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The evolutionary-institutional school of thought did not emerge in Russia, but in 
the United States and Western Europe and during the 1920s and 1930s. With this 
inquiry we shall investigate how selected Russian and Soviet scholars perceived 

some key ideas were thwarted while others were selected for absorption into their 
social and economic sciences over the last century.

thought to characterize and also limit Russian social development. Our second 
section deals with some of the critics of the evolutionary-institutional tradition in 
economic thought advanced by Soviet thinkers in the 1930s through the 1980s. 
The third section presents institutional thinking derived from selected contribu-
tions of Soviet political economists and sociologists. The fourth section considers 
the spread of this tradition in social science thinking in Russia, starting with the 
early post-Soviet era and running to the present. Finally, the main conclusions are 
presented in summarized form.

Inversion cycles and discontinuities in 
Russian social development
At the beginning of the 1990s, Alexandr Akhiezer introduced the idea that Russia’s 

 

for Russia, and can be visualized as rocking vibrations moving between two con-
trasting poles. These cycles are noted to emerge related to an outright rejection of 
a full set of societal values and practices that should be, but are not, preserved and 
relied upon as previously accumulated knowledge.

inversion cycles tend to prove disruptive and thereby contribute to disorganization, 
reducing prospects for societal progress. Disruptions can occur when previously 

-
zation in a subsequent historical era. Akhiezer relates such inversion cycles to the 
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elements of culture that cannot be reduced to the previous polar extremes.
One way that inversion cycles manifest themselves and work themselves out 

is that, over a span of Russian history, each new historical turn in social devel-
opment denies the hard-earned cultural practices and traditions that could be 

the unity and continuity of Russian society, rendering social development if not 
impossible, then extremely costly, as mistakes that are made tend to be irrevers-
ible. The long Soviet era, or even the shorter era known by the term Perestroika 
that arose and fell in the second half of the 1980s, offers vivid examples of inver-
sion cycles, demonstrating that as a previous era is cast out, members of Russian 
society are faced with starting a new historical era that is plagued by opposing and 

era largely unable to synthesize values drawn from the previous era.
For this inquiry, we think that Akhiezer’s notion of inversion cycles offers a 

fruitful framework for our efforts to understand the how evolutionary-institutional 
thought has been perceived and dealt with in Russia. While Akhiezer’s notion and 
application of inversion cycles serve to frame our inquiry, his thinking is also sup-

Soviet political economy and institutional thought
When formed into a well-developed and comprehensive approach, as well as a 

-
ally during the Decade of the 1920s.2 For some decades prior, and in the United 

-
 

towards advancing Russian institutional thought from abroad. With the rise and 
later domination of bolshevism as a political ideology, that was also put to prac-
tice in the newly established Soviet Union, evolutionary-institutional thinking 

thwarted phase -
ated overseas met pointed and harsh criticisms from those in the nascent Soviet 

that played such a central role in the development of economic thinking in that 
formative and also turbulent era of early, Soviet economic history.

-
ing which those advancing ideas in Economic Science were engaged in competing 

writings were better known in Russia than anywhere else in the world, except for in 
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Das Kapital, 
Band I 

Ten years later the Communist Manifesto, that Marx and Friedrich Engels had coau-

Up to the start of the 20th century, Marx’s thinking increased in popularity 
among Russian intellectuals and in this manner came to exert effects on pub-
lic opinion and later on the course of Russian history. After the successes of 

widespread acceptance of his thinking within the Soviet context is that Marx not 
only advanced a critique of capitalism, but he also offered a vision, according to 

-
tions of capitalism and in a manner that also proved congruent with a centralized 
society forged in Russia long before the start of the 20th century.

The ascendency of the Bolsheviks to dominance with the October Revolution 

endorsement of Marx’s orientation, while simultaneously limiting the prospects 
for other economic approaches, including evolutionary-institutional thinking.

in economics advanced by Veblen and some others was regarded coolly, for 
this school of thought was held suspect and deemed a competitor to the domi-

Foundations 
of Leninism

 -

main criterion for evaluation of other social and economic concepts. Therefore, 
-

ceived as a reactionary class during those times, such an economic doctrine or 

without penetrating into the deeper structures of social relations of production that 
clearly included class relations.

out by the Soviet leadership, and for investigating and explaining developments 
taking place in the recently formed Soviet economic and social order. And curi-

critiques emerged and took form as competing schools. However, these competing 

got started in the Soviet Union during the early years of the Grand Experiment.
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Veblen’s contribution, in particular, can be found in The Subjective School in 
Political Economy 
and historian of economic thought, Blyumin’s writings suggest that institutional-
ism offers a theoretical alternative to marginalism, in the tradition established by 
Alfred Marshall and that came to dominate in Great Britain and across the vast 
colonial and post-colonial empire. Towards the end of his book, entitled Sketches 
of Modern Bourgeois Theoretical Economics (On the Characterization of the 
Social School), 

important to stress that with his book Blyumin also sought to characterize trends 

-

Criticism of Bourgeois Political 
Economy,

-
ists failed in using appropriate Marxian analytical categories and in emphasizing 

by introducing and integrating what John R. Commons refers to as the notion of 
Legal Foundations of Capitalism

reasonable, he connects its mean-
ing with court rulings that interpret this term as what can be sustained over time.

Though some of Blyumin’s critical points regarding institutionalism were 
clearly polemical in character, still many of his points proved accurate and have 
retained their importance and relevance until the present. Among these endur-

-

-
tion, Blyumin wrote of some of the historical relationships between the changing 
conditions and the need for new theoretical understandings. He indicated that 

and Francis
Not for distribution
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American and European institutionalism could be viewed as an outgrowth of new 
tendencies in the development of capitalist economies; such as the increasing con-
centration of capital and, relatedly, the dominant roles assumed by monopolies, 
as well as the changing roles of the banking sector, the growth of the trade union 

individual interests.
At the time that Blyumin leveled his critiques, seminal contributions of estab-

interpretations, the pointed criticisms posed by Blyumin offered the service of 
spelling out comprehensive views advanced by the institutionalist thinkers that 
he considers. Because his critiques were not intended to enrich the new Soviet 
political economy of socialism with the importation of institutionalist ideas, this 
suggests to us a fairly clear example of what we interpret as a sign of the proclivity 
for inversion cycles, noted by Alexandr Akhiezer and introduced above, that are 

such ideas were held at the long end of a broom.

thought endured over the next decades. Appearing in the 1950s as an entry into 
The Great Soviet Encyclopedia,
most vicious enemies of the working class among all of the representatives of 

Russian scholars were prone to stress that institutionalists offered a theoretical 

development. More pointedly, institutionalists were thought to be 

in the subsequent edition of the The Great Soviet Encyclopedia, V. S. Afanasyev 

As pointed and as harsh as these critiques appear, nevertheless, some Soviet 

-
ing in the Russian language and that was exclusively devoted towards offering a 
clear analysis of institutionalism and its advances over time. Our research sug-
gests that her book delivers the most complete statement of institutional concepts 

reprinted twice during the year 2011. Of special interest is that Sorokina empha-

throughout the world, but not back home in the USSR. She is of the expressed 
opinion that the widespread renaissance in institutionalist thinking was further 
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downturn suggested a lack of effectiveness of Keynesian concepts and especially 
of a state’s ability to regulate an economy and implement policies that could 

by Keynes and his followers, along with exponents of the neoclassical school 
as a whole, fell into disfavor and institutional ideas attracted new supporters. 

institutional thinking went far beyond the United States and included widely 
acclaimed thinkers such as Swedish economist Gunnar Myrdal, the French econ-

.

of anti-communism, the bourgeois, and revisionist concepts of social develop-

-
tions hampered the possibilities for fruitful exchanges of ideas between Soviet 
social scientists and those advancing institutional thought from outside of the 
Soviet Union.

-
tional thinking in the Soviet Union, still the battles fought to thwart its arrival 

emergence of a better-balanced analysis of the views of institutionalists, and that 
some of the most important contributions coming in from abroad were actually 
translated, published, and distributed.

Thorstein Veblen’s The Theory of the Leisure Class: An Economic Study in 
Institutions 

translated more than 80 years later and then disseminated in Russian in book form 

-
raphy of Veblen, as well as a comprehensive summary of the main ideas that he 
had contributed over the course of his productive career. Sorokina authored this 

An Economic Study in 
Institutions
still banned in the 1980s.

The abstract for this book indicates that the views of Veblen were judged as 

-
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Institutionalist approaches of Soviet thinkers

divisions were also affected by the importance of the respective areas relative to the 

-
tions, members of this large community tended to remain unaware of tendencies in 
economic thought taking place outside of the Soviet Union’s borders.

Notwithstanding and commencing during the 1980s, some Soviet research sci-

the procrustean bed
productive forces, production relations, and class. A category of organizational 
and economic relations proposed by prominent Russian economist-academician 

The Dialectic of the Socialistic Economy 

thinking and is clearly found in the title Institutionalism in Russian Economic 
Thought  

hindsight, we can note that this proposed division paralleled ideas also advanced 
in the writings of Douglass North, and so was seen as an important advance in 
the orientation of the institutionalist framework emerging in post-Soviet Russia. 

his writings, although he actively supported the development of institutionalist 
research as Russia emerged out of the post-Soviet era.3

While topics dealing with the political economy of socialism remained largely 
closed to those researchers interested in advancing institutionalist thinking, the 

-
Kommunist

an area of autonomy in sociological research through introducing an approach 

with this approach, the upper level of sociological knowledge should be recog-
historical 

materialism -

 
p. 3), later stressed that this article by Glezerman et al. emphasized that the dis-
cipline of Sociology does not stand in contradiction to either Marxist philosophy 
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or Marxist ideology and, in this manner, Yadov managed to create some room for 
sociological inquiry that included the use of approaches that had previously been 

Our interpretation is that this article’s publication helped to facilitate a compro-
mise that offered Soviet scholars an opportunity to carry out research at the level 
of the third tier, while freeing these scholars from having to peg their research to 

-
sis, and sociological surveys that assisted in bringing this discipline further and 

This newly created space for sociology allowed for developing ways for summa-
rizing collected empirical data of studies undertaken.

-
sizes, was also distinguished by its orientation towards a systemic analysis of 
social phenomena through insightful empirical research and interpretation. This 
school initially emerged as a department focused on societal problems within the 

on developments taking place at home in the USSR, and later in transitioning 

and enduring institutions that have proved integral to Russian economic develop-
ment over the long run. This school rejects the idea that the framework associated 
with a market economy is to be considered as the universal organizational model. 
Furthermore, the Novosibirsk school stresses that economic relations are not to be 
investigated in an atomistic fashion, but as integral to the entire social structure. 

The Great 
Transformation.

Members of the team of sociologists from Novosibirsk are often referred to 

-
cepts of a social mechanism of economic development. 

meaning of this expression. We judge this as the key development that placed 
institutions at the core of social science inquiry in Russia in the late Soviet era, 

in the USSR.
for the Western audience in 1990, although before then his ideas were known 
through a publication titled Novosibirsk Report, which we assess reads something 
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a copy of this Report from the closed conference in Novosibirsk in April 1983, 
and then the Washington Post published this information in August of that year 

this document through the Washington Post  of General 
Secretary Michael Gorbachev’s reform program that would later be popularized 
as Perestroika.

advances by the Novosibirsk School promoted an understanding that institutions 
proved integral and helped to constitute the subject matter for sociology inquiry.

Russian institutional thought more recently
While it could be argued that institutional thought experienced a long incuba-
tion period stretching over many decades, the situation changed after 1991 and 

that the sudden and unexpected collapse of the Soviet experiment brought with 

accumulated over the years, as they were suddenly faced with reinitiating their 

world’s larger economic conversation, borrowing this term and metaphor from 

of the tradition of the political economy of socialism, the neoclassical approach 
was quickly introduced into university curricula in Economic Science. However, 
this approach proved inadequate for explaining many of the challenges facing 
a post-Soviet Russia. There were a host of reasons cited, including that mar-
kets had not been thoroughly introduced for allocating the factors of production 
of land, labor, and capital. Because of the rapid pace of transition away from 
planned and towards market economy, the neoclassical approach failed to win 

the neoclassical discourse tended to scare away many potential members from 
joining, for this school poses barriers for understanding by relying upon reduc-

-
classical paradigm thereby created and provided fertile ground for institutionalist 
approaches. For a thorough description of these developments, please see, for 

spread of institutional thought in post-Soviet Russia. First, is the sudden and 
-

panied by a disbelief in what had been the supporting doctrines. Consequently, 
institutionalists who had been studying capitalist economies and societies shifted 
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to a new position and were no longer seen as ideological opponents, but rather 
as wanted members of the new generation of potential theoretical contributors. 
Second, newly found openness of post-Soviet Russia to global markets, including 
the markets for ideas, provided new channels through which the achievements 
of foreign economists, institutional theorists among them, were received in the 
new Russia. Third, the popularity of institutionalist thought was conditioned by a 
pressing need for an active construction of new institutions necessary for a quickly 
transforming Russia. So the privatization of Russian industry and the accompany-
ing emergence of visible oligarchs that were also seen as integral to the transition 
to market economy rendered Veblen’s penetrating critiques of the power of big 

The 
Theory of Business Enterprise

be recognized as a publishing house that became specialized in translations of 
evolutionary-institutional works drawn from foreign sources, and that could be 
effectively disseminated across a broad Russian readership. About ten titles in the 

and 2012, and through this one publishing house.
-

sion cycles, then Russia in the post-Soviet era could be described as entering into 
the opposite phase of what during the Soviet era was dominated by emphasis 

Soviet era marks the transition from institutional thought in a thwarted phase 
to a 

Our interpretation of what is represented in Figure 8.1 is that in 1990s there 
took place a sharp transition away from criticizing and rejecting institutional 
thought in the economic arena, to the dissemination of ideas across a large 
domestic community of economists, with ideas that also penetrated and altered 

thinking into Russian economic and social thought. This decade could also be 
considered in a sense as a golden age

transition, numerous writings of Western authors were translated and published, 

most cases, these introductions also provided platforms for Russian scholars to 
offer their professional judgments of ideas coming in from Western economists. 

and European Union countries, assisted with rapid translations into Russian and 
then the publication and dissemination of notable works authored by foreign insti-

on institutional economics that were widely distributed throughout the geographic 
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-
porting of contacts between Russian economists with their foreign counterparts. 
Numerous educational, as well as research and publishing, projects that involved 
hundreds of experts from Russia and some of the former Soviet republics were 

bringing Russian institutionalists up to a world standard.

Discussion and conclusion
At the start of this inquiry we distinguished two distinct phases in the Russian 

thwarted phase by its tendency 
of outright rejection of institutional thought during the long Soviet era, and this 
rejecting seems related to the Soviet leadership’s interest in ensuring the domi-

can notice dramatic increases in levels of interests in institutional thought that 

tends to conform with Akhiezer’s understanding and uses of inversion cycles for 
shedding some needed light on Russian historical experiences that also include 
intellectual history.

From this angle, we could then consider some of the contributions of Russian 
institutionalists as efforts to reduce the swings of such cycles, and through, in 
a sense, offering a median utilitarian culture that attempts to create new mid-
dle ground for ameliorating Russia’s historic tendencies to rapidly move towards 
polar extremes without drawing bearings from the past. For institutionalists, this 
means the creation of original Russian concepts that serve to integrate native 

Figure 7.1 
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advancements into the original institutional thought selected from abroad, and 
then integrated into Soviet and now Russian economic thought.

-

economy of socialism based upon Marxian ideas in Soviet interpretation. And 
consequently, economists faced limited opportunities for absorbing, much less 
originating, ideas in the evolutionary-institutional tradition. The exception was to 
critique institutional contributions for their spurious bourgeois tendencies.

Our understanding is that, with the ending of the Soviet era, and starting with 
the 1992 founding of the Russian Federation, the transition era of the last two 
decades has indeed offered Russian thinkers greater opportunities for exposure to 
and adoption of foreign ideas in social and economic sciences.

relies upon ideas advanced by foreign institutionalists. At the same time a dis-
cernible group of Russian-based institutionalists has already emerged and there 
is on its way towards becoming well established. Some of their contributions 

the rise of a home-grown Russian institutionalism. With these advances in mind, 
recent advances in Russian institutional thought now require domestic biogra-
phers and historians focused on social and economic thought.

To complete this inquiry, we would like to note that meaningful collabora-
tion among Russian institutionalists and their foreign counterparts serves as a 
particularly useful way to form a dialogic utilitarian culture, and thereby assist in 
overcoming the swings of inversion cycles and the tendency for the splitting of 

organic part of the world of science has to be undertaken. And it is not a return 
to the old, but the ability to understand the realities of the coming century. 
There is reason to believe that tomorrow belongs to those who are actively 
involved in creating a new paradigm of social science; who will determine 
the country’s place in the system of alternatives for its future development; 
and who are able to creatively combine an analysis of global changes in our 
world while also preserving the uniqueness of Russian civilization.

And in this new era, certainly when compared to the Soviet era, we have estab-
lished that institutional thought has advanced rapidly and also spread broadly, 

Russian soil.
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Notes
1 Funding for this study was supported by the Russian Foundation for Humanities, 

evolutionary-institutional economics, institution-
alism, institutional thinking, and institutional thought more or less interchangeably. 

origins in the seminal writings of Thorstein Veblen.
3 Out of respect for Albakin’s promotion of evolutionary-institutional thinking in Russia, 

in 2015, the Center for Evolutionary Economics, located in Moscow, introduced the 

research advanced by members of the younger generation of Russian scholars.

NSES and worked directly together with Tatyana Zaslavskaya in the 1980s and 1990s 
in Novosibirsk.
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