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Realism, ideology, and the end of the 
Cold War: a reply to William Wohlforth 
MARK KRAMER 

William Wohlforth has provided a clear, concise response to the final section of my 
article on 'Ideology and the Cold War'. Because Wohlforth's own research on the 

end of the Cold War has been so stimulating and valuable, I had to devote special 
attention to his work. I welcome the opportunity to reply to his latest comments.1 

Although I agree with him on some points, I disagree on others. In what follows, I 

will explain why. 
Wohlforth's basic argument about the end of the Cold War can be broken into 

two parts: first, an explanation of why Mikhail Gorbachev pursued retrenchment in 

Soviet foreign policy after 1986; and second, an explanation of why Gorbachev 

decided to abandon the East European Communist regimes in 1989. The two parts 
of the argument are related to one another, but the second does not necessarily 
follow from the first. Unless both parts of the argument are accurate, Wohlforth's 

view of the end of the Cold War does not hold up. As I will show below, the first 

part of his argument is generally sound, but the second part is self-contradictory 
and unconvincing. 

First part of Wohlforth's argument 

Wohlforth claims that the restructuring of Soviet foreign policy in the late 1980s 
was driven by Moscow's perceptions of relative decline. According to Wohlforth, 
Gorbachev and his aides gradually sensed that their country was in a 'systemic 

[decline] and not [just] a cyclical downturn'. In the light of this 'prolonged relative 

decline', Wohlforth argues, 'Moscow faced three grand-strategic choices: "lash out" 
to reverse decline by preventive war, conquest, or intimidation; "hold fast" to 

maintain the status quo; or "appease and retrench" to allow for the revitalization of 
domestic institutions necessary to reverse decline'. According to Wohlforth, 'stand 
ard realist theories predict that Moscow's best response to relative decline within a 

US-dominated bipolar system was appeasement of the stronger superpower'. He 

acknowledges that a policy of 'appeasement and retrenchment' would make sense 

only if Gorbachev and his colleagues believed that their concessions and pullbacks 
would help them revive the Soviet economy and improve the USSR's standing in the 
world power hierarchy. If Soviet leaders had believed otherwise?that is, if they had 

1 I will be replying both to Wohlforth's letter and to his earlier article, 'Realism and the End of the 
Cold War', International Security, 19:3 (Winter 1994/95), pp. 91-129, which expresses his views at 

greater length. 
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concluded that decline was irreversible and the situation was desperate?they would, 
in Wohlforth's view, have been far more 'likely to opt for risky, forceful solutions to 

decline'. The reason they did not undertake 'risky, forceful solutions', he argues, is 

that they were surprisingly optimistic. Far from having lost hope, they were con 

vinced that sweeping domestic political and economic reforms and a temporary 
retrenchment in foreign policy would lift the Soviet Union out of decline, allowing it 

to emerge stronger than ever. 'What is striking about the Cold War's end', Wohlforth 

writes, 'is how very late in the game the Soviet leaders clung to this faith'. 

Wohlforth's argument up to this point is quite reasonable. To be sure, a few 

anomalies arise. Wohlforth does not explain why Gorbachev's immediate predeces 
sors, especially Yuri Andropov, did not pursue retrenchment whereas Gorbachev 

did. Wohlforth implies, in his response to my article, that Andropov might eventually 
have accepted retrenchment if he had lived longer, but this notion is completely 

implausible. It flies in the face of all the new evidence about Andropov's extra 

ordinarily hardline views on foreign policy and domestic affairs. A few of 

Wohlforth's other claims are also dubious. It is questionable, for example, whether 

Gorbachev and his colleagues truly perceived that the Soviet Union was declining 
and the United States was ascendant. Instead, the Soviet leaders (like many 

Americans) seemed to believe that both the Soviet Union and the United States were 

declining. 
Wohlforth's characterization of the predictions that can be derived from 'standard 

realist theories' is justifiable, but is in need of qualification. There is in fact almost 
no discussion in 'standard realist theories' of the dilemmas facing declining 

challengers. The realist literature dwells at great length on the problems confronting 

rising challengers and declining hegemons, but the peculiar situation of declining 

challengers has been almost invariably ignored, particularly before 1991. That said, I 

would agree with Wohlforth that the inference one can derive from 'standard realist 

theories' is that, at a time of sharp resource constraints and major reforms at home, 

Soviet leaders would have been likely to adopt a policy of selective retrenchment and 

accommodation abroad, provided that they believed this policy would yield a good 
chance of reversing the country's decline. The retrenchment, from their perspective, 

would be beneficial in numerous ways: it would buy time while domestic reforms 

took root; it would 'bolster the Soviet Union's image in the world' (a goal invoked 

constantly by Soviet leaders in both public and private statements) and thus increase 

Moscow's global influence; and it would bring a lasting reduction in international 

tension, thereby giving the Soviet Union ample leeway to slow down and eventually 
halt the growth of its military spending. 

It is crucial to emphasize that Wohlforth's explanation of the initial changes in 

Soviet foreign policy is predicated on the notion that Soviet leaders were convinced 

that the decline of the USSR could be halted and reversed by a combination of 

domestic reform and overseas retrenchment. If Gorbachev and his colleagues had 

instead concluded that the situation was hopeless, 'standard realist theories' would 

lead us to expect them to have behaved far more dangerously. The potential for 

violent behaviour in such circumstances was highlighted in the early 1980s by Robert 

Gilpin, a prominent realist scholar. In a widely cited analysis of power transitions, 

Gilpin argued that military conflict has 'most frequently been triggered by the fear 

of ultimate decline and the perceived erosion of power. The desire to preserve what 

one has while the advantage is still on one's side has caused insecure and declining 
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powers to precipitate great wars. The purpose of such war frequently has been to 

minimize potential losses rather than to maximize any particular set of gains'.2 
The same point has been stressed in a more recent study of great-power tran 

sitions by Dale Copeland, who argues that a declining challenger could rationally 
'feel driven to initiate war' if the challenger's decline is perceived to be 'inevitable 

and profound'.3 The 'accumulation of data showing steady decline', Copeland 
writes, 'accentuates the pessimism driving states to preventive war'. He contends that 

'the higher the expectation of an inevitable and deep decline, the more the state will 
be inclined [to embark on military action] as a "now-or-never" attempt to uphold its 

waning security'.4 Copeland claims (with the benefit of hindsight) that this finding 
does not necessarily imply that a declining Soviet Union should have been expected 
to launch a nuclear war against the United States. All-out war, he argues, would be 

rational only 'if [the declining state] has exhausted all other means of reversing 
decline and if war stands at least some chance for success. ... [A nuclear] war against 
the United States would have been self-defeating'.5 

What clearly would have been feasible, however, was a more limited Soviet 

military operation to stave off the loss of control in Eastern Europe, a region that 
had always been deemed absolutely vital for Soviet security. The use of force on a 

limited scale could have stemmed the growth of popular defiance and enabled the 
local Communist regimes to reassert control. If Soviet leaders had sensed that a 

failure to send in troops would result in a 'deep and inevitable decline' of Soviet 

influence, a realist analysis would lead us to expect that they would have been 

strongly inclined to use force as a last-ditch means of precluding the sacrifice of vital 
interests in Eastern Europe. 

Next part of Wohlforth's argument 

Wohlforth tries to explain why the Soviet Union did not resort to force in Eastern 

Europe, but his argument at this point becomes much more problematic. An 

explanation that applies to Soviet policy in the Third World does not necessarily tell 
us anything about the decision to abandon Communism in Eastern Europe. Most of 
the Soviet Union's gains in the Third World had been achieved in the mid- to late 
1970s and were peripheral to Soviet security. The Soviet Union's ideological identity 

had never been closely tied to the maintenance of forward positions in Africa, 
Central America, or Southwest Asia. The selective relinquishment of these positions, 
combined with large-scale military aid to the Afghan Communist regime, was 

deemed a palatable (albeit unwelcome) trade-off for the prospect of successful 
reforms at home. Retrenchment in those areas required only very modest ideological 
adjustments. 

2 
Robert Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 
p. 239. 

3 Dale Copeland, 'Neorealism and the Myth of Bipolar Stability: Toward a New Dynamic Realist 

Theory of Major War,' Security Studies, 5:2 (Spring 1996), pp. 29-89. 
4 

Ibid., p. 55. 
5 

Ibid., p. 72. 
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None of this was true about Soviet ties with Eastern Europe. Until the late 1980s 
the Soviet Union's determination to preserve Communism in Eastern Europe was 

not in doubt. Since the end of World War II, the main Soviet objective in the 

region?the maintenance of a political-ideological bloc and a military buffer zone? 

had remained unchanged. Any threat to the security of an East European Com 

munist regime, whether internal or external, was regarded as a threat to Soviet 

security as well. Until Gorbachev came to power, the 'rules of the game' within the 

Communist bloc, as codified by Soviet military interventions in East Germany in 

1953, Hungary in 1956, and Czechoslovakia in 1968, as well as by the threats against 
Poland in 1980-81, prohibited 'deviations' from the basic principles of Marxism 

Leninism. The preservation of a Communist bloc was an intrinsic part of the Soviet 

Union's own ideological identity, symbolized by the notion of 'defending the 

socialist commonwealth'. Every Soviet leader had fulfilled this task, in extreme cases 

through the use of military force. 

The first forty years of Soviet-East European relations after World War II are 

crucial to bear in mind when discussing the changes under Gorbachev. Wohlforth 

cites a prominent critic of realism, Richard Ned Lebow, who maintains that 'the 

Soviet retreat from Eastern Europe went far beyond any conception of retrench 

ment'.6 Wohlforth disagrees with Lebow, arguing that 'the validity of [Lebow's] 
contention depends on how advanced Soviet perceptions of decline were when the 

decision was made to abandon the Central European allies'. Wohlforth himself 

believes that 'the decision to abandon the Central European allies' was made only 
under extreme duress as crises arose in 1989. This view is incorrect (as I will explain 

below), but let us assume for the moment that Wohlforth is right. If Soviet leaders in 

1989 were merely reacting helplessly to events, how does Wohlforth connect their 

behaviour to their 'perceptions of decline'? The answer to this question presumably 
should tell us why Wohlforth disagrees with Lebow. What we find, however, is that 

Wohlforth's assessment of Soviet 'perceptions of decline' in 1989 is contradictory. 
On the one hand, he argues that 'what is striking about the Cold War's end is how 

very late in the game the Soviet leaders clung' to their view that decline could be 

reversed. 'Until at least late in 1989', Wohlforth writes, Gorbachev and his 

colleagues believed that 'new thinking' in Soviet foreign policy was 'an effective 

response to the country's external dilemmas'.7 

On the other hand, Wohlforth claims that what drove Moscow's decision to 

abandon Eastern Europe was 'mounting negative feedback' and 'dire need'. Accord 

ing to Wohlforth, Gorbachev was 'forced ... to acquiesce in a series of painful 
retreats' because he had received 'new and extremely alarming information about his 

country's capabilities and prospects'. Wohlforth does not specify what this 'new and 

extremely alarming information' was, but he seems to have in mind the upheavals in 

6 The passage comes from Richard Ned Lebow, 'The Long Peace, the End of the Cold War, and the 

Failure of Realism,' International Organization, 48:2 (Spring 1994), p. 262. 
7 

This point, it is worth noting, is borne out both by declassified documents and by important 
memoirs. One of the members of Gorbachev's Politburo, Vitalii Vorotnikov, later recalled the 

optimistic mood in 1989, noting that perestroika 'got bogged down in 1988', but the 'political reforms 

and administrative restructuring reached their "high point"', in 1989, leading to 'new hopes for 

perestroika'. Quoted from V. I. Vorotnikov, A bylo eto tak: Iz dnevnika chlena Politbyuro TsKKPSS 

(Moscow: Sovet veteranov knigoizdaniya SI-MAR, 1995), pp. 241, 244. This optimism was just as 

strongly reflected in high-level discussions of foreign policy, which were coloured by the sense that 

'new thinking' had permanently 'changed the Soviet Union's image on the world scene'. 
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Eastern Europe themselves, which 'provided the most compelling and disturbing 
evidence yet about the lack of viability of Soviet-type institutions'. The sequence 
here is hard to figure out. How could 'new and extremely alarming information', 
which became evident only after the events in Eastern Europe were over, have 

influenced Gorbachev's decisions in the leadup to those events? Logically, Gorbachev 

would have had to be aware of this 'new and extremely alarming information' before 

the events, not after. 

The logical inconsistency in Wohlforth's argument is all the more pronounced 
because he emphasizes 'the slowness with which the Soviet leadership came to an 

appreciation of the meaning of [the] events' of 1989. Although Wohlforth claims 

that the upheavals 'provided the most compelling and disturbing evidence yet about 

the lack of viability of Soviet-type institutions', he concedes that 'none of this sank 

in immediately' in Moscow. If the 'new and extremely alarming information' did not 

sink in immediately, how could it possibly have influenced Gorbachev's decisions? 

Leaving aside these contradictions, Wohlforth's claims about Soviet perceptions 
create severe problems for the hypotheses he himself derived from 'standard realist 

theories'. Wohlforth acknowledged that a realist analysis would lead one to expect a 

policy of retrenchment only if Soviet leaders believed that such a policy would help 
them reverse the decline of the USSR. If Soviet leaders had instead been faced with 

'new and extremely alarming information about their country's capabilities and 

prospects', they presumably would have been far more inclined to 'make a "now-or 
never" attempt to uphold [the USSR's] waning security' in Eastern Europe. From a 

realist perspective, the likelihood of Soviet military action in Eastern Europe should 

have been very high in 1989 if Wohlforth is correct in saying that Soviet leaders 

suddenly concluded that a failure to intervene would result in a steep and 

unremitting decline of Soviet security throughout the region. 
The contradictions that emerge in Wohlforth's analysis are unavoidable because 

he misrepresents how and why Soviet-East European relations actually changed. In 

the next section I will briefly elaborate on what I said about this in my article. 

Dynamics of change in Soviet-East European relations 

Several years ago, Wohlforth claimed that Soviet leaders 'never resolved to get out 

[of Eastern Europe] until events pushed them out. ... There is simply no evidence for 
the existence of a long-range plan to "cut loose"s East-Central Europe, or even of 

any planning for such a contingency. When the situation did begin to unravel, the 

indications are that Soviet policy plunged into rudderless confusion'. Wohlforth's 

response to my article suggests that he still adheres to this view. 

His assertions, however, are not borne out by the latest evidence, which highlights 
the active role that the Soviet Union played in the dissolution of East European 

Communism. Far from being a passive observer, the Soviet Union consistently 
encouraged far-reaching changes in Eastern Europe, the very changes that 

Gorbachev supposedly was 'forced to accept'. The process ended up moving faster 
and farther than Soviet leaders had anticipated, but that hardly means it was 

imposed on them. As I pointed out in my article, the Soviet Union had many 

opportunities in 1989 to halt the process of change in Eastern Europe. The earlier 
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the intervention might have come, the more effective it would have been in choking 
off further unrest. East German and Czechoslovak Communist leaders were 

desperately hoping that the Soviet Union would intervene to back them up. They 
were ready to proceed with forceful crackdowns (? la Tiananmen Square) if they had 

been given the go-ahead by Moscow. Rather than encouraging repression, however, 
Gorbachev did just the opposite. He strove to promote sweeping changes that would 

preclude violent unrest and ensure the emergence of a more stable political order. 

The impetus behind this policy was a simple awareness that a failure to promote 

far-reaching changes in Eastern Europe would risk the outbreak of one or more 

violent rebellions, which in turn might necessitate a Soviet military response. A 

secret memorandum prepared for the Soviet Politburo in early October 1988 by 

Georgii Shakhnazarov, Gorbachev's chief adviser on Eastern Europe, warned that 

'social instability and crisis might engulf the whole socialist world simultaneously'. 
The memorandum offered a gloomy appraisal of the situation that would most 

likely emerge: 

There are countless signs that all the fraternal countries are plagued by basically the same 

problems, which are rapidly growing and intensifying. The fact that the symptoms are alike in 

all these countries shows that the disease is caused not by some sort of noxious virus, ... but 

by concrete factors rooted in the underlying economic and political model of socialism that 
was first developed in our country and that was then transferred, with essentially no 

modifications, to the countries that embarked on the socialist path in the postwar period.8 

Shakhnazarov left no doubt that if violent crises arose and the Soviet Union came 

under pressure to respond with force, the adverse consequences for Soviet domestic 

reform would be incalculable. 'In the future', he wrote, 'the prospect of "extin 

guishing" crisis situations [in Eastern Europe] through military means must be 

completely ruled out'.9 He emphasized that the only way to ensure that the Soviet 

Union would not face the dilemma of being confronted with a violent crisis was by 

facilitating drastic political changes that would do away with the 'underlying 
economic and political model of socialism' that had been imposed on the East 

European countries after World War II. 

To achieve any significant progress, however, Soviet leaders had to overcome a 

formidable obstacle. They were aware that most of the East European regimes were 

staunchly opposed to even modest political changes. In these circumstances, the 

Soviet Union itself had to take an active part. A hands-off policy would not be 

enough. The need for an active policy was stressed in Shakhnazarov's memorandum: 

Some countries have followed our example or have even gone beyond us in undertaking 

profound reforms, but others, like the GDR, Romania, and [Czechoslovakia], have still not 

acknowledged the need for reforms, primarily for political reasons and the current leaders' 

aversion to making changes in anything. In reality, all of these countries need fundamental 

changes, although we cannot speak about this publicly, lest they accuse us of trying to impose 
perestroika on our friends. But a fact remains a fact: The obvious signs of an impending crisis 

demand radical reforms everywhere in the socialist world. ... Those who stubbornly refuse to 

heed the pressures for change are just intensifying the ills they face and are greatly 

8 'K zasedaniyu Politbyuro 6/X-88 g.,' 6 October 1988 (Secret), reproduced in Tsena svobody: 

Reformatsiya Gorbacheva glazami ego pornoshchnika (Moscow: Rossika-Zevs, 1993), p. 368. This 

document and a large number of others are now available at Arkhiv Fonda Gorbacheva (AFG) in 

Moscow. 
9 Ibid. 
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complicating matters for the future. This affects us in the most direct way. Even if we are not 

authorized to be an 'elder brother' in the socialist world, we cannot reject the role of a leader, 
a role that objectively belongs to the Soviet Union as the most powerful socialist country. If 
the situation were to reach a crisis point in one or more socialist countries, we would have to 

come to their rescue at the cost of enormous material, political, and even human losses.10 

Moscow's decision to play an active role, as I emphasized in my article, is what was 
so profoundly different about Soviet policy in the late 1980s. The aim was to ensure 

that far-reaching liberalization occurred soon enough to preclude violent instability. 
This new policy was applied to all the East European countries, but perhaps 

nowhere was it needed more urgently than in Poland, a country that seemed 

particularly susceptible to violent unrest in the late 1980s. Soviet intervention was 

crucial at key points throughout 1988 and 1989. When Gorbachev visited Poland in 

July 1988, he offered to resolve 'blank spots' in Soviet-Polish relations and privately 
urged the leaders of the Polish Communist party (PZPR) to forge ahead with 

political and economic reforms.11 When a new wave of strikes erupted in Poland the 

following month, the need for Soviet action became much more pressing. From that 

point on, Moscow began encouraging the PZPR leadership to seek an accord with 
the Solidarity opposition, which was still legally banned. In early September, a high 
level Soviet official, Nikolai Shishlin, publicly stated that 'we [in Moscow] would not 

be frightened if Solidarity reemerged' or if there were a 'return to trade union 

pluralism' in Poland, a statement that caught the Polish authorities by surprise.12 
Shishlin's comments were reflected in documents prepared over the next few days by 
Polish officials regarding new overtures to the opposition.13 Soviet leaders then met 
in Moscow with senior Polish representatives and urged the PZPR to move rapidly 
ahead in opening a dialogue.14 

With continued strong encouragement from Moscow, the Polish government soon 

agreed to restore Solidarity's legal status and to open 'round table' talks in early 
February 1989. When those talks culminated in a 'grand deal' in early April 1989, 
Soviet leaders promptly and unequivocally expressed support. The ensuing elections 
in Poland in early June 1989 were only partly free, but they resulted in a crushing 

victory for Solidarity over the PZPR. Soviet officials immediately endorsed the 
results and made clear to the Polish authorities that they must abide by the outcome. 

Although most members of the Polish Politburo conceded that 'the elections cannot 
be annulled', several key figures wanted to keep their options open in case Soviet 

10 
Ibid., pp. 367-8. 

11 
'Wst?pna informacja o wizycie Sekretarza Generalnego KC KPZR M. S. Gorbaczowa w Polsce 
11-16 lipca 1988 r.\ KS/0178/1144/88 (Secret), 11-14 July 1988, in Stanislaw Perzkowski (ed.), Tajne 

dokumenty Biura Politycznego i Sekretariatu KC: Ostatni rok wtadzy 1988-1989 (London: Aneks, 
1994), pp. 5-9. See also 'Informacja o stanie realizacji postanowie?wynikajacych z wizyty Sekretarza 

Generalnego KC PZPR M. Gorbaczowa w Polsce', KS/0210/1403/88 (Secret), 23 August 1988, ibid., 
pp. 32-3. 

12 
Interview with Shishlin in Bernard Guetta, 'Le pluralisme syndical n'est pas une h?r?sie', Le Monde 

(Paris), 7 September 1988, p. 4. 
13 

'O stusunku niekt?rych srodowisk opozycyjnych wobec propozycji utworzenia "paktu 
antykryzysowego'", no. KS/1350/88 (Secret), 8 September 1988, in Perzkowski, Tajne dokumenty, 
pp. 9-15; 'Kwestia rozm?w z opozycj^,' KS/1334/88 (Strictly Confidential), 7 September 1988, ibid., 
pp. 44-8; and 'Decyzje Biura Politycznego KC PZPR: Poziedzenie w dniu 13 wrzesnia 1988 r.', 
KS/0228/1499/88 (Secret), 13 September 1988, ibid., pp. 51-2. 

14 V. A. Medvedev, Raspad: Kak on nazreval v 'mirovoi sisteme sotsializma' (Moscow: Mezhdunarodnye 
otnosheniya, 1994), pp. 89-91. 
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policy changed.15 In mid-June, Polish leaders began secretly devising emergency 

plans for the imposition of martial law. The Polish security forces compiled lists of 

people to be arrested and drafted the timetables for a forceful crackdown.16 If the 

Polish authorities had received a go-ahead from Moscow, the martial law operation 
of December 1981 might well have been repeated. 

Far from encouraging a crackdown, however, Gorbachev did just the opposite. 

Shortly after the Polish elections, the Soviet leader delivered a highly publicized 

speech before the European parliament in Strausbourg. His remarks there came as a 

great boost to the opposition in Poland: 

Recognition of [the existence of different social systems], and respect for the sovereign right 

of every people to choose its own social system as it sees fit, are the most important 

preconditions for a normal European process. The social and political orders of certain 

countries changed in the past, and may change again in the future. This is exclusively a matter 

for the peoples themselves to decide. It is their choice.17 

Coming in the wake of the Polish elections and the remarkable changes under way 
in Hungary, Gorbachev's message to the Poles (and others) was unmistakable. 

Certainly no one in the PZPR could any longer hope that the Soviet government 
would come to the rescue of the decaying Communist regime in Warsaw. 

The Soviet Union's role remained vital in late July 1989, when pressure mounted 

in Poland for the establishment of a non-Communist government led by Solidarity. 
The Polish leader Wojciech Jaruzelski tried to stave off this development by publicly 

warning that 'adjoining states', especially the Soviet Union, would 'look at this 

askance'.18 Jaruzelski was hoping that the Soviet Union would back him up, but his 

hopes proved unfounded. One of Gorbachev's top aides, Aleksandr Yakovlev, 

sought assurance from Solidarity that it would uphold Poland's obligations to the 

Warsaw Pact; and then, with that assurance in hand, he declared that 'political 

arrangements in Poland are solely for the Poles themselves to decide, without 

interference from any quarter'.19 The Soviet Union, Yakovlev added, would accept 

any type of government that emerged. With that, the PZPR's last hope of preserving 
its 'leading role' in Polish society disappeared. By the third week in August the 

Polish Communist authorities were forced to give Solidarity an opportunity to form 

its own government under Tadeusz Mazowiecki. Before Mazowiecki's government 
could actually take office, however, Soviet intervention was required again. Because 

the PZPR General Secretary, Mieczyslaw Rakowski, was still hesitant about accept 

ing Mazowiecki as prime minister, Gorbachev placed a telephone call to Rakowski.20 

After a 40-minute conversation, Rakowski announced that he would seek 'partner 
like cooperation' with Solidarity, a PZPR press official hailed Solidarity for its 

15 Comments of Andrzej Gdula, in 'Protok?l nr. 64 z rozszerzonego posiedzenia Sekretariatu KC PZPR 

2 dniu 5.06.1989 r.\ 5 June 1989 (Secret), reproduced in Kultura (Paris), no. 6 (June 1993), p. 46. 
16 

'Instruckje w sprawie post?powania wobec osob zagrazaja^cych bezpieczenstwu i obronnosci pa?stwa 
w okresie stanu wojennego', nr. 803-A (Top Secret), compiled by the Rzesz?w branch of the Security 

Service, 13 June 1989, in Archiwum Urz^du Ochrony Pa?stwa, Sygnatura 22300, Tom 12. 
17 'Rech' M. S. Gorbacheva', Izvestiya (Moscow), 7 July 1989, p. 2. 
18 Cited in 'Przed utworzeniem rza^du 

- 
m?wig. uczestnicy konsultacji', Trybuna Ludu (Warsaw), 27 July 

1989, p. 2. 
19 

Quoted by TASS, 29 July 1989. 
20 

'Konferencja prasowa rzecznika KC: Wtorek wydarzen i rozm?w', Trybuna Ludu (Warsaw), 
23 August 1989, pp. 1-2. 
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'realistic approach', and the outgoing Communist prime minister, Czeslaw Kiszczak, 
lauded Mazowiecki as 'an outstanding personality' and 'a wise man'.21 

The emergence of a non-Communist government in Poland aroused consterna 

tion among the anti-reformist East European states, especially Romania, which 
claimed that the development would benefit 'imperialist, reactionary forces' and 

'jeopardize the interests of socialism, including the Warsaw Pact'.22 In an ironic 

reversal of its position in 1968, Romania even urged the Warsaw Pact states to send 

troops to Poland to prevent Mazowiecki's government from assuming power: 

As a Communist party and socialist country, [we] cannot consider this to be solely a Polish 
internal affair. [We] believe it concerns all socialist countries. ... The Communist and workers' 

parties of the socialist countries, the members of the Warsaw Pact, should adopt a stance and 

demand that Solidarity not be entrusted with the mission of forming a government. [We] have 
decided to appeal to ... the leaders of the parties in the Warsaw Pact countries and other 

socialist countries to express serious concern and to ask for joint [military] action to avert the 

grave situation in Poland and to defend socialism and the Polish people.23 

Soviet leaders immediately dismissed any such notion and lodged a stern protest 
with the Romanian authorities.24 The Soviet press went out of its way to commend 
Mazowiecki for being a 'calm, equable politician' who during 'his many years of 

experience' had 'never sought to promote himself'.25 Mazowiecki's government was 

able to take office without further incident, and the Soviet Union transmitted a 

message of congratulations pledging continued 'friendship and cooperation' with 

Poland.26 In subsequent weeks, Soviet officials repeatedly stressed that 'the Poles 
have chosen their own path of development' and 'are able to decide their fate for 

themselves'.27 

In short, rather than trying to save the PZPR's 'leading role', and rather than 

being forced to acquiesce under the pressure of events, the Soviet Union actively 
facilitated the demise of Communist rule in Poland. Even if Gorbachev initially may 
have preferred to see the Polish government remain under the control of reform 

minded Communists, he had come to recognize that no Communist leader in Poland 
could win sufficient popular support to guarantee political stability. Only a govern 

ment led by Solidarity could take the steps needed to forestall another violent crisis 
in Poland that would create pressure for a Soviet military response. When it came to 
a choice of either promoting the formation of a stable, non-Communist government 
in Poland or upholding orthodox Communist rule by any means necessary, 

Gorbachev?unlike his predecessors?chose the former. 

21 Cited in 'Rza_d 
- 

kiddy, jaki, czyj?' Gazeta wyborcza (Warsaw), 23 August 1989, p. 3; and 'Murem za 

sprawami wsi', Gazeta wyborcza (Warsaw), 24 August 1989, p. 1. 
22 

'De la Var?ovia', Scinteia (Bucharest), 20 August 1989, p. 1. 
23 

'Dokumenty: Polska-Rumunia', Gazeta Wyborcza (Warsaw), 29 September-1 October 1989, p. 6. This 
bizarre episode was reported at length in the same issue of Gazeta Wyborcza. Romanian Communist 
officials sought, among other things, to gain the PZPR's cooperation in joint action against 
Solidarity, but Polish Communist leaders vehemently rejected the 'invitation'. 

24 
According to Rafail Fyodorov, who was first deputy chief of the CPSU International Department in 

1989-1990, the whole episode 'was a dangerous thing in a volatile situation, and it deserved a harsh 

response'. Interview in Moscow, 13 June 1990. 
25 L. Toporkov, Trudnyi vybor: V Pol'she skladyvaetsya novaya rasstanovka politicheskikh sil', Izvestiya 

(Moscow), 23 August 1989, p. 4; and A. Starukhin, 'Reshenie seima PNR', Pravda (Moscow), 25 

August 1989, p. 7. 
26 

'Predsedatelyu Soveta Ministrov Pol'skoi Narodnoi Respubliki Tadeushu Mazovetskomu', Izvestiya 
(Moscow), 25 August 1989, p. 4. 

27 
Interview with Nikolai Shishlin, in Lib?ration (Paris), 22 September 1989, p. 4. 
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Wohlforth's failure to take account of the Soviet Union's active role in Eastern 

Europe causes him to dismiss?or at least greatly understate?the significance of 
Gorbachev's 'strong preference against forceful intervention'. Wohlforth contends 
that this preference was shaped on the spur of the moment and was little different 
from the 'cost-driven reluctance to use force' that Leonid Brezhnev supposedly 
displayed during the Polish crisis of 1980-81. This argument is wide of the mark in 
two respects. 

First, the notion that Soviet leaders showed a particular reluctance to use force 

during the 1980-81 Polish crisis is simply inaccurate. Declassified materials from the 

former Soviet, East German, and Polish archives show that, from August 1980 to at 

least April 1981, the Soviet Union was fully prepared to send several divisions of 

Soviet troops to Poland to assist with the implementation of martial law28 This was, 
in fact, the very first option endorsed by members of the Soviet Politburo in August 
1980. If the Polish Communist leaders, Stanislaw Kania and Wojciech Jaruzelski, 

had consented to the deployment, Soviet, East German, and Czechoslovak forces 

would have entered Poland in December 1980 or April 1981 to help Polish troops 
and security personnel introduce martial law. Contrary to Wohlforth's assertion, the 

Brezhnev-era leaders seemed remarkably obtuse about the problems that would most 

likely have arisen if Soviet and other Warsaw Pact troops had entered Poland to help 
out with martial law. 

Second, an awareness of the costs and risks of using force in Eastern Europe was 

nothing new. Awareness of these drawbacks is not what distinguished the events of 

1989 from earlier crises in Soviet-East European relations. From the late 1940s on, 
Soviet leaders were always mindful of the potential costs of military intervention in 

Eastern Europe. It was never an option they undertook lightly; quite the contrary. In 

1968, for example, the Soviet Politburo carefully weighed the pros and cons of 

military intervention in Czechoslovakia and went to great lengths to try to find a 

'solution' short of direct military intervention. Only when it became clear that no 

alternatives would be feasible did the Soviet Politburo finally decide to invade. 

Similarly, during the 1980-81 crisis, Soviet leaders did their best (by exerting relent 

less pressure on Kania and Jaruzelski) to promote an 'internal' solution that would 
restore orthodox Communist rule. Jaruzelski's martial law operation in December 

1981 accomplished Moscow's goals. If that operation had collapsed and widespread 
violence had erupted in Poland, there is little doubt that Soviet leaders would have 

sent troops to Poland to contain the unrest. It was a decision that they very much 

hoped to avoid, but if they had been forced to confront it, there is no reason to 

believe that they would have stood by and watched Poland dissolve into chaotic 

violence. 

What was fundamentally different about the events of 1989 was not that 

Gorbachev and his top aides were averse to the use of force, but that they decided 

early on not to use it and instead to promote far-reaching political changes that 

would preclude the outbreak of large-scale violent rebellions. Their conception of 

the Soviet bloc was a repudiation of everything that earlier Soviet leaders had 

espoused. This was not at all a mere tactical adjustment as implied by Wohlforth, 
who ties the shift in Soviet policy between 1981 and 1989 to the claim that resource 

constraints were 'much tighter' in 1989. In reality, the Soviet army was still perfectly 

28 For documentary evidence, see the publications adduced in fn. 37 of my article. 
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capable of upholding Soviet hegemony in Eastern Europe in 1989 if Gorbachev had 

been willing to shed blood, as were his predecessors. (The Soviet army would not 

even have been needed if Gorbachev had just given his consent for an internal 

crackdown.) Gorbachev's rejection of his predecessors' ideological commitment to 

the socialist bloc ensured that the military option was no longer necessary. 
A different Soviet leader undoubtedly would have acted differently. Under a 

leader like Viktor Grishin or Grigorii Romanov, it is inconceivable that the Soviet 

Union would have actively promoted fundamental changes in Eastern Europe. The 

choices Gorbachev made in 1989 were by no means uniformly popular or regarded 
as the only ones available. As soon as the upheavals were over, Gorbachev's 

opponents denounced the 'destruction of our buffer zone' and the 'humiliation that 

the small East European countries have inflicted' on a 'great power' like the Soviet 

Union.29 The Soviet ambassador to Poland, V. I. Brovikov, claimed that the 'incom 

petence, myopia, and skewed priorities' of the Soviet leadership had prompted 'the 

West to sing our praises while gloating over the collapse of Communism and world 

socialism'.30 One of Gorbachev's chief rivals, Egor Ligachev, whom Wohlforth 

depicts as basically having supported the abandonment of Eastern Europe, was 

actually on the other side. He condemned Gorbachev for having 'decided matters 

outside the [Soviet] Politburo' and argued that the policy would have been 'very 
different' if 'Gorbachev, Yakovlev, and [Eduard] Shevardnadze had not shut out 

everyone else'.31 In Ligachev's view, their approach did 'grave damage' to the Soviet 

Union, bringing 'the collapse of the socialist commonwealth and an incredible 

strengthening of imperialism'.32 Other senior party officials accused Yakovlev and 

Shevardnadze of 'dishonesty, duplicity, and treason'.33 

There is every reason to believe that if Gorbachev's rivals had been in power, they 
would have fashioned a very different policy toward Eastern Europe. Advisers such 
as Shakhnazarov, Yakovlev, and Shevardnadze would have been marginalized. 

Nothing was preordained in the late 1980s, no matter who the General Secretary 
was. The choices that were made have to be seen in the context of the political and 

ideological restructuring under way in the Soviet Union. The domestic restructuring 
facilitated the arguments of those who wanted to promote fundamental changes in 
Eastern Europe. For the first time since World War II, the whole nature of Soviet 
East European relations was up for grabs. 

Conclusion 

Wohlforth says that 'expectations cannot be mechanistically derived from material 

trends', but his discussion of the end of the Cold War has a decidedly mechanistic 

29 
'Vystupleniya na Plenume TsK KPSS', Pravda (Moscow), 8 February 1990, p. 3. 

30 
'Vystupleniya v preniyakh po dokladu', Pravda (Moscow), 7 February 1990, p. 2. Not surprisingly, 

Brovikov was soon removed from his post. 
31 

Interview with Ligachev, at Harvard University, 5 November 1991. See also 'Obsuzhdenie doklada 
"S otvetsvennost'yu za sud'by Rossii i vsei strany": E. K. Ligachev', Sovetskaya Rossiya (Moscow), 
22 June 1990, p. 3; and 'Otvety na voprosy s'ezda: E. K. Ligachev', Pravda (Moscow), 11 July 1990, 
p. 5. 

32 
'Obsuzhdenie doklada', p. 3. 

33 'Utki' letyat nad Kremlem', Komsomol'skaya pravda (Moscow), 10 July 1990, pp. 1-3. 
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feel to it. He leaves out much of the contingency, uncertainty, and choice that 

leaders at the time actually faced. According to Wohlforth, realists find it 'not 

surprising' that Gorbachev decided to give up the Communist bloc. Not surprising? 
At least one influential realist, Robert Gilpin, must have found it very surprising, if 

we are to judge by what he wrote in the early 1980s: 

Although the United States continues to be the dominant and most prestigious state in the 

[international] system, it no longer has the power to 'govern' the system as it did in the past. 
... The classic symptoms of a declining power characterize the United States in the early 

1980s. ... The Soviet Union is, of course, the rising challenger, and it appears to be the one 

power that in the years to come could supplant the American dominance over the inter 

national system. 
... 

[T]he acceleration in the development of Soviet industrial and military 

might in recent decades has been formidable. ... Meanwhile, the relative decline in American 

power and the continuing restraint [in Washington] on the use of military force has [sic] given 
rise to an era of uneasy coexistence between the superpowers. ... The redistribution of 

military power in favor of Russia as the rising state in the international system ... 
might 

precipitate a course of events over which [the superpowers] could lose control.34 

In citing these comments, I do not mean to be unfair to Gilpin. He was hardly the 

only one who failed to predict the momentous changes of the late 1980s. My guess is 

that just about everyone, whether realist or non-realist, was surprised by those 

events. Wohlforth's account of them is a useful and illuminating starting point, but 

the explanatory value of his framework is limited by his decision to focus solely on 

perceptions of relative power. 

34 
Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics, pp. 232, 241-4. 
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