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Ten years ago, I happened to write an article for the American quarterly Foreign 

Affairs, which came to be spoken of as ‘the X-article’ and received a good deal more 

attention at the hands of the press than I am sure it deserved. It was a discussion of the 

nature of the Soviet regime and of the problem it posed for Western society.  

 

In recent months, many people have asked me how the same problem looks to me 

today and whether I would still take the same reassuring view of the prospects for 

coping with it that I was able to take in 1947. This is a big question and I cannot treat 

it exhaustively in such a series of brief talks; I can touch only on certain individual 

aspects of it. But the moment does seem propitious for such a discussion; and one 

may hope that even a few cursory reflections will be useful.  

 

What I wish to discuss here is the internal Soviet scene, and its implications for us. 

Ten years ago, in writing the X-article, I was obliged to draw attention to the 

handicaps that rested at that time on Soviet economic development: the enormity of 

the destruction suffered during the war, the physical and spiritual exhaustion of the 

Soviet people, the uneven development of the Soviet economy to date, and the sad 

state of Soviet agriculture.  

 

Today I am free to confess that Soviet economic progress in the intervening years, in 

the fate of these handicaps, has surpassed anything I then thought possible. In the 

brief space of twelve years, the Soviet people have succeeded not only in recovering 

from the devastations of the war but in carrying forward a programme of 

industrialisation which has made Russia second only to the United States in industrial 

output generally, and about equal to her, we are told, in the production of military 

goods. The recent launching of the earth satellite has been only a dramatisation, 

misleading in some respects perhaps but revealing in others, of this impressive 

economic success.  

 

While conceding to the Soviet leaders and the Soviet people all the respect they 

deserve for this achievement, we must be careful not to exaggerate its significance. 

This expansion of the Soviet economy has taken place at a time when the economies 

of other countries have also been expanding rapidly. During this same post-war period 

the growth in the productive capacity of my own country, for example, has probably 

actually been greater, in absolute terms, than that of Russia.  

 

It is true that the comparative rate of growth in Russia from year to year has been 

greater than in the United States; and if these trends should be continued indefinitely, 

the Russians would no doubt eventually catch up with us, and out-produce us in many 

respects. But actually I think it unlikely that the rate of growth of the Soviet economy 

will be maintained for long at the recent level. Russia has been enjoying, up to this 
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point, many of the possibilities for rapid growth that attend relatively early stage of 

industrialisation. Her economy is no coming into maturity; she is beginning to run up 

against problems, organisational problems, manpower problems, and others, which 

are familiar to all the advanced industrial countries. There is n evidence to date that 

she has better answers than the rest of us to these peculiar problems of the advanced 

industrial society.  

 

Economic Imbalance  

We must also remember that the general imbalance which has always characterised 

the development of the Soviet economy has not yet been fully overcome. Soviet 

economic progress has thus far represented essentially the fulfilment of a programme 

of military industrialisation. Its success has been purchased at the cost of the serious 

neglect and even exploitation of other branches of the economy, as well as a 

continued repression of living standards. Agriculture, in particular, was shamefully 

neglected and abused throughout the Stalin era: and while Stalin’s successors have 

indeed made efforts to overcome some of the abuses, many of us are not convinced 

that they have yet arrived at a correct analysis of the problem or that they are prepared 

to do what would be necessary to meet it. It remains to be demonstrated that 

collectivisation, as practised up to this time in the Soviet Union, is really a feasible 

and hopeful manner of developing the agricultural resources of a great country. The 

experience of the satellite area would certainly not seem to indicate that it is; and even 

in the Soviet Union the collective farm system has now had to be supplemented by 

what we in America would call the ploughing up of the dustbowl, a practice we are 

coming to recognise as short-sighted and undesirable.  

 

Had a normal balance been observed in the shaping of Russia’s economic growth in 

these last two or three decades, it is questionable whether the development of its 

industrial sector would have been appreciably more rapid than that of other countries 

in a comparable stage of industrialisation. It is often forgotten that, even prior to the 

Revolution, Russian industry was already developing very rapidly, but under quite 

another system, and without the distortions and hardships that have attended its forced 

growth under Soviet power. But when all of this is taken into account, the economic 

progress achieved in Russia in recent years does remain impressive; and I think we 

must, barring unforeseeable accidents, expect it to continue into the future, though at a 

somewhat decreasing rate.  

 

When we turn to the political side of the internal Russian scene, things are much more 

uncertain. Here two problems present themselves. The first is that of the distribution 

of power among the members of the top group and the periodic transmission of it 

from one set of hands to another. The other is the satisfaction of the demands of the 

people below, particularly the academic youth and the cultural intelligentsia, for 

greater freedom of thought and expression. One is a problem of relationships within 

the top echelons of the regime, the other of relationships between the regime and the 

people.  

 

Channels of Personal Advancement  

The situation in the senior echelons of the regime is characterised by the fact that the 

Communist Party has been, in recent years, by no means the only channel of 

advancement to personal power and influence in the Soviet system. Industrial 

management, the armed services, and to some extent science and engineering, have 
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provided careers in many ways more attractive than that of the regular apparatus of 

the party. These external professional empires have been only loosely linked to the 

party: through the membership of a few of their senior figures in top party 

policymaking bodies: the Presidium and the central committee.  

 

In the period following Stalin’s death Khrushchev had no choice but to share power 

extensively with these outside entities, as a means both of consolidating his personal 

position and of enabling the system to survive the shock occasioned by Stalin’s death. 

More recently, he has been trying to divest himself of this somewhat cloying 

partnership, to reassert the clear predominance of the party over all these professional 

elements, and at the same time to strengthen his own position of personal 

predominance within the party. Were he to succeed in all this, the result would be the 

re-establishment of a form of Stalinism, only minus (thus far at least) the terrorism of 

the secret police.  

 

Khrushchev has now been formally successful in a number of these efforts. The 

expulsion of Zhukov was only the last and most important of them. But this success 

has been purchased at a heavy cost. There is a great deal more talent in Russia today 

outside the apparatus of the Communist Party than inside it. Khrushchev has now 

offended and estranged from the central political process, one by one, the 

intelligentsia, the industrial managers, and a portion of the officers’ corps of the 

armed services. He has now achieved the pinnacle of power he wanted; but he is 

rather isolated up there, and one suspects it is becoming a bit chilly.  

 

Plainly, this is not a stable situation. It is hard to see how real stability can be 

achieved until some regular arrangement is made for the representation of these 

professional hierarchies in the key processes of government. But if this is done, what 

becomes of the traditional role of the party? The Soviet leaders stand here at a parting 

of the ways: either they keep up with the times and change the system, or they relapse 

into the rigidities of Stalinism, at an ever-increasing cost to the ultimate soundness of 

the system itself.  

 

The same sort of a dilemma, but even more marked, exists in the relationship between 

V the regime and the people. Much has been written, in recent months, about the 

restlessness of the Soviet intelligentsia and the student youth, and its causes. Several 

commentators have correctly pointed out that the Soviet Government is in this case 

the author of its own difficulties. By its admirable programme of popular education, 

which in many ways deserves V our respect, it has created a new educated class 

which is simply not prepared to accept the old devices of communist thought control, 

and is determined to do its thinking for itself. Here, as well as among the older figures 

of the Russian cultural world, there is now a powerful and in fact irrepressible 

demand for complete intellectual and cultural freedom.  

 

Controlling the Intellectuals  

Stalin’s successors, thinking to undo some of the evil effects of his ruthless repression 

of intellectual and artistic activity, at first made moderate concessions to the feelings 

of the intellectuals. The effect of these concessions was mainly to reveal the full depth 

of the unhappiness of these people and the startling degree to which the Marxist-

Leninist ideology had lost its power over their minds and creative impulses. 
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Frightened at what they saw, the leaders have recently drawn back, and have made a 

fumbling effort to reimpose something like the old Stalinist controls over cultural life.  

 

But surely this is no adequate response. Once again, the position of the regime is a 

precarious one. It is already too late to recapture minds which have begun to ask 

troubled and penetrating questions. If the leaders attempt to go further along the road 

of repression, they will only alienate the intelligentsia entirely, and lose its 

indispensable co-operation in maintaining the morale and enthusiasm of the people at 

large. If, on the other hand, they go further in the attempt to meet the real needs of the 

educated strata of the people, they will find no stopping point short of complete 

cultural freedom; and whether this is compatible with Communist rule is a question to 

which the Communists themselves have, on many occasions, given a negative answer.  

 

The pattern which we are obliged to discern, then, on the Russian internal scene is a 

mixed one: economic progress, yes, but against a background of deepening crisis on 

the political front, crisis in the relationship of the senior figures to each other, crisis in 

their relationship to the people over whom they rule, slow crisis, to be sure, not likely 

to come to a head tomorrow; but serious and logical crisis, not readily to be resolved 

by anything short of complete cultural and political freedom.  

 

What does this pattern of internal realities in Russia mean for us here in the West? Let 

us take first the economic advance. The Soviet Government has, of course, lost no 

occasion to exploit this sort of achievement for political purposes. It has endeavoured 

at every turn to present itself as participating in an all-out competition with the 

Western countries for industrial growth, and then to interpret every element of its 

economic progress as a triumph for its own system of economy and a defeat for the 

Western world. A great many people in my own country, and I think in other 

countries as well, have come unconsciously to accept this Soviet thesis, to believe that 

every Soviet gain is automatically our loss, and to see our salvation as dependent on 

our ability to outpace Russia in every phase of her economic progress.  

 

I am bound to say that I cannot see it this way at all. There is nothing unnatural in the 

fact that Russia is now rapidly industrialising. Her development in past centuries has 

lagged behind that of the Western peoples. She has a large and vigorous population, 

rich in talents of every sort. She occupies a territory liberally endowed with the 

resources which permit successful industrialisation everywhere. If, given these facts 

and the spirit of the modern age, the Russian people were not now rapidly 

industrialising their country, this, rather than what is occurring today, would be the 

true wonder.  

 

Life as ‘One Great Sporting Event’  

I cannot find it in my heart to begrudge the Russians this kind of success; nor can I 

see that we are in any way handicapped by it in our attack on our own problems. If the 

Soviet Government loves to portray itself as embarked on a desperate economic 

competition with us, I do not see that we are under any obligation to accept this 

interpretation. One sometimes has the impression that Mr. Khrushchev sees 

international life as one great sporting event where they and we contend for goals 

which they, not we, have defined, and where the world looks on. Not a day passes, for 

example, but what the Moscow press summons the Soviet people to catch up with and 

surpass America in the per capita production of meat, milk, and butter. I simply 
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cannot concede that we are engaged in any such competition. We in the United States 

have enough of these things. Our problem is not to produce more of them. I should 

hope that the Russian people, too, would soon have all they need of these and other 

articles of consumption; and whether this is more or less than our per capita 

production seems to me supremely unimportant. When they do reach this point, they 

will discover, as some of us are now discovering, that this is not the final solution to 

all things—that the most serious problems of modern life only begin with the 

achievement of material plenty.  

 

When I think of the enthusiasm of people in Moscow today for economic 

development, it puts me in mind of my own youth in the American Middle West, and 

of the inordinate pleasure many of us used to take in the headlong economic progress 

of that region. We Americans were known as the Babbits of the nineteen-twenties; 

and this we were. But many of us at least became conscious of the shallowness of this 

outlook; and it was, after all, an American who coined the word for it. The Russians 

are now the Babbits of the mid-century; but so far, being good materialists, they have 

shown no awareness of the limitations of this outlook. It will be a happy day for 

everyone when they, too, have solved their problem of production and can join us in 

grappling with some of the deeper, more subtle, and more significant problems that lie 

at the end rather than the beginning of the economic rainbow.  

 

Military Aspects of Economic Progress  

Many of my own countrymen would reply to these observations by saying: ‘What you 

say is all very well; but how about the military aspects of Soviet economic progress? 

Do they not spell the deepest and most terrible sort of danger for us?  

 

I hope later on to speak in greater detail about the military problem. Let me say at this 

point only that I fail, again, to understand the frame of mind that sees in every 

evidence of Soviet economic or scientific progress some new deterioration in Western 

security. One is moved to wonder, sometimes, how long it will be before people can 

bring themselves to realise that the ability to wreak terrible destruction on other 

peoples now rests in a fairly large number of hands, and that the danger is already so 

great that variations in degree do not have much meaning. I am not particularly 

concerned to learn whether our Soviet friends could, if they wished, destroy us seven 

times over or only four times; nor do I think that the answer to this danger lies in the 

indefinite multiplication of our own present ability to do fearful injury to them. Our 

problem is no longer to prevent people from acquiring the ability to destroy us; it is 

too late for that. Our problem is to see that they do not have the will or the incentive 

to do it. For this, we have to preserve our deterrent capacity. But that is a limited task. 

It does not necessarily imply an endless industrial and scientific race with Russia. 

  

Again, it will be argued by anxious people: ‘Yes, but if the Russians gain on us in the 

race for economic development, the peoples of the underdeveloped areas of the world 

will come to look to them rather than to us for economic guidance, and then where 

will we be? ‘This, too, is something about which I shall have some things to say on 

another occasion. Suffice it to observe here that it strikes me as a dangerous thing for 

us to assume that our security must depend on keeping the Russians indefinitely from 

shouldering their share of responsibility for giving this sort of aid and guidance. 

People have things to learn from Russia as well as from us. There will be many ways 

in which our economic system, based as it is on the specifics of our legal and 
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commercial tradition, will not be fully relevant to the problems of people elsewhere, 

and where the Russians might have more to offer. But the same will be true 

conversely. These things must be permitted to find their own level; and when they do, 

I am sure that there will be no lack of opportunity and of work for all of us.  

 

The fact is that we in the West are, of course, engaged in a competition with Russia; 

but it is not the kind of competition the Russians claim it is. We are not pursuing the 

same objectives. We are not at the same stage of development; our tasks are scarcely 

similar. The real competition is rather to see who moves most rapidly and successfully 

to the solution of his own peculiar problems and to the fulfilment of his own specific 

ideals.  

 

How to Counter the Russian Threat  

To my own countrymen who have often asked me where best to apply the hand to 

counter the Soviet threat, I have accordingly had to reply: to our American failings—

to the things we are ashamed of in our own eyes: to the racial problem, to the 

conditions in our big cities, to the education and environment of our young people, to 

the growing gap between specialised knowledge and popular understanding. I imagine 

that similar answers could be found for the other Western countries. I would like to 

add that these are problems which are not going to be solved by anything we or 

anyone else does in the stratosphere. If solutions are to be found for them it will be 

right here on this familiar earth, in the dealings among men and in the moral struggles 

of the individual. If one had to choose between launching satellites and continuing to 

give attention to these more homely problems, I should say a hundred times the latter, 

for unless we make progress in them, no satellite will ever save us. Whether we win 

against the Russians is primarily a question of whether we win against ourselves. So 

much for our reaction to the economic progress in Russia.  

 

There are converse dangers to be guarded against in our reaction to the political 

dilemmas with which the Soviet leaders are now confronted. Since their problems are 

not our problems, we will do well not to claim triumph from every one of their 

reverses. We have ourselves not found perfect solutions to the questions of political 

life in the industrial age. But, beyond this, let us not forget that the happiness of the 

peoples under Soviet rule is involved in the solution of these problems. There is a 

certain intimacy between the fortunes of rulers and ruled even in the curious 

relationships of the authoritarian state; and I for one could wish, in the interests of the 

Russian people, that Russia’s progress toward more mature political institutions might 

proceed with as little violence and trouble as possible.  

 

My plea, then, is for greater detachment and reservation of judgement on our part 

toward internal happenings in Russia. Their world is not our world; their fortunes 

need not always be the diametrical opposite of our own. We have reason neither to 

quake before the spectacle of Soviet economic progress nor to crow over the fact that 

the Soviet Government faces political dilemmas at home. Our problem is rather with 

the external behaviour of the Soviet leaders; and it is to this that I shall turn in the next 

of these talks. 

 


