be quite disgusted by the level of corruption in 

Russian society and uncertain about their respective futures. Furthermore, although some 

of them could not truly recall what life was like in Soviet times, they nonetheless 

seemingly longed for the past and made comparative evaluations to the present 

socioeconomic order. The following three quotations, taken from interviews of mine, 

illustrate this point: 

 

There is no certainty in Russia today…I do not think that the USSR will ever be restored, 

but I would welcome it…I would be happy if the Communists came back. I do not know 

what they are offering, but I would accept it. I am tired of all the unfulfilled promises.
42

 

 

If you worked hard under Soviet rule, you could be successful. Today, our society is 

dirty. We used to be certain about our future. Today, Russia lacks a moral code. There is 

also a massive wealth gap. We live today like we did before the 1917 Revolution. But we 

have more opportunities to realize ourselves today.
43

 

 

Today, many parents are more focused on making money than raising children. Our 

bureaucracy is also inefficient. We have to do their work for them. In terms of 

economics, the speed at which the USSR developed cannot be compared with the speed 

of our development. Today, our economy does not produce anything. We only supply 

raw materials to the rest of the world.
44
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There is no guarantee that the phenomenon of Soviet nostalgia will fade away 

with the passage of time. Instead, as long as public services remain “less than adequate,” 

a considerable segment of the Russian populace will continue to feel nostalgia (or some 

aberration of this phenomenon, considering that the Russian youth did not actually 

experience what life was like in Soviet times) for the past. Nostalgia for the Soviet Union 

is thus best understood not as a “rebellion against the modern idea of time” or as a “side 

effect of the teleology of progress” in the words of Boym,
45

 but as a “rebellion” against 

the status quo in Russia and a “side effect” of the deplorable state of public services 

provided by the government. 

 

Summary of Findings 

 

At the outset of this study, I surmised that feelings of Soviet nostalgia would turn 

out to be most polarized in Samara Oblast on account of the Kremlin’s recent economic 

modernization drive in this federal subject; most pervasive in Volgograd Oblast on 

account of that this federal subject formerly served as one of the primary battlefields in 

the Great Patriotic War; and least pervasive in the Republic of Tatarstan on account of 

the ethnic makeup of this federal subject. In other words, I posited that different variables 

would be responsible for influencing feelings of Soviet nostalgia within each of my case 

studies. In general, I hypothesized that the extent to which Russian citizens harbor 

feelings of Soviet nostalgia varies considerably based upon the premise that ordinary 

people belonging to different generations, hailing from different classes and nationalities, 
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and residing within different regions of the Russian Federation recall the USSR 

differently today. 

 My research findings indicate that while the extent to which Russian citizens 

harbor feelings of Soviet nostalgia varies, it does so primarily between generations. 

Accordingly, while feelings of Soviet nostalgia are quite pervasive, it is the elderly who 

are the most nostalgic for the USSR. Elderly Russians though are not nostalgic for the 

Soviet past simply on account of their age or seemingly because they attained “political 

consciousness” under Soviet rule, but in light of their dependency upon public services. 

In general, my case studies reveal this to be so, along with some additional insights. The 

case of Samara Oblast illustrates that those who have fared well in Russia’s transition 

from socialism to capitalism tend to harbor lesser feelings of nostalgia for the Soviet 

Union than the poor. Feelings of nostalgia appear to flourish among the financially 

insecure today owing to the substandard state of public services in Russia. That said, 

although the wealthy are not as nostalgic as the poor are for the Soviet Union, this does 

not translate into a strong showing of support on behalf of Russia’s nouveau riche for the 

status quo. Thus, in spite of that some people have fared rather well in the haphazard 

transition from socialism to capitalism, most people look to the future with a sense of 

uncertainty. The case study of Volgograd Oblast reveals that Russians neither long for a 

return to the time in which the Soviet Union served as a superpower in the international 

system nor the Second World War. Instead, Russians for the most part utilize such 

achievements as a means to instill within themselves a sense of confidence. Lastly, the 

case study of the Republic of Tatarstan shows that ethnic minorities (specifically Tatars) 

remain infused with feelings of Soviet nostalgia, an interesting finding in light of that 
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nationalism used to be quite pervasive in this federal subject during the 1990s. While 

nostalgic sentiments among Tatars are mainly grounded in materialistic considerations, 

some also long for the “Friendship of the Peoples” mentality and various privileges 

previously afforded to ethnic minorities in Soviet times. 

Finally, feelings of Soviet nostalgia appear to flourish independently of how the 

USSR is depicted in the media and school textbooks today, thereby somewhat 

discrediting the argument that Soviet nostalgia flourishes on account of the Russian 

government’s alleged propagation of such sentiments. In issuing this statement, I do not 

proclaim that the Russian government is not engaged in propagating feelings of Soviet 

nostalgia, or that the propagation of nostalgic sentiments in no way serves to the benefit 

of the Kremlin. Instead, I maintain that most Russians yearn for the former public 

services of the Soviet welfare state, and this does not appear to be so on account of any 

government-sponsored initiative. 

 

Theoretical Contributions 

 

In terms of theoretical contributions, my dissertation advances the scholarly 

community’s understanding of how the phenomenon of nostalgia operates in a social 

scientific context, particularly in the politics of memory subfield. To date, studies in this 

subfield tend to focus on the role of historical legacies in influencing political outcomes, 

as well as how historical events are manipulated or “shaped” by political elites for 

political purposes. 
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With respect to historical legacies, scholars such as Darden and Gryzmala-Busse 

(2006) contend that specific processes which took shape in the past can lay dormant for 

some time (and appear as seemingly innocuous), but then exert a major effect. As a case 

in point, in discussing the Soviet collapse, these scholars posit that the reason why certain 

Soviet Socialist Republics located along the western border of the USSR opted to secede 

was because the inhabitants of this region had already developed a strong national 

consciousness via “mass schooling” initiatives undertaken either prior to the onset of 

Soviet rule or during the interwar period. In contrast, none of the Central Asian SSRs 

initially opted for secession because nationalism was virtually nonexistent in this region 

prior to the onset of Soviet rule.
46

 Elsewhere, Pop-Eleches (2007) analyzes the role of 

historical legacies in terms of influencing democratization trajectories in the post-

Communist world. Accordingly, Pop-Eleches finds that certain legacies seemingly can 

exert either a positive or negative effect on institutional development. Unfortunately, 

however, Pop-Eleches’ study is largely inconclusive in terms of unearthing a specific 

legacy most responsible for explaining the variety of democratic and undemocratic 

regimes across the post-Soviet space today.
47

 

In regards to how historical events are manipulated or “shaped” by political elites, 

Shevel’s (2011) study on Spain and Ukraine addresses the issue of “divided historical 

memories.” Specifically, Shevel argues that the manner in which a government chooses 

to address certain historical controversies (such as the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) or 

the Ukrainian insurgent campaigns of the interwar period and the Second World War) 
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can exert an effect upon the state-building and nation-building processes within a given 

country. On this point, while the Spanish government has chosen to adhere to a 

“democratic memory” of the civil war (which arguably has assisted in furthering both the 

state-building and nation-building processes), the Ukrainian government believes in the 

importance of a “common historical memory.” Ukrainian politics, however, is plagued by 

bitter elite rivalries, thus making “the issue of historical memory” into a modern day 

political “battlefield.”
48

 

Generally speaking, none of these studies address the role which feelings of 

nostalgia play in terms of influencing the politics today. In this sense, my dissertation 

advances the scholarly discussion in the politics of memory subfield. Furthermore, I do 

not seek to discredit those studies which highlight the importance of elite activity in terms 

of manipulating or “shaping” shared understandings of history. Instead, my dissertation 

explores how history comes to be disseminated, absorbed, and internalized by a given 

populace, but from a more inclusive perspective. Hence, in my efforts to complement the 

“elite-centric” studies of this subfield, my work showcases the value of analyzing topics 

of social scientific inquiry by focusing mainly on the masses. 

In order for Soviet nostalgia to disappear, Russians must let go of the USSR. 

Sadly though, letting go is not easy for many, especially when the future appears bleak. 

Feelings of Soviet nostalgia among Russians relate to a strong sense of popular 

discontent with the status quo. Like the Swiss soldiers whom Johannes Hofer diagnosed 

as suffering from some mysterious illness centuries ago, many Russians exhibit similar 

symptoms. Nowadays, few people hold out high hopes for the future. Perhaps this has 
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always been the case, but some of my interviewees alluded to the notion that such an 

outlook is a rather new phenomenon. On this point, I recall several of my interviewees 

saying that people used to look to the future with a sense of hope in Soviet times. For 

most, however, life has worsened since the Soviet collapse, and as a consequence, the 

common bond once shared between citizen and state has been shattered. Thus, it is in this 

sense that nostalgia matters today. 

Russians are quite adept at dealing with adversity. Throughout the early half of 

the twentieth century, they were forced to endure revolution, civil war, famine, and the 

Terror, only to be followed thereafter by the Second World War. However, for a 

considerable period of time afterwards, Russians came to know something else: stability. 

In retrospect, the post-Stalinist era was a time characterized by a sense of certainty, and 

the Soviet welfare state served as the bedrock of life. It gave citizens a sense of 

predictability. Tragically, this was suddenly stripped away from them. Today, the public 

services of the past are just that, for Russia’s citizens must now find a way to survive 

largely on their own initiatives. Still, as long as people unfavorably evaluate the present 

in comparison to the past, they will continue to look backward. And it is in this sense that 

the legacy of the Soviet welfare state serves to influence Russian politics today. 

 

Future Research 

 

 The study of nostalgia constitutes part of a greater research agenda in regards to 

how historical legacies influence actors as they cope with adversity and uncertainty in 

their lives. Bearing this in mind, it would be interesting to see if feelings of nostalgia 
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remain as pervasive throughout the post-Soviet space as they do in Russia today. An 

extension of this study into several of the other newly independent countries of the 

former Soviet Union would thus yield greater insight into whether feelings of Soviet 

nostalgia are primarily based on materialistic considerations (i.e. the disappearance of the 

Soviet welfare state).
49

 Relatedly, a study on feelings of nostalgia as they pertain to other 

former socialist countries (such as the former Yugoslavia) could also yield some 

fascinating insights into how ordinary citizens evaluate the present in comparison to the 

past. 

 Nostalgia speaks a “global language”
50

 in that it can be found anywhere in the 

world. It has been with humankind for several centuries, and it will likely be with us in 

the future, albeit surely in different varieties. Yet nostalgia seems most likely to appear in 

the aftermath of upheaval. Thus, in our efforts to further enrich the politics of memory 

subfield, social scientists should look to analyze this phenomenon in social settings where 

ordinary people are contending with transformative forces beyond their control. And in 

doing so, we will come to learn more about how ordinary people cope with change, 

redefine their identities, and evaluate the present through the prism of the past. 
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